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ABSTRACT
There are more students with disabilities going to college 
than ever before. It is important that colleges understand the 
experiences of students with disabilities when in university. 
This research project was carried out by 12 students with 
intellectual disabilities who are enrolled in an Irish university, 
under the guidance of their lecturers. The project looked at 
four research questions: (1) what do we like about going to 
college; (2) what do we dislike about going to college; (3) 
what supports do students with disabilities experience to 
participation in college; and (4) what barriers do students with 
disabilities experience to participation in college? The results 
show many interesting findings about what students with 
disabilities experience in college and this information can be 
used to help colleges better support students with disabilities.

Points of interest

•  This article helps build on research that has been done before because col-
lege students with intellectual disabilities conducted the research, analysed 
the data and prepared the manuscript for publication.

•  We hoped that the research could make changes in college because it gives 
students a chance to give their opinion and be listened to.

•  The research informs people in college about the barriers and supports for 
people with disabilities in college.

•  The participants wanted to be independent by telling people facts them-
selves without tutors and parents.

•  Even though they had people to help, the participants did the work them-
selves and used their own voices.
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Introduction

The Association for Higher Education Access and Disability (AHEAD) collects infor-
mation every year about students with disabilities in Ireland. Their research shows 
that there has been a major increase in the number of students with disabilities in 
higher education since 1994 when there were only 990 students with disabilities 
(AHEAD 2016).

Research about students with disabilities is important because there are a lot 
of students with disabilities and it would be useful for authorities to understand 
the needs of these students. Research in Ireland reveals the following statistics, 
for example:

•  According to the 2011 Census in the Republic of Ireland, 595,335 people in 
Ireland have disabilities. This figure represented 13% of all of the people in 
Ireland at the time (CSO 2012).

•  According to the Higher Education Authority there were 214,694 students 
enrolled in higher education in Ireland in the 2014/15 academic year (Higher 
Education Authority 2015).

•  In 2014/15 there were 10,733 students with disabilities in 27 higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) in Ireland. This includes students attending universi-
ties, institutes of technology and other institutions such as art colleges and 
teacher training colleges. This represents 5% of the total student population 
(AHEAD 2016).

•  Of the people with disabilities aged 15–49, 25% were educated to third level. 
This compares with 39% of the general population (CSO 2012). A smaller 
proportion of people with disabilities therefore participate in higher educa-
tion than people without disabilities.

The rise in the number of students with disabilities in higher education means 
that HEIs may face challenges in supporting these students. Research in this area 
could show HEIs how they can help.

College experience

What is college like for students in general?

Some researchers have studied what it is like to be a student in higher education. 
Students in one research study described five types of activities as a student: aca-
demic (e.g. going to class, studying), informal (e.g. socialising with friends, exer-
cising), formal extracurricular (e.g. students clubs), work (e.g. part-time jobs) and 
university sponsored events (e.g. sport events) (Ekelman, Bazyk, and Bazyk 2013).

The Irish Survey of Student Engagement asked first-year undergraduates, final-
year undergraduates and postgraduate students about their experiences of higher 
education. More than 27,000 students from 30 HEIs took part in 2015. The results 
show that almost all students spend some time outside class studying each week 
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and that the highest number of students (34.7%) spend between one and four 
hours studying every week. Some of the other activities that students engage in 
include: group work in class (54%), giving a presentation (34%), talking to others 
about what they learned in class (59%), reading books or journal articles (89%) 
and doing assignments of less than 1000 words (73%), between 1000 and 5000 
words (87%) or more than 5000 words (38%) (ISSE 2015). A study which researched 
transitions to higher education for all students found that the biggest difficulties 
were: paying fees or other costs, knowing what standard is expected, the difficulty 
of the course, juggling work and study, timely completion of coursework, finding 
time for other interests and balancing personal relationships (McCoy et al. 2014). 
These studies tell us that there are a lot of different activities in college and that 
there are aspects about being a student which are difficult for all students, whether 
or not they have a disability.

What makes college harder for students with disabilities?

Although more people with disabilities now attend college than before, a smaller 
proportion of them graduate from college when compared with people without 
disabilities (Getzel and Thoma 2008). It is therefore important to understand what 
people with disabilities need when they are in college so that they can have a 
more positive experience.

Barriers to participating in college

The barriers to participating in college for people with disabilities have been 
studied by many researchers. In one study (Hong 2015), 16 college students with 
various disabilities kept a journal about their student experience for 10 weeks. 
Students in this study often described college as stressful. Some of the factors they 
found stressful about college life include: the physical environment, distractions, 
side effects of medication, feeling tired (less time to do work, skipping class, less 
socialising), feeling like a burden, feeling they need to prove themselves, accept-
ing their limitations, lack of time-management skills, managing deadlines when 
lots of work is due at the same time, waking up on time for class, social stigma 
(e.g. being resented by friends) and self-consciousness. The attitudes of teaching 
staff were also reported as a barrier. Students felt like they were being judged and 
were embarrassed by teaching staff. Students did not want teaching staff to think 
they were less able to do their work. Some students thought they were treated 
differently to classmates without disabilities. Some students felt uncomfortable 
telling staff about their disability and what would help them.

Another study interviewed 10 university students with disabilities (Ekelman, 
Bazyk, and Bazyk 2013) and found that students considered academic activities 
stressful and felt they spent most of their time doing college work. They spoke 
about feeling anxious and overwhelmed. A study by Sachs and Schreuer (2011) 
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compared how higher education students with various disabilities (n = 170) per-
formed academically and got involved in college life in comparison with people 
without disabilities (n = 156). They found that students with disabilities needed 
to spend more time working to obtain the same results as students without dis-
abilities. Students with disabilities took part in class activities and extracurricular 
activities like music and art less than students without disabilities.

One study researched the difficulties for students with attention deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder and autistic spectrum disorder in universities and institutes of tech-
nology (Clince, Nolan, and Connolly 2015). Challenges for students with attention 
deficit hyperactivity disorder were concentrating when studying, getting started 
with study, putting things off (procrastination), starting writing and dealing with 
work overload. People with autistic spectrum disorder found it hard to manage 
anxiety and negative thoughts. Managing stressful situations, concentrating in 
lectures and procrastinating were also difficult for people with autistic spectrum 
disorder.

Although many of the challenges experienced by students with disabilities can 
be experienced by all students, it may be more difficult for students with disabilities 
to cope with these challenges in addition to managing their disability.

Supports to participating in college

A review of the research shows us that there are many barriers to succeeding in 
higher education for people with disabilities. This means that students with disa-
bilities may need extra supports to help them to succeed in college.

Getzel and Thoma (2008) conducted a study with a group of 34 college students 
with a variety of disabilities (visual, orthopaedic, other health impairment, deaf-
ness, specific learning disability, emotional disturbances) from the United States. 
They found that students identified problem-solving, self-awareness, self-man-
agement, looking for services on campus, developing support systems on campus 
and having a positive relationship with your professor as supports that lead to 
success in higher education. Developing these skills and supports is important 
for students with disabilities to help them to stay in education and to graduate 
(Harris and Robertson 2001; Jameson 2007).

In Ireland, AHEAD (2015) researched some of the supports and reasonable 
accommodations that can make college life easier for people with disabilities. For 
example, 79% of students with disabilities receive examination accommodations 
such as extra time to complete examinations, different venues (e.g. low-distraction 
venue), the use of a computer and the use of a scribe or reader.

These studies tell us that there are some supports which can make being a 
student easier for people with disabilities.
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Rationale for our research

There has been very little research by college students with intellectual disabilities 
about their own likes, dislikes and supports and barriers to college life, which is 
why our research project tries to answer the following four questions:

(1)    What do we like about going to college?
(2)    What do we dislike about going to college?
(3)    What supports do students with disabilities experience to participation 

in college?
(4)    What barriers do students with disabilities experience to participation 

in college?

We carried out this research for four reasons:

(1)    We thought people would be interested. The main people we thought 
would be interested are other students, parents, teachers and college 
management.

(2)    We hoped that our research might lead to changes in college because it 
gives students a chance to give their opinion and be listened to. It also 
tells people in college about the barriers and supports for people with 
disabilities in college.

(3)    We hope that we encourage other people with disabilities to carry out 
similar research.

(4)    We wanted to be independent by telling people things ourselves with-
out tutors and parents. Even though we had people to help us we did 
the work ourselves and used our own voices.

Writing style of article

We decided to write the article in accessible format because we wanted to show 
people with disabilities, researchers, teachers, doctors and other members of soci-
ety that people with intellectual disabilities not only can take part in research but 
can also analyse research data and think critically. The writing style of the article 
helps us to show the reader that people with intellectual disabilities had a big part 
in writing the research paper. During our time in college we learned that the voices 
of people with intellectual disabilities are not often heard and that at times people 
with intellectual disabilities are not taken seriously because of their disability. For 
this reason, it is important that the voices of people with disabilities are included 
in research projects, not only through taking part in research projects but also 
by deciding how research findings are shared with society. This way, society can 
start to see people with disabilities, especially intellectual disabilities, as having 
the ability to think critically, just like someone without an intellectual disability.
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Terminology

University and college

In Ireland, ‘college’ is commonly used to refer collectively to universities and insti-
tutes of technology. In this article we use the word college because it is what makes 
most sense to us, even though the research was carried out in a university. You will 
see the words university and college used when we talk about other research that 
has been done in different parts of the world. We made sure to use the same terms 
from the research articles we consulted so that we were reporting information 
from the literature correctly.

Students with disabilities

We decided as a group to refer to students with disabilities as students first and 
their disability second. It is very common that when society sees someone with 
a disability they make assumptions about them. For example, they are not smart 
enough, they could never graduate from college, they could never be an athlete 
or they could never have a paying job. But most of the time a person with a disa-
bility can do anything they want. It is often the case that society limits them, either 
through the physical environment, social networks, personal relationships or the 
community (this is called the social model of disability).

Methods

Participants

Twelve university students with intellectual disabilities participated in and com-
pleted this research project, under the guidance of our three lecturers. We were 
enrolled in a two-year college certificate programme at a university in Ireland. 
Three men and nine women took part in the research project. The age range was 
19–39 with the average age being 26 years. We all have some form of an intel-
lectual disability, we all travelled to college independently and none of us use a 
wheelchair. The research project took place during our Research Methods module. 
As part of our Research Methods module we had to conduct a research project. 
We thought it would be interesting to look at what may be some of the supports 
and barriers that students with disabilities face when they are going to university. 
Our research project took place over five class periods. Each class was two hours 
long and took place on campus.

Procedure

In our study we used a participatory research design that involved photovoice and 
nominal group technique (NGT):
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•  Participatory research design. There are many different styles of research, and 
for this study we used a participatory research design. This is when the par-
ticipants of the research take an active role in the project, like coming up 
with the research questions, figuring out how to best collect data, analysing 
the data and informing the public about the research findings.

•  Photovoice. We used the photovoice method to collect and analyse our 
data. Photovoice is an accessible research method used to include people 
with intellectual disabilities in research and it is becoming more common in 
research in this field (Aldridge 2007; Hergenrather, Rhodes, and Bardhoshi 
2009; Jurkowski 2008; Wang, Cash, and Powers 2000).

•  Nominal Group Technique. We also used a research method called NGT in 
which, as a group, you make a list of factors that are important to you and 
related to the research questions. Each person then gets to vote on their top 
choices (Delbecq and Van de Ven 1971; Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson 
1975; Gallagher et al. 1993; Hares et al. 1992). Using NGT made sure that 
everyone was able to give their opinions on what they felt was most impor-
tant when trying to make sense of our findings.

The data collection methods for our project were as follows:

•  Week 1: we spent one class period learning how to use the digital cameras. 
Each student was given their own digital camera to take photographs.

•  Week 2: we broke-up into three groups and walked around campus taking 
pictures of what we liked and disliked about going to college. Each group 
had one lecturer in the group if any help was needed.

•  Week 3: we broke-up into three groups and walked around campus taking 
pictures of barriers and supports around campus for people with disabilities. 
Each group had one lecturer in the group if any help was needed.

•  Week 4: the lecturers developed the pictures we took and we spent the 
whole class analysing the first research questions. In our groups we put the 
pictures on the table and picked which pictures helped us answer what we 
like and dislike about college. In our small groups we chose the pictures we 
thought were most important to put on our posters. We put the pictures 
on poster boards and discussed what we wanted to say about each picture. 
We then wrote a brief description explaining why that picture was impor-
tant to include on the poster board (Figure 1, Figure 2). We took turns to 
write underneath the photographs. We presented the poster to the class. 
After each group presented their poster we then looked at what was similar 
between groups and we developed a list of all of the items. We made two 
lists: what we like about college and what we dislike about college. After 
the lists were developed each of us voted with stickers on our top three 
most important items on both lists. We then discussed our results and wrote 
about what the results mean and why they are important.
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Figure 1. example of a poster created by students to address research questions 1 and 2.

Figure 2. example of a poster created by students to address research questions 3 and 4.



DISABILITY & SOCIETY   9

•  Week 5: we followed the same steps as in Week 4 to answer the research 
questions about supports and barriers for people with disabilities in college.

After the group analysed the data we presented the findings from the project 
at a research seminar that was held at the university. We invited important people 
like the Head of the School of Education, the director of disability services, pro-
fessors, administrative staff and staff from different student services to come to 
our research presentation. A total of 70 staff members from around the university 
attended the seminar. At the seminar, we presented to university staff about the 
barriers and supports that we identify for students with disabilities and provided 
them with suggestions on how to improve the experiences of students with dis-
abilities who go to university. Because the data in our study were collected and 
analysed by students with disabilities (this type of work is called co-production) 
we wanted to make sure to share our findings with important staff members of 
the university, in the hope that future policies can be designed to make sure that 
they are actually meeting the needs of students with disabilities.

Analysis

The analysis drew from two data collection sources: poster boards (photovoice) 
and voting (NGT). The photovoice helped guide the voting process (NGT). First, for 
the poster boards we took all of the items listed on the poster boards and trans-
ferred them to one list. We then took this list and grouped similar items together 
and developed what are called themes (Corbin and Strauss 1990). This helped us 
understand the data better because we had grouped similar things together. We 
then individually voted on which themes we thought were most important. We 
all got three votes for each list. In total we developed four lists (i.e. what we like 
about college, what we dislike about college, supports for people with disabili-
ties in college, barriers for people with disabilities in college). After we all had an 
opportunity to vote individually, we counted all of the votes to see which the three 
most popular items on each list were. We describe our results in the following for 
each of the four lists that were created.

Results

Our findings for the research project showed the following results.

Research Question 1: ‘Things we like about college life’

For things we like about college life we found the following factors to be the most 
important in our analysis: socialising, graduating, learning, technology, sports and 
being healthy, and architecture. Table 1 presents how many votes each theme 
received.
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The theme that received the highest number of votes from the group was social-
ising (eight votes). For socialising it was reported that making friends, having fun, 
hanging out with friends, keeping life going, being good friends, meeting new 
people, getting along with everyone and not leaving friends out were all important 
to the group. The students also liked talking to people around college, like other 
students, professors and staff from the sports centre and the cafeteria. Because 
college is in the city centre, students get to walk about the city during lunch breaks, 
go to different shops or have lunch at different restaurants in the city.

The theme of graduating received six votes. The group looked forward to cel-
ebrating time in college, getting their college certificates, getting jobs, preparing 
for the future, looking back at college experiences and having dreams come true. 
For example, one member of the group talked about how her dad is a professor 
and all three of her siblings went to college and now she gets to be just like them 
– graduating from the same college as her siblings. The students talked about how 
graduating from college would help them find a good job they would like and that 
would pay more money so they could be more independent.

The theme of learning received five votes. The results showed that the group 
liked learning in college. The students liked reading and learning how to do new 
things. For example, many people in the group liked learning about mathematics 
and sciences because a lot of them never got a chance to learn about these sub-
jects before. Supporting new people in college with the new things they learned 
was also something that the group liked. They also liked using their new knowl-
edge to prepare for what comes after college, such as for getting a job and being 
more independent. Developing communication skills was also something that the 
group liked. There are many chances to learn in college and the students valued 
having the opportunity to learn new things. It helped them to develop as people 
and as learners. This was seen as important for life after college, to move on to 
other courses, to get employment and for their personal lives in the future.

The theme of technology was reported as something that the group liked and 
this theme received five votes. The group liked talking about technology, working 
on computers, fixing computers, looking up information, studying on computers, 
emailing friends, playing games, YouTube, listening to music, learning new things 
in life and using email to check what homework you may have. The chance to use 
technology in college was seen as good for learning and for other parts of the 
students’ personal lives as well.

Table 1. things we like about college life votes.

Things we like about college life Number of votes
socialising 8
Graduating 6
learning 5
technology 5
sports and being healthy 4
architecture 2
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The theme of sports and being healthy received four votes. The group talked 
about how they liked coming to college and using the sports centre to exercise 
and get healthier. Some people in the group talked about their personal goals 
to become fit and how they used the treadmill in the sports centre to help them 
with their goals. One student used the swimming pool in the sports centre to help 
her train for her swimming competitions. Another student talked about how he 
has joined college sports teams and volunteered in events that the sports centre 
puts on.

The theme of architecture received two votes. Some people in the group talked 
about how they liked coming to college because the campus is really pretty. The 
buildings on campus were very historical and nice to look at.

Research Question 2: ‘Things we dislike about college life’

For the second research question we found the following six themes to be most 
important in relation to what we do not like about college: studying/examina-
tions, road works/traffic/trains, ramps help some people but are a hazard to others, 
getting up early, sports and birds. Table 2 presents how many votes each theme 
received.

The theme of studying/examinations received eight votes. It was found that 
students can get stressed and that other people could help more; for example, by 
reading in a way that they can understand. Students felt that there was sometimes 
too much work in one week and that new students may find it stressful.

The theme of road works/traffic/trains received eight votes. The students found 
it could get too noisy with all the construction that is happening around campus. 
This noise can be a distraction. It was reported that sometimes this made it difficult 
to hear what the instructor was saying. Students felt that there were often too 
many people on the road. Other people may find it hard at times because this can 
cause students to be stuck in traffic and late for class. Students had to sometimes 
plan different routes to get into college.

The theme of ramps help someone people by are a hazard to others received 
six votes. It was revealed that while ramps are very helpful to some people with 
disabilities, they may also prove to be a hazard to other people with disabilities. 
For example, the group talked about how ramps might be a hazard for people 
who are blind as they might trip over the ramps when walking around campus. 
The students thought ramps should be positioned so that they are not a hazard 
for people who have trouble seeing.

Table 2. things we dislike about college life votes.

Things we dislike about college life Number of votes
studying/examinations 8
Road works/traffic/trains 8
Ramps help some people but are a hazard to others 6
Getting up early 5
sports 2
birds 1
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The theme of getting up early received five votes. The students found that 
getting up early was something the group did not like. They stated that it caused 
them to get tired during the day. If students had a test they might stay up late and 
study and still have to get up on time to make it into college for class. The students 
talked about how they are not morning people and that they need sleep. Students 
spoke about the need for balance in their life so that they can get eight hours of 
sleep a night and be on time for class.

The theme of sports received two votes. Some of the students did not like to 
take part in sports in college because they were not interested in doing sports. 
Most students liked to do sports, but for those students who did not like sports 
they particularly did not like it when they were made to take part in sport activities 
because they do not like running around.

The theme of birds received one vote. When students made their poster boards 
a couple of poster boards had pictures of birds on campus. Students talked about 
how they did not like birds because they were afraid of them and found them scary.

Research Question 3: ‘Supports to participating in college’

We found the following factors to be the most important in our analysis when 
examining what supports are around campus for people with disabilities: class-
room support; ramps, automatic doors and lifts; joining in sporting games; ser-
vices; going to reception for information and help; signs and braille maps; and 
emergency equipment and stations. Table 3 presents how many votes each theme 
received.

The theme of classroom support received eight votes. Classroom supports that 
were mentioned included receiving support from friends, professors and scribes. 
If a student gets stuck they will have support from these people to ask questions. 
Professors in college can support students with their work. Students can ask their 
professors questions or for more help to understand the lesson. Classmates were 
seen as another support to participating in college. It is important for classmates 
to get along, respect each other and support each other with their coursework and 
college life. Classmates can support each other when they are feeling anxious or 
having personal problems. Tension between classmates can cause problems for 
students wanting to stay in college and can also affect their learning.

The theme of ramps, automatic doors and lifts received seven votes. The group 
talked about how ramps, automatic doors and lifts can help people who use 

Table 3. supports to participating in college votes. 

Supports to participating in college life Number of votes
classroom support 8
Ramps, automatic doors and lifts 7
Joining in sporting games 6
services 5
Going to reception for information and help 4
signs and braille maps 2
emergency equipment and stations 1
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wheelchairs or crutches to get around college. These things can help improve 
access for students with disabilities getting into buildings that are not on ground 
level and can make sure that students with disabilities can actually get to their 
lectures without any problems.

The theme of joining in sporting games received six votes. Sport was seen as 
a place where students with disabilities can socialise, keep healthy, participate 
in college, make friends, try new sports and get better at the sports they like. 
Sport was also seen as a way for students to improve their communication and 
teamwork skills.

The theme of services received five votes. There are a lot of services on campus 
that students with disabilities can use if they need help or support. These include 
the health service, the disability service, the counselling service and the physio-
therapist. These supports can help students with a disability to stay in college and 
make sure they graduate.

The theme of going to reception for information and help received four votes. 
Students with disabilities can get support by seeking advice or directions to a 
place like a classroom by asking college staff who work at reception desks. Also if 
students find an item that another student has lost they can bring it to a reception 
desk so the owner can go and collect their lost item.

The theme of signs and braille maps received two votes. These were seen as most 
important for students who have trouble seeing so that they can be supported when 
trying to find their way around campus. Without signs and braille maps students will 
not be able to make their way to class and participate in college activities because 
they will not know where to go and will always have to ask other people for help.

The theme of emergency equipment and stations received one vote. Students 
talked about how emergency stations and equipment are important for students 
with physical disabilities and students who are blind or have trouble seeing. If 
there was an emergency on campus, students would be supported by college in 
making sure they are kept safe for any emergency situation that might happen.

Research Question 4: ‘Barriers to participating in college’

For barriers to participating in college, our research showed the following themes 
to be most important: hard to open doors, steps and stairs, things too high up, 
cobble stones, signs are hard to read and going through the main gates. Table 4 
presents how many votes each theme received.

Table 4. barriers to participating in college votes.

Barriers to participating in college Number of votes
Hard to open doors 8
steps and stairs 8
things too high up 8
cobbles stones 4
sings are hard to read 2
Going through the main gates (lots of people) 2
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Three themes received the same number of votes (eight votes) and were 
thought to be equally important. The top-voted barriers for students with disa-
bilities in college were: hard to open doors, steps and stairs, and things too high up.

For the theme of hard to open doors the group felt that handles and latches 
around campus might be too high to reach. Sometimes people have to get help to 
open doors, which is a barrier when they are trying to be independent on campus. 
Students who use wheelchairs might not be able to open doors if they are not 
automatic. The students talked about how it would be better if all doors around 
college were automatic, especially because some doors do not have handles which 
can make it hard for people with disabilities to open.

For the theme of steps and stairs the group found that steps and stairs might 
be difficult for people who use a wheelchair or for people who use crutches. Steps 
are hard to get up as they might be too steep for some people. The students talked 
about how people who are blind might need help going up stairs, that steps and 
stairs can be dangerous for some people and that they can also affect a person with 
a disability’s freedom to be independent because they would need help getting 
around campus.

For the theme of things too high up students found that people with disabil-
ities might have trouble reaching the light switches when entering a classroom 
or bathroom. If someone was using crutches it would be very difficult for them to 
reach up for light switches, door handles, lockers or shelves. They would have to 
always ask for help, which could affect them being independent. The group felt 
that things should be kept at eye level or lower so that everyone can reach.

The theme of cobble stones received four votes. The group thought that cobble 
stones made the campus look nice, but that they are not helpful for students who 
use wheelchairs or for students who are blind because the ground is uneven and 
you can easily trip and hurt yourself.

The themes of signs are hard to read and going through the main gates received 
two votes each. It would be useful for students who are blind to have every sign 
on campus include braille. The main entrance to campus is a gate. Getting through 
the main gates can be tricky because they are narrow and there are always a lot 
of people trying to go through them to get to class. The narrow gate and the area 
being crowded all the time can make students nervous.

Discussion

This article looked at four research questions: (1) what do we like about going to 
college; (2) what do we dislike about going to college; (3) what supports do stu-
dents with disabilities experience to participation in college; and (4) what barriers 
do students with disabilities experience to participation in college? Our findings 
showed what students with intellectual disabilities like and dislike about going to 
college and these things should be considered when organising courses for others 
students with disabilities in the future.
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Our findings support and build on past disability research. We now discuss how 
our research project fits in with the disability community and human rights for 
people with intellectual disabilities.

Disability community

An interesting finding of our study was that students focused more on physical 
barriers that could affect a person’s ability to participate in university life; while at 
the same time they identified social and personal factors as key supports needed 
to be successful in college. We should also mention that when we first started the 
study it was supposed to focus on the college experience of students with intellec-
tual disabilities, but once we started to collect data it became clear that we were 
collecting data to support all students with different types of disabilities. This is 
an important finding because researchers who study disability culture (disability 
culture is a group of people who have a disability and want to have relationships 
with other people with disabilities because they experience life the same way) 
often do not include people with intellectual disabilities as part of the disability 
community (Beart 2005) because a lot of people in society still do not see people 
with intellectual disabilities as being humans with feelings, dreams, goals and 
desires just like other people with or without disabilities (Ferguson and Ferguson 
2009; Goodley 2001; Spassiani and Friedman 2014).

In our study the group was focused on not only the experience of students with 
intellectual disability, but also students with all types of disability. Two researchers 
by the name of Longmore (2000) and Scotch (1988) talk about how people who 
have a disability often feel connected to other people with a disability because they 
may have gone through the same kinds of experiences. Our group felt as though 
they were part of the same disability community as students with physical disabili-
ties and they wanted to make sure the research project helps to support their right 
to equal access to education as well. Our findings show that future research should 
look at how people with intellectual disabilities may be included in disability culture 
because more people with intellectual disabilities may feel the same connection 
as our group does to the disability community. People with intellectual disabilities 
need to be part of the disability community because they understand what it is like 
to feel alone, to not have people believe in their abilities and to have everyone think 
you cannot be independent. As more people with intellectual disabilities start to live 
in the community it is important that people with all types of disabilities believe in 
and support people with intellectual disabilities. In this way, increased participation 
and success in important domains, such as higher education, can become a reality.

Human rights

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (United Nations General Assembly 
1948) was created to make sure that everyone in the world is treated equally no 
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matter what religion you believe in, what language you speak, where you live, 
what your nationality is or if you have a disability. However, even with the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, people with disabilities were still being denied their 
rights. For this reason the United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (CRPD) was created in 2006 and written to make sure that all 
people with disabilities have equal access to their human rights. The CRPD has 
a right that is called ‘Education for All’. This means that children, adolescents and 
adults have the right to access education that is inclusive and of the same quality 
as people without disabilities. This education should help people with disabilities 
to learn all of the skills they need in order to participate fully in society and should 
continue into adulthood if the person wants to continue learning. The CRPD also 
states that all people with disabilities have the right to employment where they 
are given the same opportunities and wages as people without disabilities (United 
Nations 2006). Although the CRPD has helped people with disabilities, there are 
still a lot of people with intellectual disabilities who are still denied their right 
to education and employment. This may be because society does not see the 
importance of educating people with intellectual disabilities or preparing them 
for employment because, according to the current model, people with intellectual 
disabilities cannot be educated and will always be dependent on other people 
to live. This can be seen in how there are very few systems in place that support 
people with intellectual disabilities to attend further education or that support 
them with employment opportunities.

People with intellectual disabilities do want to be independent and that is why 
it is so important they get access to high-quality education so that they can be 
competitive for jobs just like other university graduates. We as a group wanted 
to try to help all students with disabilities because colleges have more people 
with disabilities now than before. We think this is because people with disabilities 
want to learn more and there are more chances for people with disabilities to 
go to college than there were 20 years ago. This means that colleges need to do 
more to help people with disabilities to understand things. There can be barriers 
to going to college so there should be supports too. Colleges can do more to 
understand everyday struggles and barriers for people with disabilities to make 
sure that they not only can go to college but they can successfully complete their 
programme. Past research has shown that students with intellectual disabilities 
who go to college are more likely to find paid employment, need fewer sup-
ports in the community and earn more money than do people with intellectual 
disabilities who do not go to college (Hart 2006). That is why this research is so 
important because it directly helps people with disabilities to go to college and 
be successful.

Our findings also relate closely to what other research has found about students 
with disabilities who go to college. We now discuss some of our important findings.
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Academic

The Irish Survey of Student Engagement report (ISSE 2015) tells us that almost 
all students spend some time every week studying. Other researchers found that 
studying can be stressful (Clince, Nolan, and Connolly 2015; Ekelman, Bazyk, and 
Bazyk 2013) and we found this in our study too. We also found out about the 
things that can make study less stressful: reading things in a way we understand, 
classroom support, friends, teachers and scribes. Colleges can make sure they have 
these supports in place and available to students with disabilities so that when 
they feel stressed they know who to go to for help. Our findings also showed that 
students with intellectual disability may be no different than other students who 
do not have a disability. For example, students reported that they like attending 
college because they like to learn new things and understand that a college edu-
cation will help develop independent life skills and will increase your chances of 
getting a better paying job, but students dislike studying, taking examinations 
and getting up early, which is common for students to feel regardless of disability.

Social

Socialising with friends is one of the factors we found students liked about col-
lege in our research. We also found that friends are a support for students with 
disabilities. In Ekelman, Bazyk, and Bazyk’s (2013) study, socialising was seen as 
one of the main activities in college. In McCoy et al.’s (2014) study about all stu-
dents starting higher education, they found that balancing personal relationships 
is hard. In Hong’s (2015) study, if students were tired they spent less time socialising 
and sometimes they felt like they were seen as a problem and experienced social 
stigma. This is important because it means that even though friends and social 
support help people with disabilities in college it can also be hard for people with 
disabilities to make friends and spend time with them. Our findings showed that 
social support in college is very important so that students do not drop out of col-
lege, and for this reason colleges should make sure that students with disabilities 
feel welcome and are treated the same as students without disabilities.

Graduating

Graduating was important to students in our study. We think that people with 
disabilities going to college and graduating is important for many reasons: peo-
ple with disabilities have the same rights to education as everyone else, it means 
that people with disabilities are not left out, it makes it easier to get a job or 
move on to further education, it means people can reach their goals and plan for 
their future, and it gives people more opportunities. Even though graduating is 
important, other researchers found that fewer people with disabilities attend and 
graduate from college (Eckes and Ochoa 2005; Getzel and Thoma 2008; CSO 2012).  
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It is important that people with disabilities go to college so they can get better 
jobs and make money just like people without disabilities. We know that people 
without disabilities who go to college are more likely to find good jobs and make 
good money (Hart 2006). Colleges should make sure that they have the right sup-
ports in place for students with disabilities so that they have the same employment 
opportunities.

Physical barriers

Most of the barriers to going to college for students with disabilities that we found 
in our study were physical barriers such as steps, doors and uneven surfaces. Hong’s 
(2015) study found that physical barriers were one of the things that made college 
stressful. That study also found that distractions were a stressor for students with 
disabilities. In our study students did not like the distraction of noise from trains 
and traffic. Even though colleges do not have control over city traffic and con-
struction they can still try to make sure that the lecture rooms are not near busy 
city streets so that students with disabilities do not get stressed or distracted from 
all the noise. We also found that some students in our research project reported 
ramps to be hazardous for students who are visually impaired or blind, while other 
students reported steps and stairs to be a barrier for wheelchair users. The group 
talked about how each student has their own needs and it is important that the 
university understands what each student needs to make sure they are successful 
and safe while on campus.

Professors

Hong’s (2015) study found that one of the barriers for students with disabilities 
was attitudes of teaching staff. The study found that some students felt judged by 
their teachers and did not feel comfortable asking for their help. In our study we 
found that the professors were a support for students with disabilities. This finding 
is just like the finding Getzel and Thoma (2008) reported in their study about how 
having a positive relationship with your professor was seen as a support that leads 
to success in college. Professors should not make students with disabilities feel 
uncomfortable when they need to ask for help. They are there to help all students 
no matter whether they have a disability or not. Colleges should make sure that 
their professors’ attitudes towards disability do not affect how they teach and 
interact with students with disabilities. Students should never be afraid to ask for 
help if they need it. There is no such thing as a silly question and every question 
students have will help them understand their course work better.
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Different supports

Some of the supports that we found were also found in Getzel and Thoma’s (2008) 
study, such as using services in college, having support from your professor and 
having social supports (friends) on campus. Readers and scribes were another 
support that we found in our study and these are supports that many students 
with disabilities receive as examination accommodations (AHEAD 2015). We also 
found some supports that are different to other research such as joining in sport-
ing games.

Conclusion

This article can be used to inform colleges how to better provide supports for 
students with disabilities. Students in another college carried out a photovoice 
research project and it led to changes being made in their college (e.g. changes 
in signage, giving training to student union staff, removing overgrown shrubs) 
(Agarwal, Moya, Yasui & Seymour 2015). Even though there were only 12 students 
who took part in this study it is a good starting point for colleges to begin thinking 
about what students with disabilities like and dislike, and what barriers and sup-
ports they experience. More people with disabilities need to be part of research 
so we can figure out how to best support students in the way they want to be 
supported. Sometimes people think they know what is best for people with disa-
bilities, but this is not true. People with disabilities know what is best for them. They 
are the best people to ask what supports they need. People with disabilities need 
their opinions and thoughts to be part of research because the research is used 
by colleges to see how they should make supports and services better for their 
students. This is why it is so important for people with intellectual disabilities to 
be part of research so that their voices, experiences, opinions and concerns can be 
heard. This will make sure that people with intellectual disabilities are given lots of 
opportunities to be in control of their lives (Spassiani and Friedman 2014). Dr Seuss 
said ‘Only you can control your future’ – this is why it is so important that people 
with intellectual disabilities start speaking up about what supports they need in 
college so they can have a successful future just like people without disabilities.
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