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This phenomenological study investigated barriers to higher education faced by 11 college students labeled with learning
disabilities (LD) using their voice as the primary data. Data were analyzed and interpreted through a disability theory per-
spective revealing barriers stemmed largely from external social causes rather than individual pathology. Barriers included
being misunderstood by faculty, being reluctant to request accommodations for fear of invoking stigma, and having to work
considerably longer hours than nonlabeled peers. Findings indicated barriers could be overcome through raising faculty
awareness about LD issues, engaging the assistance of the college LD specialist, and participation in a LD democratic

empowerment community on campus.
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Since the 1960s, intensive scientific inquiry into learn-
ing disabilities (LD) has yielded an immense body of
excellent knowledge about its manifestation in the human
brain, body, genome, and social structure. Medical
researchers have identified physical differences in the
brains of dyslexics (Habib, 2000) altering visual percep-
tion (Amitay, Yehuda, Banai, & Ahissar, 2002), phonemic
processing (Richards et al., 2000), semantic understand-
ing (Helenius, Salmelin, & Connolly, 1999), working
memory (Swanson & Jerman, 2007), and muscle coordi-
nation (Nicolson et al., 1999). Brain researchers can see
precisely where phonemic difficulties unfold when
dyslexics wrestle the written word for meaning (Richards
et al., 2000). and geneticists are tracking multiple entry
points for the flow of dyslexia through the human
genome (National Center for Biotechnology Information,
2007). Meanwhile, social scientists from the relatively
new field of disability studies are discovering how diver-
sity_in brain_structure and brain function can be misun-

who live with it still struggle for success. While their
enrollments are up in postsecondary institutions
(Henderson, 2001) the dropout rate of those labeled with
LD remains high (Murray, Goldstein, Nourse, & Edgar,
2000) locking many into higher unemployment rates,
more placement in lower prestige jobs, lower income

derstood as disability (Higgins, 1992). From this

from employment, and higher rates of poverty (Gerber &
Brown, 1997).

Since the early 1990s an expanding stream of qualita-
tive research has invited the voice of those labeled with
LD to illuminate the barriers facing them in higher educa-
tion. That voice speaks to being silenced, misunderstood,
and misrepresented by others (Gerber & Reiff, 1991).

The issue of being silenced is apparent in policy and
practice where the voice of those labeled with LD has
gone missing. Even to the present moment it continues to
be nonlabeled researchers, policy makers, and practition-
ers debating the issues and setting agendas regarding ser-
vices and accommodations for those who are labeled. A
study by Mellard, Deshler, and Barth (2004) examining
LD identification used focus group discussions with crir-
ical stakeholders none of whom represented those
labeled. Within educational policy no mechanism exists
for those labeled with LD to participate in creating new
LD policies or critique existing ones. Few studies in LD
research seek the voice of those labeled as to the impact
of scientifically based interventions imposed on them or
other possible solutions yet to be recognized by
researchers who do not experience the phenomenon. It is
puzzling that the voice of those labeled LD is missing
considering scientific research has provided them with
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adequate accommodations for equal participation,
because federal civil rights law guarantees their inclu-
sion in social and civic life, and particularly because over
the past four decades they have been required to repeat-
edly and rigorously demonstrate intellectual capacity.

This phenomenological study, conducted as a doctoral
dissertation {Black, 2005), sought the voice of those
labeled with LD as to barriers they face and how best to
overcome them in order to move effectively through
higher education.

Theoretical Framework

This study was conducted through the lens of disabil-
ity theory based in the emerging, interdisciplinary field
(m studies. The following interpretation of dis-
ability theory offers the reader a simple, common refer-
ence for understanding this particular study and is not
given as theoretical currency or to canonize any particu-
lar elements of this dense body of literature.

Three foundational ideas form a rudimentary core of
disability theory viewing disability as (a) socially con-
structed, (b) part of normal human variation, and (¢) requir-
ing voice to deconstruct i,
~ First, disability theory asserts that disability cannot be
understood outside of the context where it arises because it
is a product of social interaction (McDermott & Varenne,
1999). Indeed in the United States even the mere percep-
tion of disability is enough to disable as evidenced in the
Amen'cans with Disabi]jties Act (ADA) of 1990 Oiving

to societal norms but who are only regarded as such Thus
one can be frée of impairment and still be disabled.
Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, and Herman (2002) illus-
trated the social construction of disability in master status
(Higgins, 1992) where the label of disabﬂity’%f)m‘
single-task incompetence across one’s totality obliterating
other quite sound abilities. For example, In societies where
reading ability is considered a measure of intelligence, mas-
ter status makes it inconceivable for a person who cannot

_read or write well to be regarded as an intellectual. Here, the

dyslexic who cannot éncode or decode print might have no
difficulty comprehending an audio text or dictating into a
recording device but this person will still be considered dis-
abled or intellectually inferior because literacy through the]
eyes is privileged over literacy through the ears.

“An example of institutionally held master status was
found on an advertisement for a “therapeutic support
group” at one university in the Pacific Northwest. A flyer
posted across campus by the psychological services office
depicted a large heading “A.D.H.D.” with a subheading
asking, “Do these describe you?” followed by a list of 18

LEINE

negative attributes including “‘social misfit” “under-
achiever,” and “undisciplined.” Only one positive attribute,
“creative,” appeared near the bottom of the list. Here, the
university’s chiet medical authority on attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) publicly announced
that students with an ADHD label necessarily belong to a
stereotype invalidating their overall competence and capac-
ity Higgim et al. (2()()2) explained “Individual chdracter—

ability, SChOldB muqt expose and confront polmeal and
institutional forces driving the values, attitudes, and
assumptions actively creating disability in a culture.

Second, disability studies scholars argue impairments
are a natural and productive part of normal human vari-
ation known to all at some point in the lifespan (Scotch
& Schriner, 1997).

Finally, disability scholars posit that voice is Joice 1s necessary
to deconstruct disability and to authentically undersiand it
in research (Higgins, 1992). Indeed the field of disability
studies is characterized by action research comprised of
scholars openly claiming their personal labels of disabil-
ity, with the exception of scholars labeled with LD who
largely remain missing from any research field.

Research on Students Labeled With LD in
Higher Education

Three themes appear consistently in qualitative
inquiry of students labeled with LD in higher education:

(a)_llfiﬂg,miﬂmdﬂsmnd (b) needing to-work harder than

Vnonlabeled 0 and (c) seehnOWC-

cess in edu

The theme of teeling misunderstood appears from the
earliest ethnographies (Gerber & Reiff. 1991) to more
recent emancipatory research conducted as political
action (Roer-Strier, 2002), and within autobiographical
works (Rodis, Garrod, & Boscardin, 2001). The voice of
those labeled with LD speak of being regarded as intel-
lectually inferior, incompetent, lacking effort, or attempt-
ing to cheat or use unfair advantages when requesting
accommodations. The phenomenon of being misunder-
stood occurs both infrapersonall, 1 as interperson-
ally leading to de\mlm """""""
MWWWMS com-
monly in the use of the term “stupid” (or synonyms of this)
by informants as a descriptor of themselves (Ferri. Connor,
Solis, Valle, & Volpitta, 2005; Gerber, Reiff. & Ginsberg,
1996; Greenbaum, Graham, & Scales, 1995; McNulty,
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003; Rodis et al., 2001; Roer-Strier, 2002). Shessel and
Reiff (1999) identified internalized master status in their

use of the term imposter phenomenon to describe infor-
mants feeling they must have presented false impressions
of themselves or somehow “cheated” the system by having
been admitted to. college as persons with LD traits. These
mformants feared being exposed as “frauds.” One informant
said, “T still feel to this day that they're going to suddenly
discover that I'm not intelligent” (p. 310). lmpairment is
seen transforming into disability through master status
where these students @mmt

decoding with the eyes or print encoding with a pencil)
should render them fully disabled intellectually and thus

denied access to cultural institutions designed for the intel-

lectually “abled™ (or nonlabeled).

Dnterpersonal misunderstanding with others is also com-

mon in the qualitative and autobiographical literature (as

well'as i some quantitative) where informants speak of

being mistaken as intellectually inferior (Gerber et al.,
1996; Greenbaum et al., 1995: McNulty, 2003; Roer-Strier,
2002). Higgins et al. (2002) traced some issues of depres-
sion to informants’ unhappy early school experiences of
being bullied, teased, ridiculed, and hounded to a degree
far exceeding the severity of their challenges. These quali-
tative findings might serve to illuminate those in clinical
studies indicating high rates of loneliness, despair, depres-
sion, anxiety, and low self-estéem among LD subijects
(Gregg. Hoy, King, Moreland, & Jagota, 1997), ]
Feelings of being misunderstood have a direct impact on
requesting accommodations. Studies by Field, Sarver, and
Shaw (2003) and Stodden (2000) found students labeled
with LD feared they would be perceived as cheating if they
tried to use accommodations. Hill’s (1994) informants
reported faculty members believed accommodations pro-
advantage. Hill’s informants “were told

time allowance on exams) because of the perceived ‘advan-
tage’ it might give the student with a disability when com-
pared to the non-disabled student . . " (p. 11). In a study by
Sarver (2000), one informant recalled “[some professors]
have a really negative attitude towards me, even though
they don’t even know me” (p. 86). Elaqua, Rapaport, and
Kruses’s (1996) informants felt professors believed they
“were trying to take advantage of the situation and
attempted to “pull a fast one” on them™ (p. 6).

Abundant in the literature are tales of experiencing
discrimination and even harassment after revealing LD
to get accommodations. An engineering student in
Barga’s (1996) study was labeled a “dangerous engi-
neer” (para. 18) by faculty after revealing her LD label to
secure accommodations for an exam. Barga stated, “A
meeting was held to have her removed from his class.

Another meeting was held to have her removed from the
department” (para. 18). Informants also speak of being
advised to choose programs of study based on their dis-
ability rather than on their ability (Barga, 1996; Hill,
1994; Rodis et al., 2001; Roer-Strier, 2002). Greenbaum,
Graham, and Scales (1996) found fear of discrimination
was a critical barrier for success among those labeled
with LD. Not surprisingly, voiced-based literature indi-
cates a strong desire among informants for faculty and
staff to undergo training about the nature of LD and how
it is misunderstood (Black, 2005).

The second major theme in the perceptions of students
labeled with LD in higher education comes from the heavy
workload they experienc -
beled peers. Abundant in the literature are reports of
students labeled with LD working themselves into a state of
exhaustion (Barga, 1996; Gerber, Ginsberg, & Reiff, 1992;
Reift, Gerber, & Ginsberg, 1997; Reis & Neu, 1994) even
to the point of experiencing headaches and becoming phys-
ically ill from the workload (Rodis et al., 2001). Ironically,
these individuals are often judged as lazy or not trying hard
enough as indicated in Lock and Layton’s (2001) findings
where some professors believed students use learning dis-
abilities as an excuse to get out of work. ing stigma and
misunderstanding, college students labeled with LD often
avoid using their legally mandated accommodations that
could ease their workload, fearing they would be misunder-
stood as cheating. If one juxtaposes the qualitative tindings
regarding the workload alongside those in medicine reveal-
ing dyslexics use significantly more brain lactate when per-
forming phonological tasks than do nondyslexics (Richards
et al., 2000), one can extrapolate that dyslexics not only
require more brain lactate for the same reading task but they
do so for longer periods of time.

Finally, the third theme from the perspective of
students labéled with LD in the qualitative and autobio-

graphical Titerature Tocuses on seeKing empowernment—

strategies for practical as well as emotional needs,

Practical strategies include securing accommodations
when possible such as audio texts, note takers. having
exams read, demonstrating course mastery through alter-
native means, having extended time on exams, and
receiving assistance from an LD specialist (Finn, 1998;
Greenbaum et al., 1995; Reis & Neu, 1994,

However, to receive these accommodations students
must first be labeled with LD. From the perspective of
students labeled with LD in higher education are emergent
findings indicating the assessment experience can be
oppressive (Black, 2005; McNulty, 2003; Rodis et al..
2001). Most colleges implement a standard assessment
process developed by the Association for Higher Education
and Disability (AHEAD) for diagnosing LD in their college
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students. The AHEAD guidelines are based almost
entirely on the original Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act (IDEA) guidelines developed for children
in public schools. The AHEAD guidelines call for intelli-
gence testing as well as a battery of cognitive and psycho-
logical inventories and a complete diagnostic interview
where clinicians gather from students detailed intricacies
about their medical, developmental, social, and tamily
history as well as probing into their psychological state
and current social life. It is unquestionably an invasive
experience. The interview is not limited to learning issues
and can cover nearly any aspect of the student’s being.
Ferri et al. (2005) noted “Although largely unquestioned
by professionals, the process of evaluation, for example,
was reported by participants to be dehumanizing, trauma-
tizing, and violating” (p. 76). The testing for labeling is
also expensive (equivalent to 6-8 weeks’ pay tor full-
time work at the minimum wage). Whereas some col-
leges subsidize the testing, others do not and not all
colleges will accept the diagnosis granted free in K-12.
Also, because current policy directs testing be repeated
every 3 years, a K-12 diagnosis will expire and need to
be redone before graduation with a bachelors degree.
Little is known from the perspective of college
students labeled with LD as to the effectiveness and
appropriateness ot prescribed accommodations or what
might work better. Studies by Finn (1998, 1999) indicate
problems with accommodations such as recorded texts
being inaudible or arriving too late—even long after the
course concluded. While accommodations such as audio
texts on tape will lighten the workload it cannot fully
reduce it to the level of students with average reading
skills. Taped texts use speech at a rate of 150 words per
minute whereas the average reader reads at a rate of 304).
Thus, reviewing audio texts take twice as long. Further,
recorded texts cannot yet be highlighted or tlagged eas-
ily as printed texts. Trying to review a passage before an
exam could require sorting through hours of audio
recordings to find the correct passage, complicated when
readers fail to note page numbers. However, technology
is advancing quickly to remedy the highlighting issue.
More common in the literature on accommodations
and services are studies that do not engage the students’
perspective, such as that of Rath and Royer (2002) on the
effectiveness of college learning disability services.
Rather than addressing problems with audio texts being
inaudible, arriving late, or taking twice as long to review,
Rath and Royer wrote of concerns that audio texts would
prevent students from practicing reading. These authors
also wrote ““Students who require extensive aid to suc-
ceed at the college level may not be prepared for college
work in the first place, and that the college need not
make accommodations to assist them™ (p. 360).

However, to be labeled with LD (under the ADA and
AHEAD guidelines) these students must prove their
intellectual competence and demonstrate they are as
capable as any non-labeled peer to succeed in college
with reasonable accommodations.

In addition to attaining accommodations, students
labeled with LD in higher education report seeking strate-
gies for emotional and psychological empowerment.
- For example. Reiff;
ered reframing 1D as a strategy some use to deconstruct
internalized _master status. by drawing on intrapersonal
intelligence (Gardner, 1983) to assess strengths as well as
weaknesses. Commonly recognized strengths include

unusual creativity (Reiff et al., ; 1s et al., 2001,

Ginsberg, 1993; Shessel & Reiff, 1999), §t£)_ggﬁo_gi§]ﬂ_s}_(ill$

(Reiff & Gerber, 1993), remarkable resilience (Rodis et al.,
2001; Shessel & Reiff, 1999), and a keen ability to persist in

the face of oppression (Greenbaum et al., 1995: Rodis et al,
200T) largely through an extraordinary capacity for hard
work (Reis & Neu, 1994). After reframing LD, many infor-
mants and autobiographical authors reject the term learn-
ing disabled as a misrepresentation of their healthy
difference, preferring instead the term learning difference
(Gerber et al., 1996: Rodis et al., 2001).

Findings indicate that once individuals successfully
retrame the LD experience, they are able to develop the
requisite self-understanding to take control of their lives
(Reiff et al., 1994). Gerber et al. (1992) found “control
was the overriding theme of a model of success for adults
with learning disabilities. It is from this need and desire
for control that all else flows” (p. 482). More studies are
necessary to ascertain exactly how educational practices
might facilitate these individuals taking control of their

own needs or promoting self-determination.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to
identify commonly held structures of consciousness
among a subset of college students labeled with LD as to
their educational barriers and the ways they overcome
them. Five major research questions guided this study.

RQ I: What are the similarities in the described experi-
ences of a subset of college students labeled with LD?

RQ II: How does this subset of students view them-
selves based on their experiences?

RQ II: What has been the experience of this subset of
college students labeled with LD in the process of
assessment and accommodations?
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RQ IV: What does this subset of college students
labeled with LD see as barriers to their access of
higher education?

RQ V: What does this subset of college students labeled
with LD view as their accommodation needs?

Methodology

Where the anthropologist seeks to understand what a
culture looks like from the position of an expert observer
using an approach of “otherness,” of “difference.” of “not
of us™ (Rogers & Swadener, 2001), the phenomenologist
by contrast seeks to understand how it feel s to be ina Lul-

A5 a researcher ldbeled w1th LD, I was in the poa.mon ot
both expert and insider translating experience from the
LD perspective to that of the scholarly, professional one.

Role of the Researcher

My capacity to learn remained largely invisible
throughout the first quarter-century of my life when I
lived in relative illiteracy with little promise of an ade-
quate education. As a dyslexic with a visual perceptual
disability I was misunderstood by those around me as
being “slow,” yet today I hold a doctorate in educational
policy. Where my intellect was invisible to the educa-
tional institutions I encountered in my youth and young
adulthood, it is now recognized and even given acco-
lades. As a researcher I wanted to know what changed. It
seemed unlikely that the neurophysiology of my brain
changed that much. I am still dyslexic and struggle for
the meaning of each printed word I encounter with my
eyes. It seemed more likely that the dramatic change nec-
essary for me to becomne literate and then to become a
scholar occurred in the social environment around me. I
embarked on this study seeking to understand the nature
of the barriers I and others like me face and to identify the
shared strategies we use to overcome them. This was a
risky enterprise because education for me was oppressive,
silencing, and marginalizing. This experience threatened
to bias my study. The first step in addressing bias was
to admit it will exist to some degree and that I cannot
free myself of the strong emotion I feel at having my
intellect—the most precious attribute of a human being—
dismissed for the first two and a half decades of my
history. It penetrates my life, saturating my every
thought and move. The second step I took was to be as
open as possible about my biases by telling my story to
everyone concerned with this study; my doctoral com-
mittee, my informants, the gatekeepers associated with

the study, and interested others watching it unfold. I
sought criticism from everyone as to where I might be
overlaying my story on the data. I also brought onto my
committee a qualitative methods advisor, not in the edu-
cation field, with whom [ met frequently, who scruti-
nized and challenged my every step from data gathering
to the final interpretation. Additionally, I guarded against
personal experience by seeking informants who had very
different histories from my own. I came from a working
class family, achieved literacy late, did not graduate from
high school with my peers, attended community college
for 5 years and then a public university (with minimal
admission requirements) for another 9 years before earn-
ing a bachelor’s degree. I had no LD specialist and no
accommodations for the first 12 years of higher education.
In contrast, my informants came from middle and upper-
middle class families, some attended private grade
schools and high schools, 10 of 11 graduated from high
school on time, and all but one were attending an exclu-
sive, private university with stringent admission require-
ments. Furthermore. this university was regionally known
to have the best LD services available with abundant
resources and a dedicated LD specialist. In other words, I
intentionally looked for informants who had the opportu-
nity for the best possible educational experience and the
most resources to attain it. However, seeking to balance
my experience with my informants’ comes at the price of
not being able to generalize these findings to the wider
LD population. Still, the findings could offer something
else; as an insider [ established considerable trust with my
informants and reached a level of candor and depth in the
mnterviews unlikely to be attained by outsiders.

Participants

After receiving human subjects approval from my uni-
versity, I approached informants through the offices of
disability services at two colleges located in the Pacific
Northwest; one an exclusive, private college (PC) with
stringent admission requirements and the other a public,
community college (CC) with no admission requirernents.
Criteria for participation required informants to be native
speakers of English, have a diagnosis of LD determined
by the American Higher Education and Disability
Association guidelines, and have no other physical or
emotional impairments that could complicate the LD
experience. [ first contacted potential informants by giving
a presentation on the study at a LD community meeting
at the PC to 18 students. Fourteen of these volunteered
for the study but only nine were available for the inter-
views. One additional student (not a member of the com-
munity group) joined after seeing a flyer advertising the
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study posted on campus by the LD specialist. Thus, 10
informants from the PC were included in the study. At
the CC, no LD community group existed and no presen-
tation was given. Three students at the CC contacted me
after the chair of disability services posted flyers around
campus. Of these three only one student met the criteria
for the study (of the other two, one had a dual diagnosis
with a mental disorder and the other had a LD diagnosis
determined by a professional but not under the AHEAD
guidelines). The 11 informants were given $35.00 each
for their participation. The money was given in advance
so that any participant who felt the need to stop the inter-
view and leave could do so without feeling pressured to
stay in order to “earn” the money. None stopped the
interviews.

Characteristics of Participants

Three male and eight female participants represented
European American ancestry from the American middle
and upper-middle class. All 10 of the PC students
attended regular K-12 classes completing their schooling
on time with their nonlabeled peers. Only one received
accommodations (extra time on tests) in high school.
These informants are not representative of the identified
LD population in K- 12, which might concern some read-
ers. However, given that medical research indicates as
much as 20% of the human population carries the genes
for dyslexia (Shaywitz, 1996) and only about 5.5% are
identified by the schools (Lyon, 1994), one could argue
that those moving through K-12 who could be identified
with LD but who go unrecognized are actually more rep-
resentative of the LD population than those who are
identified. Some readers might also be concerned that if
these informants were not identified with LD in K-12
they might be “faking”™ LD to seek advantage at a highly
competitive school, an issue candidly discussed among
professionals in the field. However, the informants in this
study were labeled with LD by licensed clinical psychol-
ogists using the AHEAD guidelines for assessing LD in
college students. This testing is rigorous and extensive
taking about 8 hours to complete in the presence of a
skilled clinician whose training is focused on screening
out those who genuinely do not have the characteristics
of LD. Also, considering the LD label leads to powerful
and irrevocable stigma, it seems less likely that one
would try to gain intellectual advantage by using a label
that undermines one’s intelligence. Additionally, it
seems unlikely that someone would fake LD and then
join a research study further exposing themselves to an
expert and an insider. Because I hold a master’s degree in
communication and have expertise in interpersonal

communication and deception, | felt confident that their
verbal and nonverbal behaviors were genuine. Finally,
these informants told stories of life experiences exclusive
to the LD experience resonating with my own and that in
the autobiographical literature.

Returning to the profile of participants, most of the K-12
educational opportunities for these inforiants were advan-
taged. For example, one man attended a private boarding
school in primary and junior high school. Others attended
competitive, private schools and many had tutors. Only
one of the PC students was referred to special education
but his mother refused the placement, hired tutors, and
vigilantly maintained his position in the mainstream
classroom. By contrast, the CC informant attended spe-
cial education in primary (public) school, dropped out of
high school and completed a GED. Informants from the
PC represented an even distribution of class ranks
between the freshman and senior years and ranged in age
from 19 to 29 years (eight of them between 19 and 23).
The CC student was 32 years old. While the CC student
could not act as a negative case (Lincoln & Guba, 1985),
she provided a contrasting situation from the PC students
because she was older, went through special education,
and attended community college.

Diagnoses for all informants were determined by
licensed clinical professionals following the AHEAD
guidelines. Diagnoses included dyslexia, receptive com-
munication disorder, expressive communication disorder,
and dyscalculia. Six individuals also had an additional
diagnosis of attention deficit disorder. Within the WAIS-
1l and WISC-UI IQ results, full-scale 1Qs ranged from 98
to 130, performance IQs ranged from 91 to 140, verbal IQ
ranged from 98 to 115, working memory index ranged
from 80 to 109, perceptual organization index ranged
from 97 to 150, processing speed index ranged from 86 to
125, and verbal comprehension index ranged from 105 to
118. Reading composites ranged from 89 to 132 and bat-
tery composites ranged from 95 to 130. Table 1 contains
demographic data of the participants.

Data Sources

Participants engaged in long, audio-taped, individual
interviews ranging in length from 42 to 139 minutes with
arraverage interview length of 1.31 hours for a total of 14.4
hours of voice tape. Participants’ real names were replaced
with their chosen pseudonyms in the transcription.

To build rapport and trust with informants, prior to
beginning the interview protocol, I told my own story of
moving through education as a person with dyslexia
(Appendix A). The interview protocol (Appendix B) began
with the question “What do you call it?” establishing the
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Table 1
Demographic Data of the Participants

Participant M/F College Age (Years) Rank First Diagnosis
Bering F PC 21 Sophomore College freshman
Accommodation granted with diagnosis
Isaac M PC 19 Sophomore Fourth grade—no special education
No accommodation until college
James M pPC 19 Freshman High school——no special education
No accommodation until college
I F PC 23 Senior 11th grade—no special education
No accommodation until college
Kai F pC 21 Junior College freshman
Accommodation granted with diagnosis
Lea F pC 29 Senior College sophomore
Accommodation granted with diagnosis
Mac M PC 26 Junior First grade—no special education
No accommodation until college
Porter F pPC 21 5% yr senior College sophomore
Accommodation granted with diagnosis
Rocky Top F PC 19 Freshman Second grade—no special education
No accommodation until college
Sarah F PC 21 Junior College junior
Accommodation not yet granted
Beth F CC 32 Sophomore Special education in K-12

Note: PC = private college: CC = community college.

informant’s preferred LD label. This question was fol-
lowed by “What is your story?” generally eliciting lengthy
responses. The next few questions directed the conversa-
tion toward informants’ perceptions of institutional atti-
tudes with “What does the college call it?” and “How
would you characterize your relationship with the col-
lege?” Questions addressing barriers asked “What things
get in your way of being the best student you want to be?”
and “What do you do that helps you be the best academic
student you want to be?”

Procedure for Data Analysis

Transcribed interviews were transferred into a qualita-
tive data coding software program (NUD*ST). I read each
transcript while simultaneously listening to the audio
recording to capture crucial nonverbal data. I began the
first pass of analysis with in-case coding (Miles &
Huberman, 1994), identifying data within each transcript
among simple pre-structured categories based on the five
research questions (e.g., “‘story,” “accommodations,” etc.).
This provided a “shell” for the initial process which could
be altered as new categories emerged (Miles & Huberman,
1994). Indeed, 20 new categories emerged in this process
(e.g., “reluctance to ask for accommodations™ appeared as
its own category under “‘accommodations” and “stupid™
appeared under “self perceptions”™). These 25 categories

represented data saturation, the point where further cate-
gories are redundant or no longer useful (Creswell, 1998).
[ presented these initial categories to my methods advisor
and doctoral chair for review. In the second step of analy-
sts I created 11 tables, one for each transcript, with 25
rows representing the 25 categories. Here, I distributed
data vertically, revealing how much a given informant
contributed to each of the 25 categories. In the third step
of analysis, I then redistributed the data horizontally by
merging all of the tables together into one table with 25
rows. It became clear here which rows offered weak data
in light of all the informants together. Next, data were col-
lapsed to 16 categories by shifting weak categories into
other relevant ones or deleting those not strong enough to
stand alone. I then presented these collapsed categories
and reduced data to my methods advisor and doctoral
chair for review. In the fourth step in analysis, I further
reduced data by selecting the strongest and most represen-
tative quotes. In the fifth step, I aligned these quotes
to the five research questions, a process further reducing
categories to 13. Now [ was able to identify the essential,
stable structures of informants’ shared experience
(Moustakas. 1994). Next, I questioned under what cir-
cumstances these structures of consciousness occurred
and sought out incidences when they did not or when they
occurred in an unusual fashion. In other words, I sought to
disconfirm my findings. I then presented the collapsed,
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redistributed data, and the context under which they did
not occur, to my methods advisor and doctoral chair for
review. Finally, I drafted an initial report of interpreted
data and sent it to the participants, to the LD specialist at
the PC. to my methods advisor, and to my chair for feed-
back. None of the participants responded before the final
report was drafted. Neither the LD specialist nor any
others at the PC with whom she shared the report disputed
my findings or interpretations. Had anyone disputed my
findings I would have either (a) changed my interpretation
in light of their perspective or (b) maintained my view but
offered their disagreement alongside my finding in the
final report. After the final report was drafted I returned to
the PC to present my findings to the LD Community.
Some of the original participants were there amid mostly
new faces in the group. No one at the presentation dis-
puted the findings. In fact, there was strong emotion in
their validation that these findings authentically repre-
sented their experience.

Validity and Confirmability

To evidence that the categories of human experience
as [ conceived them authentically represented empirical
reality (LeCompte & Goetz, 1982), I guarded against
bias by using peer debriefing, negative case analysis,
member checks, researcher reflexivity, and a statement
of my position and my assumptions as guiding tools.

Peer debriefing occurred frequently with visits to my
doctoral chair and methods advisor as well as other
members of my committee. Here my biases were probed,
meanings challenged. and “the basis for interpretations
clarified” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 308).

The negative case method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)
was used to search for evidence where informants
directly refuted my developing categories and/or my
mterpretation of them (Luborsky, 1993). For example,
my original assumption that assessment testing was an
oppressive process had to be revised to reflect first time
test takers who enjoyed the process.

Member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) with infor-
mants occurred during the interviews as 1 summarized
informants’ statements, offered interpretations of them,
identified key themes as they were developing, and sum-
marized emerging interpretations of the overall conver-
sation at the end of each interview. In this fashion,
participants gave feedback on my developing ideas.

Researcher reflexivity (Brantlinger, Jimenez,
Klingner, Pugach. & Richardson, 2005) was utilized via
a research journal and my open disclosure of my biases
with the participants—including checking in with them
when I felt I might be leading their answers.

Finally, before beginning the study 1 drafted a state-
ment of the researcher’s position (Lincoln & Guba,
1985) on the subject, available to all interested parties,
making clear my position and interests in the topic. The
position statement was adapted for the initial presenta-
tion and the ice-breaker, thus informing participants of
my role from their first encounter with the study.

Findings

The findings are addressed in order of the five research
questions.

RQ I: What Are the Similarities in the
Described Experiences of a Subset of College
Students Labeled With LD?

The shared experiences of informants included (a) work-
ing harder than nonlabeled others, (b) having the work-
load unrecognized, (c) generating products incomrnensu-
rate with the workload, (d) viewing the college LD spe-
cialist as crucial to success, and (e) experiencing rapport
with others labeled with L.D.

Nine of 11 informants spoke of working significantly
longer hours than their_nonlabeled peers on the same
assignments. JJ commented, “People spent 2 or 3 hours on
this paper. I spent 20 hours, easily” (JJ, 1, p. 6, line 32-33),
Porter observed, “I would turn in papers to my professors,
papers I had spent, like, days on. And people around me
were spending, like, hours” (P, f, p. §, line 2-3).

Four informants indicated the workload went unrec-
ognized. JJ said, “I think usually that [ turn things in late
and . . . they [professors] think I'm not good. that I'm
just putzin’ around” (JJ, f, p. 7, line 14-15). Rocky Top
said, “I don’t think my professors know how much, how
hard I work” (RT, f, p. 10, line 20-21).

Eight informants noted the excessive workload did not
produce a commensurate product and feared the
mediocre guality would reflect laziness. Bering noted, “I
think that they might even think that I'm lazy, and that I
don’t spend time” (B, t. p. 20, line 36-37). Porter com-
mented. “I have put so much into this and you can't even
tell” (P, f, p. 15, line 38-39).

Eight of the 10 PC students spoke of the crucial role of
the LD specialist in their success. This appears in part
from her ability to see their perspective and recognize
their workload. For example, Bering said, “she under-
stands how hard we work™ (B, f, p. 16, line 43). The LD
specialist also notably used the term learning difference
rather than learmning disability and facilitated an empow-
erment community, something akin to a “think tank”
where participants brainstormed problems and solutions
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(see further on). In dealing with faculty the LD specialist
facilitated students’ voices. For example, one professor
misjudged Mac as “arrogant” because a verbal communi-
cation challenge kept him silent in class. However, Mac
noted the professor’s attitude toward him “totally turned
around” (M, m, p. 12, line 40) when the LD specialist
intervened and explained the situation to the professor
who then allowed Mac to demonstrate his course mastery
privately. The professor thus came to understand Mac as
a dedicated student. Some regarded the LD specialist as a
transtormative figure. Lea said, “Meeting her changed
my life. Going to that school, it is all her” (L, £, p. 11, line
32). JJ said, “[{the LD specialist] changed my life so I
think [ love the school for that™ (JJ, f, p. 4, line 31). James
said, "I don’t know what I would have done if there was-
n’t someone like her there” (J, m, p. 16, line 42).

Finally, five of 11 informants experienced an LD rap-
port where communication flowed easily and without dis-
ability among them. Lea detailed a conversation style in
the L.D community at the PC, “We're all speaking in frag-
ments at the exact same time, on top of one another . . .
We are speaking this weird piece language, and everyone
gets it” (L, f. p. 1, line 11-25). Porter said, “We're in the
same zone, you know?" (P, f, p. 28, line 5). Beth said,
“People who don’t have learning disability can’t under-
stand what I'm doing,” (B, f, p. 17, line 2-3).

RQ II: How Does This Subset of Students View
Themselves Based on Their Experiences?

All these informants emphasized they had a healthy
cognitive ditference rather than a disability and 9 of 11
informants used the term learning difference at some
point in the interviews to reference themselves. Only the
CC informant used the term learning disabled to
describe herself saying, “I say I have a learning disabil-
ity which basically means that I learn differently than
other people™ (ZB, 1. p. 4, line 29-31).

Ten of eleven informants spoke of being misunderstood
by faculty. For example, Lea noted those labeled with LD
were seen as “‘weird,” “wacky,” “not quite on the ball,” and
“not getting it together like they could if they really pushed
the pedal to the metal” (L, f, p. 20, line 16-18). Bering
noted the LD label was seen as “having connotations with
stupid or not intetligent” (B, f, p. 7, line 1-2). When Sarah
sought testing for dyslexia, one professor commented to
her, 1 think people just do it nowadays to get medicine for
it” (S, £, p. 15, line 6). Beth's professor told her “Well, 1
don’t know if you need to be taking this class if you have
a learning disability” (ZB, f, p. 9. line 28-35). Mac com-
mented he was viewed as, “a dumb-ass in her [teacher’s]
eyes” (M, m, p. 30, line 5). Isaac and JJ viewed themselves

as ideal students (hardworking, committed to scholarship,
etc.) but argued the college could not accept them as such
because the labels “LD” and “ideal” were incompatible.
Isaac said, “I think, how I'm seen to fit in as the ideal col-
lege student, and how they will admit I fit in . . . are two
totally different facts” (I, m, p. 13, line 1-6).

RQ IH: What Has Been the Experience of This
Subset of College Students Labeled With LD in
the Process of Assessment and
Accommodations?

From a clinical viewpoint, assessinent and accommo-
dations are separate constructs; however, trom the expe-
rience of those labeled with LD they can be viewed as
one long process beginning with assessment and ending
with receiving accommodations. The focus here fell on
perceptions of the process in both testing and requesting
accommodations.

Five themes emerged around RQ III: (a) positive and
negative testing experiences, (b) surprise at the LD label,
(c) validation of intelligence, (d) not receiving adequate
information from the testing process, and (e) reluctance
to use accommodations.

‘Three informants had positive experiences with the test-
ing stemming from the novelty of first time testing and antic-
ipating discovering what was “‘wrong.” Positive experiences
came with flattering remarks from the test administrator. For
example, Sarah commented, “I was giving these really good
stories and she [clinician] was just blown away by them™
(S, £, p. 20, line 19-22). However, those who enjoyed testing
indicated they would not want to repeat the process.

Five of 11 informants reported strong negative reac-
tions to assessment testing. Negative experiences included
emotional and physical pain (apparently related to cogni-
tive exhaustion but this is not clear). Cornments included,
“It was so painful,” (B, f, p- 21, line 21), “I felt awful and
then I went home and cried,” (K, f, p. 7, line 25-26), “It
was horrible,” (ZB, f, p. 11, line 1) and, “Oh, I hate them
[assessment tests]. With a passion™ (RT, f, p. 12, line 15).

Some informants were surprised to be labeled with LD.
Three had previously attributed their academic difficulties to
being lazy or stupid before testing. Lea commented, “Well,
I've learned about it that I'm not stupid” (L., f, p. 28, line 27).

All 11 participants felt pride at having their intellects
clinically validated and often reminded themselves of their
1Q scores or percentile ranking in times of alienation.

Eight participants reported not receiving enough infor-
mation (or were not able to recall enough information)
from the assessment to clearly understand how the LD
impacted their daily living. For example, Sarah said, I
know that I have dyslexia, but I don't really understand
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what that means” (S, f, p. 23, line 45-46). Isaac said, *“They
didn’t tell me, they really didn’t, tell me very much” (I, m,
p. 20, line 37). Mac commented, “I haven't learned too
much from others, actually”™ (M, m, p. 22, line 41).

Finally, 9 of the 10 informants who were granted
accommodations (Note 1) expressed reluctance to ask for
them. JJ said, “I feel like I can never ask for an extension
because I feel like I don’t . . . don’t deserve it or some-
thing” (B, f, p. 28, line 23-26). Isaac commented, “I kind
of feel like you're slacking, like you're failing in some
way, which, [pause] for me, is one of the hardest things to
get over.. .. I'mnot giving up, I'm not giving in . . . I'm
just getting the help I deserve” (I, m, p. 7, line 32 to p. 8,
line 1). James said, “I just try to get by in class without
having to ask” (J, m, p. 12, line 16-17). JJ explained, *I
just turn the paper in late. I'm too scared to ask for exten-
sions” (JJ, £, p. 6, line 4-6}. JJ added “Instead of ask for
accommodations I'd get a lower grade™ (JJ, f, p. 6, line
16). Kai was reluctant to ask for accommodations for fear
“that they’ll see me as different and not the same as the
other students. Inferior almost” (K, f, p. 7, line 5-6).

In addition to their reluctance to ask for accommoda-
tions, five mformants devalued the work accomplished
with them. Lea said, “I feel like the less people utilize
accommodations, the more valued their work is” (L, f. p. 27,
line 26-37). JJ commented her mother’s attempt to get
her accommodations was “trying to find a way to get me
{pause] cheating” (JJ, f, p. 3, line 25).

RQ 1V: What Does This Subset of College
Students Labeled With LD See as Barriers to
Their Access of Higher Education?

In addition to facing an excessive workload and being
misunderstood, other barriers facing these informants
included difficulties with (a) organizing concepts for
reading and writing, (b) oral and written comprehension,
(¢) verbal communication, and (d) having a different way
of thinking than nonlabeled peers.

Six informants spoke of difficulties with organizing
concepts. Mac said, “[ have trouble funneling all my
concepts into sentences” (M, m, p. 2, line 13) adding, “I
can get it out, but it takes forever. I write paragraph-long
sentences. I cannot put periods in there” (M, m, p. 30,
line 5-7). Rocky Top explained when it comes to orga-
nizing concepts, “I literally can’tdo it . . . I've never been
explained how I can improve this” (RT. f, p. 16, line 25-27).
Sarah commented “I don’t know how to say anything
and I can’t write a paper [she cries] that says what I'm
saying atall” (S, f, p. 27, line 1-3). Narrowing large texts
and selecting key information to write papers was
another source of orgamzing difficulties. JJ said, “The

point is, is everything’s important to me, so making an
outline that’s only supposed to be like two pages . . . I
have no idea. It’s all important . . .” (JJ, f, p. 6, line 23-25).
Porter said, ““I had so much more information, [ wanted
to fitit all in. And it was like, [ had too much and I could-
n’t communicate” (P, f, p. 5, line 44-45).

Difficulties with oral-phonological and written compre-
hension proved another barrier for six informants. Bering
commented, “When I couldn’t look at her lips, I couldn’t
tell the difference between some of the words she was say-
ing” (B, f, p. 24, line 12-13). Isaac noted, “T couldn’t tell
d’s from b’s and p’s from q’s” (I, m, p. 4, line 8). JJ offered
an interesting story of manipulating phonemes for under-
standing: “I spoke in a Southern Belle accent . . . and sud-
denly I could now understand it . . . Sometimes it would be
a New York accent” (JJ, f, p. 6, line 28-30).

Four informants also spoke of verbal communication
challenges (potentially related to organizing concepts).
For example, Mac said, “I don’t talk much at all. And |
definitely don’t talk under pressure, in class . . . I just
like, freeze up”™ (M, m, p. 30, line 12-17). Sarah said, “I
had these great things to say, but they just never came out
right” (S, f, p. 27, line 17-18).

Finally, six informants indicated they experienced a dif-
Jerent way of thinking than nonlabeled peers. Bering
described thinking differently as, “. . . I feel like they expect
e to come up with a square shape for a square hole and I,
all I can do is . . . anything but a square. You know? A star,
acircle, uh, some crazy shape™ (B, f, p. 6, line 7-10). Porter
explained, “My brain is just like a pomegranate and they
want it to be like an orange™ (P, f, p. 6, line 5). Mac’s dif-
ferent way of thinking drove him to contextualize new
knowledge. Mac said, “I need to see the process, but they
wanted you to just look at the equation and just associate the
numbser, instead of seeing why” (M, m, p. 7, line 18-24).

RQ V: What Do This Subset of College Students
Labeled With LD View as Their
Accommodation Needs?

Participants indicated they needed: (a) self-under-
standing (including their different way of thinking), (b)
traditional accommodations. (c¢) writing assistance, (d)
organization strategies, and (e) visual strategies.

Ten of 11 informants felt self-understanding was a key
strategy to overcome barriers. This understanding often
came through the LD community group. For example,
Lea said.

Meeting other people and seeing myself in them
and seeing, “‘oh, my god,” that’s the thing we share
in common and it’s not a flaw in me or something
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that I need to work out. It’s like a way of being in
the world. And when I see [it] in other people, it’s
like I like it in them. (L, f, p. 28, line 27-32)

Lea added, “It’s not about how we fix ourselves with
that group, it’s like, how do we get this system to give us
what we need. What do we need?” (L, f, p. 36, line 35-36).

Four informants commented on using their different
way of thinking to overcome barriers. For example, James
spoke of composing music “with his hands” rather than
with his thoughts, while Lea spoke of creating simple sto-
ries to grasp complex mathematical theories of economics.

Seven informants spoke of overcoming barriers with
traditional accommodations, such as extra time on
exams/papers, audio books, note-takers, and tutors,
whereas three benefited from medication for ADD/
ADHD. Mac said, “Without the medication, like, I can
get to the library and [pause] who knows what happens,
it’s like rolling the dice” (M, m, p. 10, line 5-6).

Five informants sought writing assistance. Rocky Top
commented, “I work hard, [ get tutors, I get note takers,
I have an editor that does all of my papers for me,” (RT,
t, p. 17, line 9-10). Bering noted the writing tutor at the
PC writing center “understands how our brains work”™
(B, f, p. 17. line 3-6). Beth had no writing center but
turned to her mother for editing.

Five informants overcame barriers by using systems for
organization. Lea said, “I am obsessively organized about
every paper” (L, f, p. 33, line 19-20). Rocky Top com-
mented that although she cannot learn to organize concepts
she is otherwise an “organizational freak” commenting, “I
make lists of everything and they are everywhere” (RT, f,
p. 21, line 26-7). Beth remarked, “I have to write every-
thing down, and get everything organized, things have to be
in little organized compartments” (ZB, f, p. 8, line 36-37).

Finally, five informants used visual strategies to over-
come barriers such as multicolor highlighting, drawing
outlines, and using visual imagery (metaphor) for orga-
nizing, learning, and remembering. Porter used the
metaphor of a rug to narrow information for a paper say-
ing, “When you write a paper you’re not writing about the
rug. You're writing about one, like, the cream in the rug.
And pulling that out for people” (P, f, p. 30, line 43-44).

Discussion

The most striking finding of this study was the over-
whelming reluctance of these informants to request or
use accommodations (from RQ III), a ﬁMd

into most other findings.

From RQ I (shared experience) come three findings
inextricably bound with the reluctance to ask for accom-
modations: (a) an_overwhelming workload that is (b)
anrecognized and (c) yields products incommensurate
with the effort. The intense workload is well supported in
the literature. Additionally, like Lock and Layton’s (2001)
informants, and authors in the autobiographical literature
(Rodis et al., 2001), these informants encountered faculty
who sometimes viewed them as lazy or lacking effort,
This unrequited workload might have been reduced had
informants asked for accommodations, yet they refused
as did those in Greenbaum et al.’s (1996) study and those
in the autobiographical literature who feared the stigma
of the LD label would be worse than bm
or unmofivated even as they worked to the point of

exhaustion and illness. Like those in the autobiographical

literature, these informants also had strong infra-personal
struggles against using accommodations as indicated in
Isaac’s comment about viewing the ug_gfwa—‘
tigﬂw a sign he was “failing in some way.”

Disability theory demonstrates how soci lerance
of human variation creates disability. Such disability is
irfiposed upon upon these participants where our of fear of
stigma they refused to ask for the accommodations that
would have eased their workload and improved their
performance. Socially constructed disability is vividly
clear in JI's comment of preferring a lower grade to fac-
ing faculty to request accommodations because, in her
words, “I'm too scared to ask.”

Further, disability theory also directs that socially cre-
ated disability can be deconstructed through the voice of
those placed in disability (Higgins, 1992). This was evident
in the LD community group at the PC where participants
had an open forum and experienced ease in communica-
tion, validated each other’s intelligence, recognized each
other’s heavy workload, identified needs, and strategized
how to meet those needs. Like Roer-Strier’s (2002) infor-
mants, it was from each other rather than from clinical psy-
chologists diagnosing them that these participants gained
crucial information about the nature of LD _and how to
navigate the complex system of higher educatien.

Finally under RQ I, these participants identified the
LD specialist as crucial for their success, as did those in
studies by Finn (1998)., Greenbaum et al. (1995), and
Reis and Neu (1994). In this study, the LD specialist
worked to dismantle disability by advancing the concept
of LD as part of normal human variation in her use of ter-
minology and by establishing forums for voice between
students and among students and faculty.

Regarding RQ II, again the LD specialist appears as a
key figure. When Mac’s professor misunderstood his




494 Journal of Learning Disabilities

expressive-language difficulty as arrogance, the LD special-

ist intervened not to physically accommodate Mac's speech
in class but rather to correct the professor’s misjudgment of
him as being “a slacker”” Here, Mac’s disability appeared in
the teacher’s negative reaction to him which Mac explained
“totally tumed around” when he demonstrated course mas-
tery and dedication to the material in a private setting.

The sense of being misunderstood appears ubiqui-
tously in the qualitative literature and was a key theme
under RQ IL. This theme falls into two subcategories.
First, informants spoke to being misunderstood as lazy
or attempting to_cheat. Bringing up the LD label helped
to ameliorate this to some extent but it also gave rise to
the second category: being mistaken for disabled rather
than_different. All of the informants in this study per-
ceived themselves as intellectually healthy but different.

Turning to RQ I, some informants spoke of the
assessment process as “painful,” “horrible,” and “awful”
confirming findings of McNulty (2003) and Ferri et al.
(2005), as well as the autobiographical writings in Rodis
et al. (2001). Further, the process did not benefit them as
to understanding what their LD label means or how the
nature of this LD manifests in their daily living. However,
the assessment process did boost their self-esteem by
placing them back on the continuum of normal human
variation regarding their intelligence—something they
also gained in the empowerment community.

RQ IV and V addressed barriers to education and
strategies for overcoming them. Many informants faced
barriers in their “different way of thinking” from the
muainstream which caused them to be misunderstood, but
also might have contributed to a “LD rapport™ wherein
they gained valuable information about their unique
challenges and resources. Through this rapport they did
not experience disability and communicated with ease as
they were “in the same zone.” Thus. the different way of
thinking can be a barrier or a strategy depending on how
it is perceived, confirming findings of Reiff et al., (1993),
Roer-Strier (2002), and the autobiographical stories
(Rodis et al., 2001).

Implications for Practice and
Future Research

The issue of students labeled with LD being reluctant
to ask for accommodations for fear of triggering dis-
crimination is a serious matter. Adequate studies now
demonstrate those labeled with LD in higher education
do fear discrimination. But the degree to which it is pre-
sent is not yet known. Larger scale quantitative studies
need to be conducted to confirm if the discrimination is
real and to what degree it might be experienced. These

should be followed by qualitative studies exploring the
nature and context of the discrimination and how those
who experience it believe it should be addressed.
Universities might enhance educational success of their
students labeled with LD through university-wide diversity
training to raise awareness of LD, emphasize the impor-
tance of accommodations, and illuminate potential dis-
crimination. Such training should be grounded in a basic
disability theory where the social cause of the disability is

_identified, where normal human variation is recognized,
ancl where the voice of those labeled with LD informs the

addrewed in the development of democraﬂc LD communi-
ties (not to be confused with therapy groups) on campuses
where those labeled with LD can gather as citizens, iden-
tify problems, develop strategies, and speak on their own
behalf. The role of the LD specialist could also be instru-
mental in both community building and diversity training.
Especially valuable would be engaging LD specialists who
are labeled with LD to demonstrate normal human varia-
tion at the professional level as peers of faculty and admin-
istrators. Such specialists would also provide role models
for students and might have better communication with the
LD student body through a possible insider’s rapport.

The concept of an LD rapport should also be further
investigated to understand whether there are linguistic
components of this interaction (as in Lea’s comment of
the group speaking a “weird piece language™) and/or to
what degree the rapport facilitates self-understanding.
One might also wonder if the “different way of thinking”
they experience is related to the rapport. This “different
way of thinking” is another area needing investigation to
identify if particular components or contexts are shared.

The issue of assessment testing also has implications.
First, future studies need to investigate the psychological,
emotional, and economic impact this testing might have on
the population of those required to undergo it. It is not yet
clear to what degree this testing has unrecognized, unin-
tended consequences for those experiencing it especially in
light of their needing to repeat it every 3 years. Second,
future studies need to investigate how well those undergo-
ing testing are given beneficial information from it and to
what degree they are invited to collaborate in determining
accommodations. Finally, action research studies should
inquire as to the feasibility of engaging disability theory to
inform new policies and revise existing ones. Such studies
could also inquire as to the possibility of replacing some
aspects of diagnostic assessment and special accommoda-
tions with universal access. For example, if audio texts
were available to any student paying the copyright fee and
duplication costs then there would be no need for expen-
sive diagnosis, labeling, and the resulting stigma.
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Limitations

A major limitation of this study comes from the
inability to generalize these findings to the larger popu-
lation of those labeled with LD. This self-selected group
of informants differed from the general population of
others labeled where women outnumbered men 8:3, pri-
vate college students outnumbered public college
students 10:1, and only one participant attended special
education classes in K-12. Also, informants reflected no
racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic diversity in a popula-
tion overrepresented by racial minorities and the eco-
nomically underprivileged. Yet, there is value in the
findings of this marginal subgroup within the larger
population of those labeled with LD as they reflect
many of the same findings of traditional LD groups such
as Greenbaum et al.'s (1995) informants, and minorities
labeled with LD in the autobiographical writings (Rodis
et al., 2001). Another limitation comes from allowing
only those with official documentation to participate.
This eliminated the voice of those who refused to
undergo testing and therefore received no accommoda-
tions, yet who managed to succeed in college nonethe-
less. Likewise, the voice of those who did not succeed in
education with or without accommodations is also miss-
ing and would certainly provide crucial insight. Finally,
the insider status of the researcher limited the
study risking bias toward the analyst’s experiences.
However, it also provided unusual opportunity for can-
did conversation to a degree of depth achieved by few
outsiders. Rather than being seen as a representative of
the institution, I was seen as one of them.

Conclusion

The finest accommodations based on the most sophis-
ticated science will have no value if intolerance denies
their use. I believe the most important change that can be
made for students labeled with LD in education today is
to grant them the agency to speak of the disabling force
of discrimination. Those labeled with LD need the
opportunity to gather of their own accord, share experi-
ence, discover an identity, and find a collective voice
with which to turn outward and claim their place as equal
citizens in the democracy. As it is for the birth of any
newly recognized community this move will be a slow
and arduous one. The journey to self-representation will
be more complex than simply gathering into community
and taking the floor for those whose intellect has gone
unrecognized and whose true identity brings suspicion
and stigma.

We must awaken to one another, to the essence of the
phenomenon we share, and shatter the silence together.

Note

1. Sarah had been tested for LD just before this study was con-
ducted and had not yet received accommodations.

Appendix A
Ice Breaker

I was born with severe dyslexia and a visual perceptual disability
that allows me to see clearly but prevents me from understanding
what I see. These challenges made it difficult for me to gain liter-
acy as a child and young adult. Trying to read exhausted me. It
also brought me a good deal of stigma and shame. I dropped out
of school and married at 16 looking for a means of support that
did not require reading. Then, one day in my middle twenties my
life began a sharp change when I came across an algebra book for
a dime at a garage sale. The book had no words in it, just letters
and numbers. Each page had two columns, on one side were the
problems and on the other were the answers. The idea was to
cover up the answer side and try to figure it out on your own. The
first problem was, “a + 1 = 2" T immediately knew the answer for
“a” had to be “1” and this seemed unbelievably easy for some-
thing called algebra. I moved on to the next problem and con-
quered it as well. The book had no words in it, no instructions, no
explanations, and no complication beyond the clear presentation
of a problem. I finished the book with ease and with a growing
excitement that I certainty must be smart after all. So, I decided to
pursue an education. It proved a difficult task, taking me 14 years
to earn a bachelor’s degree in communication with mediocre
grades. As I neared the end of that program I underwent testing
for a LD. With that testing came accommodations: books on tape,
note takers, enlarged print, and extended time on tasks that
allowed me to finish a master’s degree in three years. on time, and
with honors. I'm nearly finished with my doctoral program. Again
I'm on time and this time [ have a 3.98 GPA.

I finally cracked the code to printed English and fell in love
with learning. But learning has been, and continues to be, a
long and paintul struggle for me. [ wrestle with the printed
word for its meaning with every piece of paper I take into my
hand and with every sign [ pass by.

I'used to believe that there was something very wrong with
me. But [ have come to understand that there is something very
right with me—that I am an intelligent person—along with
millions of other people with LD.

Unfortunately, the world at large judges each of us by our
command of printed language. For me printed English is, and
forever will be, a foreign tongue. Though I have an exceptional
command of spoken English, the world still judges me harshly
by my halting attempts at reading aloud as I struggle to under-
stand a simple package at the market. This is a common experi-
ence for people with LD. When I can’t write a check correctly, or
read a menu, others assume I have poor intellect. Though lots of
research has gone into understanding learning differences, few
studies have focused on asking those with the difference to
explain the difticulties and the rewards. I'm here today to ask you
to tell me. and the scientific community, what the real picture is.
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol

IQI: What do you call it?

[QIa: What is your story?

1QIb: What does the college call it?

[QIc: How would you characterize your relationship with the
college?

IQII: What does your college think of as the ideal college
student?

IQIIa: How do you see yourself compared to that ideal?
1QUb: What does your college think of as the typical student
with LD?

IQIIc: How do you think your college sees you?

IQIIE: What was the assessment process like for you in college?
[QMHIa: Do you feel that students with LD and those without
LD are treated the same by the college?

IQIIIb: What have you learned about your

that has been helpful to you?

1QIIIc: What did you learn about your LD from others?
IQITId: What have you figured out on your own?

IQIV: What things get in your way of being the best student
you want to be?

1QV: What do you do that helps you be the best academic
student you want to be?

1QVa: Does this differ from what the college offered you?
1QVb: What made you decide to join this study?

IQVe: Is there anything else you think is important about the
LD experience in college that you would like to say?
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