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Introduction: Student Experiences

Shaped by Faculty Practices

The Reality on U.S. Campuses: Disabled Students Face
Classroom Barriers

Based on estimates of disability in the population from the Centers for Disease
Control, over 4 million US. college students have a disability.

Yet many face persistent barriers that affect their ability to succeed. Students describe
fear of judgment that keeps them from disclosing disabilities to professors, complex
accommodation processes that drain their limited energy, and classroom environments
where they feel pressure to prove their disabilities are “real enough” to deserve support.
Many struggle in silence—less than half of students who identify as disabled formally
disclose to their institutions, meaning millions more navigate learning challenges without
any official recognition or support.

/
Faculty members stand at the center of //
this reality. Whether students have formal
accommodations, informal conversations in 7

office hours, or say nothing at all about their

needs, instructors shape the accessibility of
Disabled Students Disclose to Their

every class session, assignment, and interaction. N
Institution

Faculty don’t create these learning experiences

alone—they work within institutional contexts that provide resources, set expectations, and
either champion accessibility as a core value or treat it as an afterthought. Understanding
how faculty navigate this landscape, what supports them in creating accessible learning
environments, and what barriers they face in doing so is essential to improving outcomes
for all students.

)
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The National Disability Center’s Response: A Mixed-Methods
Approach to Faculty Roles in Accessibility

To understand faculty perspectives on accessibility in higher education, the Center
employed a mixed-methods approach combining national survey data with in-depth
qualitative interviews.

The Faculty Accessibility Measure (FAM) survey provided broad quantitative patterns
across institution types and faculty characteristics, while one-on-one interviews captured
the nuanced experiences and decision-making processes that numbers alone cannot
convey. Together, these complementary data sources offer both the scope needed

to identify systemic patterns and the depth required to understand the lived reality of
creating accessible learning environments.

About the Faculty Accessibility Measure

The National Disability Center has studied student experiences extensively, but surprisingly
little about what faculty actually think and feel about accessibility is known. The Faculty
Accessibility Measure seeks to fill this gap. The survey reached 274 instructors across
technical programs, community colleges, and four-year institutions to create the Center’s
first national snapshot of faculty perspectives on accessibility.

The survey measures two distinct dimensions—individual confidence and institutional
support—giving institutions a clear framework for targeting interventions where theyre
needed. Rather than treating accessibility as a single concept, this approach recognizes
that even motivated faculty can struggle without proper institutional backing, and that
robust support systems don’t automatically translate to faculty confidence. These
quantitative findings provide institutions with concrete evidence for decision-making and
offer researchers a validated tool for tracking progress across different campus contexts.

One-On-0One Faculty Interviews Deepen FAM Insights

The faculty interviews capture what survey data cannot: the many gray areas that arise
when creating accessible learning environments. Through one-on-one semi-structured
interviews, instructors shared the actual dilemmas they face with accessibility not
hypothetical scenarios, but real moments when students disclose chronic health conditions
or when formal accommodations don’t match what students actually need. These
authentic voices reveal the emotional labor and creative problem-solving happening
behind closed doors that institutional policies rarely acknowledge from students
directly—not through formal institutional training programs.
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The interviews expose critical gaps between official systems and daily practice. Faculty
describe relying on hallway conversations with trusted colleagues rather than formal
training. They share the anxiety of receiving accommodation requests days before finals
without a game plan on how to best meet student needs. They explain how their own
experiences with disability shape their teaching in ways institutions don’t recognize or
leverage.

The result is a varied landscape for disabled students: Some instructors follow rigid policies
while others build trust-based flexibility into their courses. Interviews help us understand
what drives these different approaches.

Why This Research Matters

This research matters because faculty are the frontline of accessibility—they make daily
decisions that either open or close educational opportunities for millions of disabled
students. When students describe avoiding disclosure due to fear of judgment, struggling
with inadequate accommodations, or thriving under compassionate instructors, they're
pointing directly to the critical role faculty play in their success. Understanding what
supports faculty need, what barriers they face, and what drives their approaches to
accessibility allows institutions to build systems that work for everyone.

Better-supported, more confident faculty create learning environments where students
don’t have to choose between disclosure and survival, where accommodations actually
meet real needs, and where accessibility is woven into course design rather than treated
as an afterthought. Ultimately, disabled students succeed when faculty have both the
skills and institutional backing to approach accessibility with both an open mind and the
resources needed to do so.
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Key Findings: Understanding the

Faculty Experience

9 Time Constraints
Limit Faculty Seeking
Accessibility Training

Lack of time is a primary reason
for not participating in available
professional development,
particularly when publication and
grant pressures compete with
teaching improvement efforts.

Yy =
9 Disability Status
Increases Confidence,
Not Support

‘--

Both disabled and non-disabled
faculty perceive similar levels of
institutional support, suggesting
higher levels of confidence

advantage stems from lived
experience rather than school
culture.

9 Yet Faculty Worry About
Being a Barrier to Success

N .
'9‘

Some faculty wondered if they
could be more proactive in
encouraging students to use
approved supports.

_ Collaboration Matters More
Than Strict Enforcement

Faculty emphasize the importance
of students bringing their own
solutions, reflecting a partnership
model of accessibility.

9 Leaving Faculty to
' Self-Learn Accessibility
Strategies

N

Most faculty develop accessibility
approaches through trial-and-error,
class observations, or self-directed
learning because structured guidance
remains limited.

n © 2026 National Disability Center for Student Success | nationaldisabilitycenter.org
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Top Recommendations to Improve

Accessibility on Campus

These recommendations emphasize that accessibility is a shared responsibility
requiring proactive communication from students, empathy and consistency
from faculty, and robust, well-resourced institutional support systems.

For Faculty

v/ Lead with Empathy and Consistency

Faculty and staff should approach student accommodation requests with the fundamental
assumption that students are being truthful about their needs and circumstances. Clearly
communicate your willingness to provide flexibility in your syllabus and during early class
meetings to build trust and encourage students to reach out when they need support.
When one student requires flexibility, be prepared to extend similar accommodations to
others in comparable situations to maintain fairness and consistency. Remember that
learning to create accessible learning environments is an ongoing process that benefits all
students, not just those with documented disabilities.

v/ Investin Professional Development

Faculty members should actively seek out professional development opportunities focused
on accessibility, inclusive teaching practices, and understanding invisible disabilities.
Engage in informal conversations with colleagues about what works in their classes

and don’t hesitate to ask for advice when facing unfamiliar accommodation situations.
Stay current with evolving accessibility practices, particularly regarding how emerging
technologies like Al affect assignment design and academic integrity considerations.

v Tap the Resources of the National Disability Center

From the Campus Accessibility Spotlight Series to online Townhalls, the National Disability
Center has resources, research, and opportunities for engagement for all postsecondary
institutions.
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For Institutions

v Design Supports that are Flexible and Responsive

Offer training in multiple formats including asynchronous and recorded options that
faculty can access on their own schedules, and ensure that both tenure-track faculty

and instructional staff have equal access to professional development opportunities.
Dedicate adequate budget to accessibility resource centers and disability services offices
to ensure they have sufficient staffing for quick turnaround times on accommodation
letters and support requests. Fund faculty attendance at accessibility conferences and
workshops, provide accessibility review services for course materials, and distribute regular
newsletters with practical, department-specific tips on accessible teaching.

v Improve Communication and Systemic Support

Rather than waiting for faculty to seek help, institutions should proactively reach out to
faculty with regular reminders about disability services, accommodation processes, and
available resources. Make accessibility services highly visible across campus through
mentoring programs, peer discussion opportunities, and the sharing of both success
stories and concerns.

Address the financial and structural barriers that prevent faculty from accessing
professional development, particularly for non-tenure-track instructors who often have
the least access to these opportunities. Create formal accessibility committees with
faculty representation to ensure consistency across departments and give accessibility
a prominent voice in institutional decision-making.

v Integrate Accessibility into Core Functions

Institutions can integrate accessibility into the culture of campus - by including it in
faculty job descriptions, evaluation criteria, and promotion considerations. This signals
that inclusive teaching is a valued and expected competency. Develop clear institutional
policies on attendance flexibility, deadline accommodations, and what constitutes
“reasonableness” in accommodation requests to reduce ambiguity and ensure
consistency. Ensure that accessibility is understood as a shared responsibility requiring
sustained investment, clear policies, adequate resources, and ongoing collaboration
among students, faculty, and support services.
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Faculty Accessibility Measure: Survey of

U.S. Postsecondary Faculty

The National Disability Center developed and collected data with the Faculty
Accessibility Measure in Summer, 2025. A summary of study results is provided
here. Further information about the measure itself can be found in the The
Faculty Accessibility Measure: Toward Better Research and Understanding of
How Faculty Shape Accessibility in Postsecondary Education.,

A total of 418 participants completed the FAM surveuy. Participants were based
in the US., 18 or older, and currently teaching in higher education programs.

Demographics of Faculty Surveyed

The final dataset had representation from 47 different states or territories of the U.S.
Faculty varied in the type of institution they worked in, whether they were online, hybrid, or
in person, and how many years of experience they had teaching in higher education. This
diverse sample also had a range of experiences related to disability and accessibility on
both a personal level and as part of their professional experiences.

Race and Ethnicity

To understand race and ethnicity, study participants were asked which responses best
described them and were invited to select all that applied. Participants reported a range of
racial and ethnic backgrounds.

Race/Ethnicity

American Indian, Indigenous, Native I1 8%
American or Alaska Native <@ 70

Asian or Asian American - 9.3%

Black, African, or African American 13.5%
Hispanic or Latino/a/e 67.5%

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander ‘ 0.2%

White or Caucasian - 7.7%

il
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF FACULTY SURVEYED

The sample included 67.5% of faculty who identified as Hispanic or Latino/a/e, followed
by 13.5% who identified as Black, African, or African American, and 9.3% who identified as
Asian or Asian American.

Institution Type

Across the 418 faculty surveyed, 63% of

participants were from faculty at a 4-year

institution. The remaining 37% include

a combination of 2-year and technical

programs, with technical programs

representing the smallest group at 15% of

the total population. Overall, the sample 229%
reflected a broad range of institutions, 15%
with representation across multiple

postsecondary settings, highlighting -
variation in teaching environments and Technical Training 2 Year Community 4 Year College

Program College

Institution Type

63%

contexts.

Roughly half of the participants, 55%,

Do you go to a physical reported teaching only in person. Another
campus or training site to 35% taught in a hybrid format, and the
teach this semester?

remaining 10% reported teaching only
online. This distribution reflects both a
shift back to in-person teaching after the
COVID-19 pandemic and the continued
blend of learning environments across
higher education.

35% 55%

g“lt’s SO easy in a classroom to
figure out what’s going on with your
students, and online, it’s completely
different.”

m Physical B Hybrid © Online Only — Criminal Justice & Writing Instructor
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF FACULTY SURVEYED

Experience Teaching

Teaching Experience

Teaching experience varied across
early-career (0-3 years), mid-career (4-10
years), and experienced faculty (11+ years).
The average across the sample was 8 years
of teaching with a standard deviation of
7.33. Overall, there was a relatively balanced
distribution across career stages with a
slight skew towards early career faculty.
The faculty represented a diverse range of
teaching experiences and a good balance
across career trajectories. Newer faculty
(0-3 years) represented the largest group
representing 38% of the total sample.

HO-3years H4-10years T+ years

Disability Status

o Do you have a disability, chronic

F It ted th lity stat !
aculty reported their disability status, health, or mental health condition

that has lasted 4 months or
chronic health condition, or mental health longer?

with 44% indicating they have a disability,

condition lasting 4 months or longer. 51%
reported no disability. A small proportion 2%
selected unsure at 3% or prefer not to

o . 3%
say at 2%, resulting in a near equal split
between disabled and non-disabled
faculty overall.

H Prefer Not to Say
H No

Unsure
M Yes

Q “I myself am a disabled
person, so there’s definitely some
personal experience in it, as well as
professional experience outside the
classroom.”

— Psychology Instructor

Yes
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DEMOGRAPHICS OF FACULTY SURVEYED

Disability Prevalence

Faculty who reported a disability identified conditions across 11 categories, including
neurodevelopmental disorders such as ADHD and autism, physical disabilities including
Deaf and vision-related disabilities, health-related disabilities, and other conditions. Mental
health conditions represented the largest category, accounting for 40% of faculty with
disabilities. The relatively high representation of disabled faculty is significant for the
study’s focus on accessibility and faculty experiences.

40% of Disabled Faculty Report Mental Health Conditions

Mental Health Condition _ 40%
oer N -
aoo/acko | -
Health-Related Disability ||| NG 7>
Neurodivergent _ 12%
Autism _ 9%
Mobility-Related Disability [ 7>
Deaf or Hard of Hearing - 6%
Blind or Low Vision - 4%
Speech-Related Disability - 3%

Learning Disability I 1%

g “Visually impaired is pretty rare just because of the nature of the job that
students are going into...the software is not designed for visually impaired people.
So they can’t just go and change an entire thing to accommodate one person.”

— Health Information Technology Instructor

14
. © 2026 National Disability Center for Student Success | nationaldisabilitycenter.org 0 BACK TO TOP



DEMOGRAPHICS OF FACULTY SURVEYED

Accommodations Experience

Faculty participants reported a broad range of accommodations requests that they
had received in their teaching careers. Participants checked an average of 34 different
accommodations, with a range of 0 to 11 of the categories below. The majority noted
accommodations related to time, either extra time or flexible time, followed by requests
for a separate setting for testing. These are often provided together, especially if at a
separate testing location. Notetaking, assistive technology and captioning were also
familiar accommodations requests. Less often noted were accommodations for low
incidence disabilities, such as Braille or Sign Language Interpreters.

The Most Requested Accommodation is Extra/ Flexible Time

Extra Time or Flexible Time 340

Quiet or Separate Setting

226

Note Taking

192

Assistive Tech 170

Captioning

15

Alternate Formats (i.e. Graphic

Organizers) 83

Speech to Text for Assignments

Directions Read aloud

N
-

Sign Language Interpreters

51

Dictionary or Glossary - 43

Large Print or Braille - 36

Q “I’ve probably had at least maybe four people that have asked for extra
time on test taking without the documentation for it, which | always agree to do...
whether it’s diagnosed or not, you know they still have the challenge.”

— Criminal Justice & Writing Instructor
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Faculty Accessibility Measure Results

Accessibility Challenges and Opportunities are Systemic

All participants responded to the FAM components of the faculty survey — both those
who identified as having a disability and those that did not — which provided an insightful
comparison of the campus experience and captured the perspectives of instructors who
may have a range of experiences both personally and professionally with accessibility in
higher education.

The figures represent the average score on a 1to 5 scale with options that included:

1. Strongly disagree

2. Somewhat disagree

3. Somewhat agree

4. Strongly agree

5. Not Applicable - Not applicable figures were excluded from the average scores in this

analysis.

The Center researchers provided descriptive data for each individual question - further
psychometric data and item considerations are included in the companion document, The
Faculty Accessibility Measure: Toward Better Research and Understanding of How Faculty
Shape Accessibility in Postsecondary Education.
(nationaldisabilitycenter.org/FAM-measure).

Key Faculty Accessibility Measure Components

For the purpose of this report, FAM components are summarized at two levels:
an instructor's own accessibility practices and the support they receive from
their institution.

The first factor, Individual Confidence, provides information about how instructors
approach accessible learning in the classroom.
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FACULTY ACCESSIBILITY MEASURE RESULTS

(Disabled and Non-Disabled )

These items are closely aligned with the classroom practices that were present in

the student-focused The Campus Accessibility Measure: Toward Better Research and
Understanding of the Disabled Student Experience in Postsecondary Education (CAM)
report, and expanded to include items that are a part of faculty responsibility in preparing
postsecondary learning experiences.

The second factor, Institutional Support, reflects how well supported instructors feel by
their institutions to implement accessibility strategies. These items reflect the systemic
nature of accessibility as part of an entire campus set of resources and norms. Faculty are
more likely to implement strategies when they have the support to do so.

Across both factors, items focused on four core areas:

» Course design
* Technology

* Accommodations
* Student Support
This report provides descriptive level results with comparisons between faculty with

and without disabilities. Please exercise caution when drawing conclusions about the
significance or size of differences between these groups or between survey items.

Individual Confidence
The first set of items on the Faculty Accessibility Measure focused on self-reported

confidence in providing a range of accessibility strategies.

Although overall scores were high across the participant group, disabled faculty
consistently scored higher, on average, than their non-disabled colleagues.

All items marked with an * are statistically significant differences.

Each prompt began with the phrase: “Thinking about my current capacity, resources,
and experiences, | am confident....
» Teaching students with a range of disabilities (3.35 v. 3.15)*

» Creating accessible course materials (e.g., PDFs, presentation slides, Word
documents). (3.62 v. 3.41)*

* Including videos with captions that | use in class or give as homework. (3.68 v. 3.45)*

17
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FACULTY ACCESSIBILITY MEASURE RESULTS

(Discbled and Non-Disabled )

* Including accessibility statements in my syllabi or course plan. (3.76 v. 3.60)*

 Planning alternative assignments that can achieve the same learning outcomes for
students. (3.38 v. 3.13)*

» Providing course materials in multiple formats (e.g., text, audio, visual). (3.58 v. 3.34)*

» Structuring class discussions to be inclusive of different communication styles (e.q.,
listening, speaking, writing, individual, groups). (3.59 v. 3.37)*

» Monitoring my pace when presenting information. (3.52 v. 3.32)*

 Talking to students about how to implement accommodations in my classes (e.q.,
extended time on assignments, flexible deadlines, ASL interpreters, printed materials
in class, recording lectures, lecture notes). (3.61 v. 3.32)*

« Directing students to disability support services or mental health services.
(3.78 v. 3.61)*

These findings suggest that the lived experience of navigating systems and advocating
for oneself as a person with a disability may cultivate a robust sense of personal efficacy.
Rather than undermining confidence, the experience of disability appears to foster
resilience and self-assurance that translates into professional settings. This enhanced
confidence may reflect the development of self-advocacy skills, problem-solving abilities,
and a realistic understanding of one’s capabilities that comes from successfully managing
disability-related challenges throughout one’s academic career.

Q “The most challenging one was a student who had a mobility accessibility
need...we got a foldable ramp that we would bring into the classes so the student
was able to get on the stage and perform just like everyone else.”

— Stand-Up Comeay Instructor

Institutional Support

The second set of items in the Faculty Accessibility Measure relates to access to
information and resources related to accessibility.

In contrast with the Individual Confidence items, there were fewer significant differences
between disabled and non-disabled faculty in their responses. Only items marked with an
* are statistically significant differences.

18
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FACULTY ACCESSIBILITY MEASURE RESULTS

(Discbled and Non-Disabled )

Each prompt began with the phrase: Thinking about my institutional support, resources,
and infrastructure, | have access to information about...

* How to make my in-class content more accessible (e.g., during lectures, labs,
discussions). (3.48 v 3.32)*

* How to make my homework assignments or out-of-class activities more accessible
(e.g., readings, group assignments, projects, take home tests). (3.44 v. 3.27)*

* How to use accessibility features in online learning management systems (e.g.,
Blackboard, Canvas). (4.43 v. 3.28)*

* How to make my digital course content screen-reader friendly (e.g., headings, alt
text for images, reading order for PDFs). (3.23 v. 3.07)

» What assistive technologies my disabled students might use. (3.20 v. 3.03)*

* How to maintain student privacy when handling disability-related information
(3.52 v. 3.39)

* How students view the accessibility of my courses (e.g., through course evaluations,
mid-semester check-ins, informal polling). (3.29 v. 3.13)

* How | can improve in my accessibility practices (e.g., through peer teaching
evaluations). (3.21 v. 3.05)

* How to modify required course assignments while maintaining academic standards
(e.g., reducing or chunking length of assignments, providing an alternate response
format for assignments or exams). (3.23 v. 3.07)

» How to use testing resources such as a testing center or online test timeline
extensions. (3.47 v. 3.32)

* How to support students with disabilities in an emergency (e.g., weather event,
campus lockdown, etc.). (3.02 v. 2.84)

Only 3 of the 11 institutional support items revealed statistically significant differences,
suggesting a more mixed picture of how disabled and non-disabled faculty experience
organizational resources and backing. This inconsistency may indicate that institutional
support systems are more variable in their effectiveness or accessibility, or that disabled
faculty’s experiences with institutional structures vary more than their personal confidence
levels. While disabled faculty may possess strong individual efficacy, this does not
necessarily translate into uniformly positive—or negative—perceptions of the support their
institutions provide.
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FACULTY ACCESSIBILITY MEASURE RESULTS

(Discbled and Non-Disabled )

Q “Accessibility training may have been included with some of the onboarding
materials. It’s been a while, so | don’t really remember...| think it’s provided during
onboarding and then after that you might have to seek it out.”

— Clinical Skills Training Instructor

Differences between Institution Types

Faculty at 2-year and technical institutions demonstrate higher individual confidence
scores than their peers at 4-year institutions. Even more striking are the differences in
institutional support, where all 11 items show significant advantages for 2-year/technical
faculty. The most pronounced institutional difference appears in access to information
about accessibility resources, suggesting that 2-year colleges and technical training
programs excel at communicating available support. These findings suggest that these
institutions may have more robust support infrastructures, clearer communication
channels, or cultures that better prioritize faculty accessibility and well-being compared to

their 4-year counterparts.

Role of Faculty Motivation

In addition to the FAM, the Center administered an expectancy value cost measure (EVO),
adapted from Wigfield & Eccles (2000), to assess faculty motivation and belief about
implementing accessibility strategies in their teaching. This additional measure is important
as it tells us more regarding potential future barriers in accommodation implementation.
Faculty were given 11 questions related to the perceived benefits and costs of providing
accessibility strategies and were asked to rate them using a 4 point Likert-scale. Negative
cost items such as, “Making my classes more accessible requires too much time”, were
reverse scored prior to analysis.
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FACULTY ACCESSIBILITY MEASURE RESULTS

(Disabled and Non-Disabled )

Overall, faculty scored an average of 3.39 on the scale of 1to 4, with 4 demonstrating
high value for accessibility over perceived costs. When comparing EVC between disabled
and non-disabled faculty, disabled faculty reported a higher EVC at 3.47, while their
non-disabled peers reported 3.36. This finding suggests that disabled faculty more fully
embrace efforts to support accommodations and accessibility than their non-disabled
peers.

There were no meaningful differences in EVC scores between faculty at 2-year/technical
training programs and those at 4-year institutions.

Does Personal Accessibility Matter?

The Center also included a measure of personal accessibility - or the accessibility that
faculty felt that they had to do their own jobs in and around campus. The purpose was to
measure faculty’s personal experience of accessibility on campus for their own workplace
and infrastructure needs (not instructional accessibility). This measure was tweaked
slightly from similar items that were part of the Campus Accessibility Measure (CAM) that
was administered to postsecondary students.

The Personal Accessibility scale consisted of 6 items that assessed accessibility - including
both time and effort required - in the following domains:

* Online course systems including LMS

» Online materials such as websites and PDFs

» Getting to campus in a reasonable time period
» Getting to campus with a reasonable effort

» Getting to office with reasonable time
» Getting to office with reasonable effort

Faculty rated these items on a scale of 1-4, from strongly disagree to strongly agree. The
overall Personal Accessibility Score was 3.56. This rating was relatively consistent across
participants. Disabled faculty scored 3.59 and non-disabled faculty 3.55, a negligible
difference in personal accessibility. This suggests that basic campus infrastructure is
relatively accessible for faculty’s own needs, regardless of disability status.

There also were no meaningful differences in personal accessibility scores between faculty
at 2-year/technical training programs and those at 4-year institutions.
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Their Lived Experiences: Interviews

with Instructors in Higher Ed

In addition to the FAM survey, the research team administered an innovative
study to deeply understand how faculty navigate different decisions around
accessibility in their teaching — conducting in-depth conversations with

23 faculty members from across the country. These interviews provided

rich insights into how instructors across diverse disciplines experience and
approach teaching students with disabilities.

From STEM fields to social work, from large lecture halls to hands-on labs, faculty
members shared their experiences navigating accommodation processes, adapting their
teaching practices, and balancing institutional policies with individual student needs. The
conversations revealed both the commonalities and complexities of creating accessible
learning environments, highlighting the gap between formal training and the realities of
day-to-day teaching.

Research Approach

The research methodology centered on detailed one-on-one interviews with faculty
members in higher education via Zoom. Researchers partnered with Prolific.co for
recruitment, ensuring diverse representation across academic programs and learning
contexts. Accessibility remained a top priority throughout the process, with participants
offered interview questions in advance, flexible scheduling with breaks, American Sign
Language interpretation, and other accommodations as needed.

Key Themes: The Faculty Perspective

The Center found several recurring themes throughout conversations with instructors in
higher education. In this summary, we provide examples of the patterns that emerged and
quotes to illustrate faculty perspectives.
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KEY THEMES

Theme #1: Frequency Matters

The overwhelming majority of faculty reported that learning disabilities represent their
most frequent accommodation experience, with extended time on exams being the
primary request, as well as distraction-free testing environments. This pattern held true
across disciplines, institution types, and faculty experience levels.

Many faculty developed straightforward systems for managing extended testing

time, often allowing students to complete exams in their offices during office hours or
arranging alternative testing spaces. However, the frequency and regularity of these
accommodations meant they were often seen as routine rather than requiring significant
instructional modification.

While less frequent than learning disabilities, physical disabilities—including mobility issues,
visual impairments, and hearing impairments—require more specialized accommodations
and often raise questions about professional preparation in certain fields. These
accommodations often required creativity, additional resources, and sometimes raised
difficult questions about essential course requirements versus access barriers.

g “I had a student with blindness...she couldn’t use the software like the rest of
the class. So | had to basically design separate assignments for her.”

— Sociology Instructor

Theme # 2: Mental Health

Faculty increasingly encounter students with mental health conditions (e.g., anxiety

and depression) as disability categories requiring accommodation, reflecting growing
awareness of psychological disabilities in higher education and the rising frequency of
students with mental health conditions. Several instructors noted this as a relatively recent
shift in the types of accommodations they see. This theme revealed faculty grappling
with how to support students experiencing mental health challenges while maintaining
academic standards, often in the absence of clear institutional guidance.
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KEY THEMES

@ “And then we get into the realm... of mental health. And that’s tricky because
the disability office is pretty loosey goosey with who qualifies for disabilities.”

— Health Information Technology Instructor

Theme #3: Disclosure Timing

Faculty experience a range of student approaches to disability disclosure, from highly
proactive early-semester communication to last-minute notifications that create
logistical and pedagogical challenges. The timing significantly affects instructors’ ability
to implement accommodations effectively. When requests are made at the last minute,
especially before a high stakes assignment such as an exam, faculty are in a bind and
may not always know how to respond at that moment. Many instructors expressed
frustration not with providing accommodations themselves, but with the compressed
timeline when students wait until the last moment to disclose their needs or present
accommodation letters.

Q “Sometimes students are really proactive with accommodations. So they’ll
approach me very early in the semester and we’ll sit down and figure out exactly
what we need to do to help them be successful in the class. And other students ask
the day before the exam for accommodations and I’'m like, OK great... now | have to
figure out how to give you time and 1/2 on an exam.”

— Psychology Instructor

Theme #4: Informal Disclosures

Faculty frequently encounter students who informally disclose disabilities or request
accommodations without official documentation, revealing barriers to accessing formal
disability services and highlighting trust-based relationships between instructors and
students. Several faculty members chose to honor informal requests, but varied in the
degree to which they also insisted on students reaching out to access services.

24
. © 2026 National Disability Center for Student Success | nationaldisabilitycenter.org ° BACK TO TOP



KEY THEMES

These findings suggest that while formal accommodation systems exist, many students
either find them inaccessible, time-consuming, or stigmatizing, leading them to approach
individual instructors instead. Faculty responses to these situations varied from strict
adherence to official processes to flexible trust-based arrangements.

g “l always encourage my students when they’re falling behind to talk to access
services...| want that student to know that those resources are there.”

— Health Information Technology Instructor

Theme #5: Formal and Informal Support

Faculty reported navigating accessibility largely through a patchwork of supports—some
formal, some informal, and many self-initiated. While institutional resources exist at most
campuses, instructors described a significant gap between what’s available and what they
actually use or find helpful.

Faculty reported that formal accessibility training exists at their institutions but is often
minimal, optional, or confined to orientation. Many acknowledged not utilizing available
resources, sometimes due to time constraints, sometimes due to lack of awareness about
what’s offered beyond initial onboarding.

Several faculty described training that focused primarily on legal compliance rather than
practical teaching strategies. While institutions can point to the existence of accessibility
training, the actual impact on faculty practice remains limited, particularly when training is
front-loaded at orientation and not revisited.

g “If I run into a topic | don’t g “I've had to do a lot of trial
know, | look it up online. I’ll go into and error on my own, but I’ve also
Google Scholar and start looking for picked things up from mentors and
other ideas and other articles that colleagues along the way...Some of
will give me tips.” my colleagues are really good at this

stuff, so | just watch what they do.”

— Psychology Instructor — Biology Instructor
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In the absence of comprehensive formal training, faculty rely heavily on their own
research, trial-and-error, and informal conversations with colleagues. This self-directed
approach means accessibility knowledge develops unevenly and depends significantly on
individual faculty initiative and departmental culture.

Theme #6: Accessibility Offices: Responsive but Not Proactive

Faculty described disability services offices as helpful and responsive when contacted,
but rarely proactive in reaching out to instructors or providing ongoing support. The
relationship is typically transactional. Accommodation letters are sent and faculty
implement them, rather than engaging in a more consultative process. Faculty described
a need for further support in making decisions about accessibility within instruction,
above and beyond the accommodations such as extended time or providing class notes
ahead of time. They are largely aware that faculty could do more to support disabled
students, but have not received substantive support beyond implementing the required
accommodations. These insights suggest a missed opportunity for disability services
offices to serve as partners in accessible pedagogy rather than simply accommodation
coordinators.

Q “Our disability services is really Q “They’re quick to respond when
good about getting letters to us I email them with questions...but a
and they’re available if we have lot of times their answer is ‘that’s up
questions, but | don’t think I’ve ever to your professional judgment’ but |
had them reach out proactively with need guidance.”

strategies | could use.”

— English and Learning Support — Health Information Technology
Director Instructor

Theme #7: Discussing Accessibility with Colleagues

Faculty conversations about accessibility with their colleagues revealed both the value
and the limitations of informal peer networks. These discussions ranged from quick email
exchanges about shared students to sustained collaborative problem-solving about
complex accessibility barriers.
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The most helpful conversations focused on
specific student situations rather than abstract g
principles, allowing them to develop concrete

“Honestly, when | run into a

situation and then have to work

strategies they could apply immediately. through it...it’s hard to imagine

Hypothetical discussions were seen as less hypotheticals of what you would do
useful than real-world problem-solving.
Faculty appreciated being able to discuss

students they had in common (while

because every situation with a student
is different...once the situations
actually come up, then | think it’s
helpful to talk through the specifics
with a peer or a mentor.”

maintaining appropriate confidentiality)
because it allowed them to understand
patterns and develop coordinated support

strategies. — Psychology and Organizational

Behavior Instructor
The willingness and ability of faculty to have
meaningful conversations about accessibility
varied dramatically by department, with some environments fostering open dialogue and
others characterized by resistance or dismissiveness. Faculty in supportive departments
described accessibility as a regular topic of conversation, while those in less supportive
environments often felt isolated. Many faculty described learning more from observing
and talking with colleagues than from attending formal workshops or training sessions.

g “l have brief conversations in g “Mostly just from other faculty
person or by email. In passing, | say, members talking about their

‘Hey, do you have this student? How experiences and what they do. That’s
are you supporting them?’ because where I’ve gotten most of my ideas,
sometimes we work with the same and then from trial and error in my
students.” own experience.”

— College Orientation Instructor — Sociology Instructor
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Conclusion

The faculty experiences and perspectives in this report reveal how individual
confidence and institutional support shape instructors’ approaches to
accessibility in higher education. While many faculty demonstrate strong
personal commitment to supporting disabled students through trust-

based relationships and flexible practices, significant opportunities remain
for strengthening institutional infrastructure, improving professional
development access, and leveraging the expertise of disabled faculty.

The Faculty Accessibility Measure survey results and interview findings
together show that creating truly accessible learning environments requires
more than motivated individuals—it demands well-resourced disability
services offices, proactive communication systems, accessible professional
development, and recognition that faculty learn accessibility strategies
primarily through informal peer networks rather than formal training.
Moving forward, institutions must recognize accessibility as a shared
responsibility requiring sustained investment in both faculty development
and systemic support structures that translate individual faculty
commitment into consistent, accessible student experiences.
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Research Measure Companion Report

In addition to this national report, there is a separate companion report for researchers,
The Faculty Accessibility Measure: Toward Better Research and Understanding of How
Faculty Shape Accessibility in Postsecondary Education. Besides the complete survey
detail, the research companion includes explanations about the measure development
process, how disability constructs were measured, factor extraction and analysis, and

survey administration. (nationaldisabilitycenter.org/FAM)

Suggested Citation

National Disability Center for Student Success. (2026). Access Leads to Achievement: A National
Report on Faculty Accessibility Practices. Institute for Education Sciences, U.S. Department of

Education. nationaldisabilitycenter.org



https://nationaldisabilitycenter.org/FAM/
https://nationaldisabilitycenter.org/

	Table of Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Research Team
	Introduction
	The Reality on U.S. Campuses:

	Key Findings
	Top Recommendations
	For Faculty
	For Institutions

	Faculty Accessibility Measure
	Demographics of Faculty Surveyed

	Faculty Accessibility Measure Results
	Accessibility Challenges and Opportunities are Systemic
	Key Faculty Accessibility Measure Components

	Interviewswith Instructors in Higher Ed
	Research Approach
	Key Themes: The Faculty Perspective

	Conclusion
	Recommended Reading

