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Abstract

College students with disabilities continue to experience various challenges in their transition into postsec-
ondary education. However, limited research has focused on their initial transition, despite the significance 
of its impact on college students with disabilities. This qualitative study examined first-semester transition 
experiences among freshmen with disabilities at a public research university in the Southeastern United 
States. Responses (i.e., post-course interviews, course reflections, online discussion boards) from thirteen 
students of 2018 to 2021 cohorts of the Engage 100 course (an orientation program for freshmen with dis-
abilities) were analyzed through a qualitative analysis approach. The results indicated that college fresh-
men benefit in their social and academic transition through enrolling in the Engage 100 course. The results 
highlight the need for disability support services and for college campuses to foster transition success for 
college students with disabilities.   
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College provides an invaluable opportunity for 
students to increase opportunities toward employment, 
earnings, and social capital (Tinto, 1993), which is 
especially true for students with disabilities (Nation-
al Council on Disability, 2003; Houtenville & Rafal, 
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2020). A study that surveyed 63,802 students across 
11 public research universities in the U.S. found that 
students with learning disabilities were less satisfied 
with their social experience, academic experience, 
the monetary value of the experience, and the gener-
al campus climate than their peers without learning 
disabilities (McGregor, 2016). College students with 
disabilities also encounter social challenges such as 
navigating the college network and transitioning to 
residential college living (Plotner & May, 2019). Col-
lege students with disabilities also show a reluctance 
to seek support in fear of the stigma and discrimina-
tory reactions due to the prevalence of Ableism, espe-
cially at the initial transition period to postsecondary 
education (Dong & Lucas, 2016; Mamiseishvili & 
Koch, 2011). 

One of the most notable differences in college 
students with disabilities’ experiences in postsec-
ondary education when compared to their secondary 
education is the laws that protect their rights. While 
secondary education is guided by the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), postsecondary 
education is guided by the Americans with Disabili-
ties Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1972 (Lazzarini, 2021). IDEA provides vari-
ous aids to students with disabilities, such as individ-
ualized education plans (IEP), transition plans, and 
summaries of practice (SOP; Lazzarini, 2021). On 
the other hand, ADA simply provides general guide-
lines on equal access to education, not generalized to 
the individual (Shaw & Dukes, 2013). Thus, college 
students with disabilities need to be self-determined 
to take advantage of necessary support that will lead 
to success (Ressa, 2022). Another issue that arises for 
students with disabilities in postsecondary education 
is the issue of accessibility. IDEA no longer requires 
students to have a reevaluation every three years, 
whereas many colleges and universities require stu-
dents to pro 0 0u9b&,ucation 
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promotion of the class. Additionally, OAS utilized 
university database information to send targeted 
email promotions of the Engage 100 class registra-
tion opportunity to potential participants. Participants 
for this qualitative study were recruited from students 
who participated in the Engage 100 course from 2018 
to 2021. Participants were informed of the purpose 
and confidential nature of the study, and potential 
risks/benefits of the research. Informed consents were 
obtained from the participants prior to participating 
in the research study. The OAS staff and course in-
structor conducted individual interviews with partici-
pants after the completion of the course. Participants’ 
initial and final course reflections and online board 
discussion were also analyzed to examine transition 
challenges and evolutionary changes during the first-
year semester into college.

Data Analysis
We analyzed the transcripts of interviews, reflec-

tion papers (one at the beginning and one at the end 
of the semester) as well as 3-4 discussion board re-
sponses throughout the semester by utilizing content 
analysis (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005). Hsieh and Shannon (2005) stated that content 
analysis is used to investigate a phenomenon through 
the systematic classification process of coding and 
identifying themes or patterns for the phenomenon. 
The data coding process involves applying an induc-
tive approach in which researchers immerse in data 
to allow themes, patterns, and insights to emerge 
(Kondracki & Wellman, 2002). 

We began the data coding process by reading the 
interview transcripts, reflection papers, and responses 
to online discussion boards multiple times. Reading 
these familiarized us with the data and assisted us in 
obtaining a sense of integrity of the data. In the ini-
tial stage of the data analysis, we applied a thematic 
approach by perusing through the data and highlight-
ing words and phrases from the data that seemed to 
capture the key concepts and ideas such as barriers 
and facilitators in relation to transition and personal/
environmental challenges and strengths and resourc-
es in coping with transition. Units of meaning include 
frequency of individual words and phrases in terms of 
their transition into college, characteristics of partici-
pants who expressed those words and phrases; the set 
of categories entail individuals with smooth transi-
tion experiences vs. non-smooth transition experienc-
es. The third and fourth authors individually coded 
the data and then compared their results. They iden-
tified statements that had links or associations with 
each other and kept a record of statements that they 
were not sure about as well as their personal impres-

sion and reflection. When a discrepancy occurred, 
the research team discussed the issue and came to a 
consensus on the analyzing units. This audit trail was 
maintained throughout the coding process, which 
aided the process of identifying codes and themes ac-
curately and objectively. 

After the initial analysis stage, we reviewed the 
data and labeled codes from data that came directly 
from the analyzing units. This process facilitated the 
initial coding scheme. We further checked the initial 
coding, identified discrepancies between the coding, 
and obtained a consensus after discussion. Next, we 
grouped the codes based upon their connections with 
each other into categories and meaningful themes 
(Patton, 2002). After themes were identified, we ex-
plored the relations between the themes and checked 
if any of the themes could be categorized into a high-
er-level theme or identified a hierarchy within the 
themes to make a better sense of the data. We did not 
end the data analyses until it became evident that the 
data become saturated with no new themes that could 
be gleaned from the data (Berg & Lune, 2012). 

The first and second authors have experience in 
conducting qualitative research as well as frequent 
practical experiences with college students with dis-
abilities. The other authors are master’s level students. 
All authors have interests and experiences in disabil-
ities issues. The data coding by multiple researchers 
with different level of familiarity with disability issues 
and college students with disabilities offered a greater 
chance to enhance integrity and reduce biases in the 
qualitative data analysis process (Shenton, 2004). To 
reduce biases in the data analysis, we used multiple 
strategies, such as examining our own personal as-
sumptions and stereotypes in relation to people with 
disabilities and disability issues prior to the start of 
data analysis. The first author also provided training 
to the master’s level students on data coding prior to 
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I’ve taken on this project to organize a recital.” The 
participants displayed initiative and a drive to gen-
eralize a strategy learned in courses and implement 
outside of the course. For example, one student stated 
after taking the course, “I plan to have a habit tracker 
made for each month, and already have my planner 
ready for next semester ahead of time, along with my 
schedule planner written out ahead of time.” 

Prioritizing working hard and taking initiative 
also emphasizes the importance of being motivated 
and self-driven. Through prioritizing their school-
work and practicing persistence, the participants were 
able to ease their college transition. One participant 
with a learning disability noted, “I had to study more 
than the average student, really take more timeout of 
my schedule and day to really make sure I understood 
something, and….be more persistent.”  

College Preparedness and Transition 
Participants described that preparing for their 

transition to college helped them to adjust to a new, 
independent life. Pre-college extracurricular experi-
ences prepare participants for what to expect in col-
lege, such as the academic rigor and the experiencing 
living alone. One participant shared that she attended 
a summer music program that was “a positive intro-
duction to unstructured, independent college life... 
And a result I understood what I have to do to take 
care myself as well as what living on a college cam-
pus would intel [sic].”

Maintaining organization was also an import-
ant tool participants described as being helpful for 
their college transition. For example, one participant 
noted, “I had struggled with organization being in 
high school so that was one of the most important 
adjustments that I had to make going into college” 
Participants mentioned using “agendas that we had 
to do every week” and planning projects “backwards 
from a goal or deadline with the idea that you just or-
ganize projects by what steps are and then work back 
from that to see what you need to do 1st.” These tools 
helped the participants stay organized and on track 
with assignments. 

Participants also described that setting goals and 
finding their meaning in college provided them with 
something to strive for on a constant basis. In the be-
ginning of the course, one student stated, “I feel like 
the next 4 years I will learn how to live independently 
and find out what kind of path I want to take for my 
future.” At the end of the course, that same student 
reported: “I think I have grown in many areas since 
coming to [college] and I have become very self-de-
pendent and learned to support myself.” 

Positive Self-Concept 
A positive and accepting stance to their disabili-

ty helps participants become more comfortable with 
themselves. One participant stated that after the En-
gage 100 course, she developed a positive concept 
to her disability and self. She “didn’t [want to] ever 
talk about [her] learning disability because [she] 
thought people would judge.” After being introduced 
to a supportive and understanding community, she 
learned that “everyone’s unique in their own way.” 
The change in her self-concept helped this student 
feel more at ease with her disability. 

 	 The participants noted that an enhanced 
self-concept is important to be self-aware of their 
needs to effectively self-advocate. One student re-
ported that the Engage 100 course “forms [sic] me to 
examine myself and be honest and articulate my own 
needs.” Many people may feel that they do not need 
to take advantage of campus resources; however, tak-
ing an “honest inspection of your own needs…will 
only serve to [strengthen] your awareness and under-
standing in your ability to self-advocate.” Another 
participated noted that through her experiences at an 
on-campus job, she had to learn how to be an effec-
tive self-advocate and clearly communicate her needs 
through being honest and open: “I learned that being 
assertive and being upfront and honest about how you 
are as a person…just to make it clear to others about 
how you communicate.”

Support and Resources
Having a strong support system makes the transi-

tion process easier. The Engage100 gave participants 
a positive and supportive environment that allowed 
them to feel accepted. One participant stated, “I 
would recommend Engage 100 to other students be-
cause you’ll get people that are on the same boat as 
you...I felt like I had a support system.” This support 
system allowed students to feel more comfortable and 
connected in college. Having a good relationship with 
faculty is an important resource forging the necessary 
support and help. One student stated, “I am very for-
tunate that all of my professors that I had so far in 
college have been so supportive and understanding 
of how I am as a student and how I learn.” Having 
support from faculty makes it easier to use accommo-
dations. One student noted, “I felt very comfortable 
with the staff, and they were very accepting and un-
derstanding of me discussing my accommodations.” 
Peers’ support is also instrumental. Another partici-
pant stated that in addition to care from the instructors 
“everyone (from the Engage 100 class) really cared 
about your success.” 
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of their families. One participant explained that their 
main concern with going to college was “if I would 
be able to live on my own and take care of myself.” 

Participants noted increased anxiety regarding so-
cially transitioning in college. One student stated, “I 
was really worried about coming here and being so 
far away from my home, as I really did not know any-
one here.” Having a disability that affects social inter-
actions is an additional barrier to the social transition. 
One student explained, “my disability could get in the 
way of engaging in college activities...I don’t always 
know how to verbalize things in my head, or who to 
tell them to because they tend to overwhelm people.” 
Having a disability increases anxiety over how peers 
will respond. One participant noted, “when I first 
came to [college], I was a bit intimidated. I was wor-
ried about being potentially bullied or isolated for my 
disability.” Some students with disabilities feel over-
whelmed by the transition to college. One student 
shared their observation of great difference between 
her college and high school environment “coming 
from that to a large public university its huge it’s a 
lot of people, I mean my high school graduating class 
must have only been 300-400 people.” 

Going to college during a pandemic added an 
extra level of barrier and anxiety. One student stated, 
“I believe that the coronavirus, accompanied by my 
disability, have impaired my integration within the 
campus community.” Attending class through Zoom 
can be an anxious experience for students with dis-
abilities. One participant reported, “My dyslexia is 
one of the reasons why Zoom learning is so hard for 
me.” Some students did not have the opportunity to 
take online classes prior to college, thus they felt feel-
ings of anxiety that acted as a transitional barrier. One 
participated stated, “I was nervous because I’ve never 
done online classes before…it did make me a little 
nervous because I’ve never done it before, and I like 
to warm up to things and I didn’t really get a chance 
to warm up to doing online classes.” 

Discussion

This qualitative study explored the transition ex-
periences for first-year college students with disabil-
ities who participated in a semester-long intervention 
aiming to foster academic and social integration on 
a college campus. Several impeding and facilitative 
themes in relation to college transition have been 
identified. The findings of this study emphasize that 
students enter their first semester of coexplored n7I 5.00ss throuat 
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The findings of this study demonstrate the posi-
tive effect of having a strong support system on the 
social and academic integration of postsecondary stu-
dents with disabilities. The Engage 100 course pro-
vided students with peers and faculty who understood 
and supported them. The findings suggest that having 
support from faculty helps students succeed academ-
ically. Additionally, supportive faculty make students 
feel comfortable to advocate for themselves and com-
municate their needs. The Engage 100 course provid-
ed information to students on university resources, 
which made using those resources easier for students. 
The results support existing literature that having 
support from faculty us “crucial in their transition 
due to the individual support and help they provid-
ed” (Patrick & Wessel, 2013, p. 114). The findings 
of this study suggest that building a support system 
and meaningful relationships with peers and faculty 
in the disability community eased the college tran-
sition for students with disabilities. The Engage 100 
course encouraged students to engage with a broad-
er disability community on-campus, through joining 
clubs and other activities. The findings suggest that 
students feel more comfortable seeking out connec-
tions in the community, as well as more comfortable 
sharing their own experiences and asking for help. 
The results of this study align with previous literature 
that finds that social integration helps students feel 
able to make more meaningful relationships and be 
better able to engage in social activities (Ashbaugh et 
al., 2017; Bialka et al., 2017). 

Despite the above-mentioned positive experi-
ences, participants often felt misunderstood and ste-
reotyped throughout their transition process, which 
is similar to other studies that found that students 
feel socially isolated prior to their college interven-
tion (Bialka et al., 2017). Findings from the present 
study suggest that university students with disabili-
ties may feel misunderstood because of their differ-
ences due to others’ assumptions and biases. These 
findings emphasize the significance of social inte-
gration to college transition considering the preva-
lence of social barriers and the impact they have on 
this student population. 

The present study also identified how a lack of 
support and resources for students with disabilities 
served as a barrier for the college transition. Similar-
ly, Plotner and May (2019) found that students with 
disabilities experiences greater difficulty in seeking 
support.  Additionally, faculty members who were 
unsupportive and unaccommodating were a barrier 
for having a successful academic transition, which 
suggests that there are many overlapping barriers re-
garding help seeking, receiving help, and the stigma 

regarding help. Additional research should identify 
how the stigma can be removed, how to make support 
more available, and how to get students with disabili-
ties to utilize campus resources to their benefit.  

The present study suggests that transitioning to 
college for students with disabilities can increase 
feelings of anxiety due to various factors, such as 
the environment of the university, independent liv-
ing, and socially integrating. The pandemic was also 
found to be a factor. These results are consistent with 
past research, which found that other students were 
nervous about coming to college due to their disabil-
ity (Bialka et al., 2017). Participants in the current 
study noted a fear of how they would be perceived 
by others, particularly in a social context, that may 
have kept them from building relationships with oth-
ers. Ashbaugh et al. (2017) also found that students 
with disabilities engage in social participation less 
than typical students, which makes establishing rela-
tionships difficult. Our research, along with previous 
research, suggests that the transition to college for 
students with disabilities presents several unknown 
experiences, which can increase a student’s anxiety.  

Practical implications
Transition professionals in secondary education 

need to prepare students with disabilities to live inde-
pendently and adjust to the learning environment in 
postsecondary education. For example, a school as-
sembly for students with disabilities that teaches stu-
dents about transitional barriers and how to overcome 
them is crucial. Students will have the opportunity to 
get into small groups during the assembly and have an 
open discussion about their concerns regarding transi-
tioning to college, and what they are doing to prepare. 
This will give students the opportunity to connect 
with others, and realize they are not alone in their fear. 
This will also provide them with the opportunity to 
learn from one another about how to prepare for col-
lege. Alumni from the college may be invited back 
to their secondary schools to share their experiences 
and advice. Postsecondary learning environments and 
expectations are much different than secondary edu-
cation and having the skills to live independently be-
fore going to college will ease this transition. Summer 
programs for gaining independent living skills prior to 
the start of formal enrollment could be a good way of 
preparing for transition, especially for students who 
may require personal care services. 

Postsecondary education institutions may also 
take proactive measures to assist students with dis-
abilities in having a smooth transition through 
building a supportive and inclusive postsecondary 
environment. A longer student orientation, including 
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staying the night in a dorm, would give students more 
time to adjust to the college environment, learn about 
the campus, and prepare for the transition. This stu-
dent orientation should include workshops that edu-
cate students on campus resources, an accessible tour 
of the campus, peer mentors that can aid students in 
living independently, and learning about social/rec-
reational options. These peer mentors may teach stu-
dents how to use the laundry machines, about eating 
in the dining hall, how to get around campus, which 
advisors to use, how to choose the best professor for 
a particular course and provide them with general 
advice on being successful in college. Student orien-
tation should also educate students with disabilities 
on how to go about getting the accommodations they 
need. Many individuals may be unaware of the differ-
ences in laws governing secondary and postsecond-
ary institutions, and the orientation would be a great 
opportunity to educate them so that they have ample 
time to prepare before classes begin.  In addition, these 
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