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The earliest publications addressing postsecond-
ary education and disability focused on physically 
disabled students. For example, Atkinson’s article 
“Students in Wheelchairs” about veterans attending 
the University of California at Los Angeles was pub-
lished in Phi Delta Kappan in 1947. Articles during 
the subsequent 15 years described programs and sup-
ports for physically disabled students (e.g., Ayers, 
1962; Berdie, 1955; Condon, 1951; Condon, 1957; 
Condon, 1962; Condon and Lerner, 1956; Lerner and 
Martin, 1955). These articles primarily focused on 
veterans, but also examined the experiences of other 
physically disabled postsecondary students. Arti-
cles provided detailed illustrations of collaborations 
with state rehabilitation agencies, described various 
programs, gave examples of common student ac-
commodations, and discussed how institutions were 
delivering services to students. By 1962, postsecond-

ary access of physically disabled students prompted 
Rusalem to assert:

Physically handicapped college students requir-
ing one or more special education services are no 
longer a rarity on the American campus. Having 
the same goals as other students, they are enroll-
ing in increasing numbers, encouraged by better 
public and private school preparation, improved 
rehabilitation services, the availability of schol-
arship funds, and a changing attitude toward dis-
abled persons in our society. (p. 161)

Rusalem (1962) also described themes related to 
postsecondary education access to the population in-
cluding the preparation of students, attitudes of facul-
ty members, and institutional physical plants. At the 
same time, Ayers (1962) commented on the need for 
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the field to learn more about the access needs of physi-
cally disabled students in a special report published in 
the journal Rehabilitation Literature, stating, “Except 
for those colleges and universities that have received 
wide recognition for their progress in accommodat-
ing wheel-chair and other handicapped students, little 
is known about the ability of most institutions to meet 
the needs of these students” (p. 282) .

Moving Beyond Access
While early publications described the growth in 

access and the challenges to provide equitable ser-
vices for physically disabled students, the focus of 
the literature base shifted to other topics as well as 
subgroups of disabled students over the following 
fifty years. Gelbar et al. (2015) conducted an analysis 
of 1,036 articles about postsecondary education and 
disability published from 1951 to 2012. Of these ar-
ticles, 59% (n=615) presented original data, but only 
13% (n=81) included at least one physically disabled 
student. The majority of these focused on student ex-
periences (n=55), followed by articles that presented 
profiles of students (n=19) and publications related 
to student access (n=18). The most common research 
methodology was descriptive-quantitative (n=38), 
followed by qualitative methods (n=30). Only two 
studies tested an intervention. Gelbar  et al. (2015) 
noted that while the emergence of the postsecond-
ary disability services field was initially driven by 
the needs of physically disabled students, a dearth of 
studies specifically addressed this group. Few studies 
explored the efficacy of existing programs and prac-
tices, and fewer still employed experimental or qua-
si-experimental research designs to investigate their 
effectiveness. Moreover, physically disabled students 
were included with heterogeneous samples of college 
students with disabilities throughout the research 
base with limited to no disaggregation of data (Gel-
bar et al., 2015). 

Finally, Gelbar and colleagues (2015) noted that 
while physically disabled students are common on 
campus, they are uncommon in the literature in pro-
portion to the percentage of postsecondary students 
with disabilities they represent. Such a finding, espe-
cially considering the lack of intervention studies, rais-
es questions about how students are contending with 
structural, attitudinal, and individual barriers to post-
secondary access and success (Gelbar et al., 2015). 

Persistent Barriers
Although some studies demonstrate that physi-

cally disabled students are more likely to complete 
postsecondary education than students with hidden 
disabilities, they continue to experience significant 

barriers in their access to and completion of post-
secondary education (Carroll et al., 2020; Kim & 
Williams, 2012; Pingry O’Neill et al., 2012). These 
barriers include difficulties with accessibility and 
self-perceptions about their own abilities. A systemat-
ic literature review conducted by Fernández-Batane-
ro et al. (2022), found that students with disabilities 
primarily had barriers in accessing the university 
specifically due to the university’s architecture or in-
frastructure. Another study conducted by Soorenian 
(2013) examined housing and transportation issues 
for British students with disabilities, including twelve 
students that had physical or mobility disabilities. 
Findings showed that youth with physical and sen-
sory disabilities faced barriers in obtaining accessi-
ble housing as well as an inability to access all parts 
of their residence. It was also reported students had 
difficulties using public transportation. Challenges 
included being able to get onto the mode of transpor-
tation, having a place for their wheelchair, or finding 
a place to sit (Soorenian, 2013). 

Current Study 
Physically disabled students may experience bar-

riers accessing postsecondary education, including in-
structional access challenges. As Gelbar et al. (2015) 
reported, these students are minimally represented in 
the professional literature published up to 2012, with 
only two studies testing an intervention. Peer review 
publications have the potential to impact professional 
development and practices; thus, it is imperative we 
understand the current state of the professional liter-
ature specific to students with physical disabilities 
(McFarland et al., 2013; Peña, 2014). The dearth of 
literature on physically disabled students results in a 
lack of clarity when describing “the who is, or what 
is of college students with physical disabilities,” and 
even more problematically, an inability to “address 
the what works question with regard to effective pro-
grams and support for students with physical disabili-
ties” (Gelbar et al., 2015, p. 25). Thus, the purpose of 
this study is to update the Gelbar et al. (2015) review 
and examine the characteristics of the literature on 
physically disabled students from 2013-2021 includ-
ing articles on practices and experiences of physical-
ly disabled college students. The following questions 
guided the investigation:

1. What are the characteristics of the profes-
sional literature (e.g., topical areas, sample 
and methodology descriptions, evidence of 
research-based practices, etc.) related to post-
secondary education and disability for physi-
cally disabled students from 2013-2021?
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2. What evidence exists in the literature to support 
research-based practices in accessibility ser-
vices for physically disabled college students?

Methodology

A systematic review based on Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Anal-
yses (PRISMA) standards (Moher et al., 2009) was 
conducted to address the research questions. These 
standards represent the industry guidance for proce-
dures to conducting systematic reviews that minimize 
potential bias. We previously conducted a compre-
hensive systematic review of the literature on disabil-
ity-relevant topics in higher education (Madaus et al., 
2018) from 1951-2012. As part of the previous proj-
ect, the literature on physical disabilities and higher 
education was analyzed (Gelbar et al., 2015); thus, 
the present examination sought to update the prior re-
view by summarizing publications from 2013-2021. 
The current analysis is part of a larger project in which 
the entire corpus of literature regarding disability-rel-
evant topics in higher education from 2013-2022 is 
being reviewed.  

Boolean Search
The first step of the study was to conduct a search 

in the ERIC, Academic Search Premier, PsycInfo, 
and Medline databases of peer-reviewed articles pub-
lished in English between 2013 and 2021. The Bool-
ean search terms were identical to the previous study 
and were as follows: (“college student” or “univer-
sity student” or “postsecondary education” or “col-
lege admission” or “higher education” or “student 
affairs” or “student services” or “student personnel”) 
AND (“disabilit*” or “hearing impair*” or “deaf” or 
“disabled” or “handicap” or “ADHD” or “ADD” or 
“dyslex*” or “blind” or “disabilities” or “accommo-
dation” or “mental illness” or “mobility impairment” 
or “visual impair*”). In addition, all articles pub-
lished in the Journal of Postsecondary Education and 
Disability (JPED) were included. This search and the 
JPED publications resulted in 13,254 articles for ex-
amination. After duplicates, non-peer-reviewed pub-
lications, and articles not published in English were 
removed, 12,046 remained and were analyzed as part 
of the title and abstract review process.

Title and Abstract Review
During the title and abstract step, two members 

of the research team reviewed the titles and abstracts 
of each article independently to determine if they met 
the study’s inclusion criteria. In addition to being 
published in English in a peer-reviewed journal from 

2013-2021, the article had to be about postsecond-
ary education for disabled students. It is important 
to note that during the previous systematic review, 
inclusive postsecondary education programs for in-
dividuals with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities were not included as the refereed literature 
on the topic was nascent. For the present review, they 
were included. Table 1 depicts how the definition of 
postsecondary education for students with disabili-
ties was operationalized for the study. The interrater 
reliability during the title and abstract coding was 
86.9% and a third member of the research team re-
solved all disagreements.

Full Text Review and Coding
A total of 2,433 articles remained following the 

title and abstract review. The articles were collected, 
and each was assigned a unique code. A coding form 
based on the previous systematic review project was 
developed and completed using Qualtrics. The first 
coding question asked whether the article met study 
inclusion criteria. The remainder of the coding doc-
ument included information regarding whether the 
publication included original data, the research type, 
and demographic information about the sample. If 
the article was not data-based, the type of article was 
coded as literature review, program description, or 
metanalysis/systematic review. The topics of all ar-
ticles were coded based on a revised taxonomy the 
team had previously developed (Dukes et al., 2017) 
and grouped into four categories: (a) Student-based 
studies, (b) accessibility program/institutional stud-
ies, (c) faculty studies, and (d) professional (non-ac-
cessibility services) staff studies. The coding tool 
is available on request from the first author. Due to 
the breadth of publications for review, 26.6% of the 
articles were double coded resulting in 82.2% reli-
ability as to whether the articles met inclusion criteria 
and 94.4% reliability on the remainder of the coding 
items. The coding tool also included a question re-
garding whether the article focused on physically dis-
abled students or included these students as a part of 
a broader sample. 

Results

In total, 302 articles contained physically dis-
abled students as part of their sample and were pub-
lished in a total of 152 different journals (see Table 
2 for the most common publication outlets). We also 
included a coding item to determine which of these 
articles were primarily focused on physically dis-
abled students (e.g., as mentioned in the article title, 
research questions, study rationale, and/or the sam-
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Table 1

Operational Definition of Postsecondary Education for Students with Disabilities

• Programs for accepted students into degree-granting programs at a 2 or 4-year college or university, but 
not yet matriculated;

• Programs for students in non-degree-granting programs at a 2- or 4-year college or university (including 
programs for students with ID and/or DD);

• Experiences of credit-earning students with disabilities in 2- or 4-year college or universities;
• Articles about the experiences of students with disabilities who have dropped out of degree-granting 

programs at a 2- or 4-year college or university or have dropped out of a non-degree granting program; 
• Articles about the experiences of students with disabilities who are graduates of degree-granting pro-

grams at a 2- or 4-year college or university; 
• Articles about support programs and/or services for college/university students with disabilities in any 

of the above categories; 
• Articles about instructional methods related to college/university students with disabilities in any of the 

above categories;
• Articles about measures, concepts, theoretical frameworks etc. related to postsecondary education and 

disability services.

Table 2

Number of Articles About Physical Disabilities by Journal (Journals with 4 or More Articles)

Journal N
Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability 39
Disability & Society 15
International Journal of Disability, Development and Education 9
Disability and Rehabilitation: Assistive Technology 8
International Journal of Inclusive Education 8
Journal of College Student Development 6
African Journal of Disability 5
Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals 5
Disability and Health Journal 5
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation 5
Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research 5
Studies in Higher Education 5
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 4
International Journal of Special Education 4
Journal of Diversity in Higher Education 4
Rehabilitation Counseling Bulletin 4
Rehabilitation Psychology 4
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ple). Of the 302 articles, 18.2% (n=55) were primar-
ily about physically disabled students. What follows 
is a breakdown of results for both the broader article 
set and for articles focused specifically on physically 
disabled students.

Students in the Broad Sample
Methods used. The vast majority (94%) of the 

broader set of articles that included physically dis-
abled students in the sample were data-based articles. 
There was nearly an even distribution of publications 
that used qualitative methods (n=127) and quantita-
tive methods (n=115), followed by mixed methods de-
signs (n=28), and studies that compared one or more 
groups (n=10). Of these, only two employed a specific 
intervention with a treatment and comparison group 
(Polo Sánchez & López Justicia, 2016; Saletta et al., 
2019). The article by Saletta et al. (2019) focused on 
teaching reading comprehension to a sample of stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities, four of whom also 
were physically disabled. The study by Polo Sánchez 
and López Justicia (2016) focused on training a group 
of students (four of whom were physically disabled) 
on employment search strategies. An additional four 
articles featured single subject designs (n=1) or were 
focused on the development of a psychometric instru-
ment (n=3). Of the non-data-based articles (n=17), 16 
were program descriptions or literature reviews, and 
one was a systematic review of the literature. 

Topics and locations. The articles primarily fo-
cused on student-level studies (92%; n=277), fol-
lowed by articles exploring topics at the institutional/
program level (n=16), faculty (n=5), and institutional 
professional staff (n=3). Most of the articles (n=123) 
were based in the United States, followed closely by 
other international locations (n=121; see Table 3 for 
a full list), Spain (n=28), Great Britain (n=22), and 
Canada (n=17). Because of the scope of internation-
al articles and the variation from country to country 
regarding the structure of postsecondary education, 
the institutional type was primarily coded as “other” 
(n=166). This was followed by 4-year institutions 
(n=110), 2-year institutions (n=15), studies in which 
the setting was not clearly specified (n=8), and ca-
reer/technical institutions (n=3).

Participants. Ninety three percent (n=280) of 
the articles included disabled students in the sample. 
There was a near bimodal distribution of publications 
featuring samples of less than 50 students (n=150) 
and those with more than 50 students (n=130). Eighty 
seven percent of the articles clearly described disabil-
ity types in the samples, 69% clearly described the 
gender of the sample, 33% clearly described student 
academic level/class standing, and 24% clearly de-

scribed the sample race/ethnicity. Of the 71 studies 
that featured non-disabled student participants, most 
were students without disabilities (n=42), followed by 
professional staff (non-accessibility services; n=14); 
faculty (n=12), accessibility services staff (n=10), ad-
ministrators (n=3), and parents/family (n=2).  

Physically Disabled Students as Primary Focus
Methods used. As noted, 55 articles focused pri-

marily on physically disabled students. Of these 86% 
(n=47) were data-based. These were mostly qualita-
tive in design (n=27), followed by mixed methods 
designs (n=11) and quantitative designs (n=8). Of the 
eight non-data-based publications, seven were liter-
ature reviews or program descriptions, and one was 
a systematic review. None of the articles utilized a 
group intervention. 

Topics and locations. The vast majority (90%) 
of the articles were student-level studies, followed by 
studies about institutions/programs (n=5) and studies 
about faculty (n=3). No studies focused on profes-
sional staff. Most articles (n=21) were from “other” 
international locations (Table 3), followed by the 
United States (n=18), Canada and Great Britain (n=4 
each). Like the broader study set, most publications 
specific to physically disabled students were from 
“other” types of postsecondary institutions (n=29), 
followed by 4-year institutions (n=17), and 2-year 
institutions (n=2). There were no articles featuring 
career/technical schools.  

Given this special issue’s focus on career, we 
also coded for articles that were solely about career 
development and transition for disabled college stu-
dents. Three articles fit this classification that focused 
on physically disabled students. Berry and Domene 
(2015) conducted semi-structured interviews with 15 
students with a “permanent mobility or sensory im-
pairment” (p. 78). Student perceptions were gathered 
related to the most effective supports in helping them 
meet their career goals. Collins et al. (2019) present-
ed the results of interviews with 40 students and staff 
related to embedding employment skills development 
into college teaching and learning. The student par-
ticipants (n=11) were physically disabled. Finally, 
DiYenno et al. (2019) presented a qualitative study 
regarding the perceptions of five students with phys-
ical disabilities who participated in a career focused 
summer internship program.

Participants. Once again, most of the articles 
focused on disabled students in the sample (87%; 
n=45). The sample sizes tended to be less than 50 
students (n=37) versus more than 50 students (n=7). 
Eighty five percent clearly described the disabilities 
in the sample, as did 63% regarding the gender of the 
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Table 3

International Locations of the Articles

Country N
United States 123
Spain 28
Great Britain 22
Canada 17
Australia 11
South Africa 11
India 6
Jordan 6
Taiwan 6
Ireland 5
Israel 4
Malaysia 4
Belgium 3
China 2
Croatia 2
Czech Republic 2
Ethiopia 2
Germany 2
Ghana 2
Italy 2
Lesotho 2
Norway 2
Sweden 2
Zimbabwe 2
Brazil 1
Cyprus 1
East Africa 1
Greece 1
Indonesia 1
Japan 1
Kazakhstan 1
Netherlands 1
Nigeria 1
Oman 1
Pakistan 1
Palestine 1
Qatar 1
Russia 1
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sample. Only 23% described the class standing of the 
participants, and only 17% clearly described the race/
ethnicity of the sample. There were 11 studies that 
contained sample members other than physically dis-
abled students, including students without disabilities 
(n=5), followed by institutional staff (non-accessibil-
ity services; n=4), faculty and accessibility services 
staff (n=2 each). 

Discussion

The current investigation examined the litera-
ture corpus related to physically disabled students in 
postsecondary education in the 10-year time frame of 
2013-2021, and expands the analysis of Gelbar et al. 
(2015), which conducted an identical review spanning 
the years 1951 to 2012. One of the most significant 
findings was the nearly four-fold increase (from 81 
to 302) in the total number of articles featuring physi-
cally disabled students in the sample published in the 
past decade. Encouragingly, 55 of the publications fo-
cused primarily on physically disabled students. This 
is a positive development given the relative dearth of 
articles on this cohort.  

A related development was the increase in the 
number of articles published in countries other than 
the United States, Canada, and Great Britain, which 
were the primary settings of the articles published 
from 1951 to 2012 (Gelbar et at., 2015). In fact, arti-
cles from international settings were the second most 
common and represented 38 unique nations (see Table 
3).  It may be the case that postsecondary access for 
disabled students is relatively new in many of these 
nations, and physical disabilities are an initial focus 
of these efforts due to their more visible nature, much 
like the early literature on postsecondary education 
and disability in the United States. Future investiga-
tions should continue to monitor these developments 
and the efficacy of efforts to increase access for phys-
ically disabled students. 

The data also revealed most of the articles pub-
lished in the United States tended to be based at 4-year 
institutions (n=110), with far fewer at 2-year institu-
tions (n=15) and career technical institutions. This 

gap was even more apparent when examining the set 
of articles primarily focused on physically disabled 
students, as only two were based at 2-year institutions 
and none from career/technical institutions. The most 
current data on postsecondary enrollment of physi-
cally disabled students indicate that 31% enroll in a 
public or private 2-year institution after completing 
high school, compared to 28% who enroll in public 
4-year schools and 12% who enroll in private 4-year 
schools (Hinz et al., 2017). It is also important to note 
that physically disabled individuals complete asso-
ciate degrees or have some college (32%) at higher 
rates than those who complete a bachelor’s degree or 
higher (12.9%; Yang Tan Institute on Employment 
and Disability, 2022). Therefore, this lack of research 
in 2-year and career/technical programs results in a 
gap in our current knowledge of the experiences of a 
large group of physically disabled students.  

An additional gap identified in these data is the 
small number of studies focused on non-accessibil-
ity services, institutional staff, faculty, and accessi-
bility staff in the broader studies, with even less in 
the studies specific to physically disabled students. 
Specifically, only four articles featured institutional 
staff, while only two featured faculty or accessibility 
services staff. Each of these groups directly impact 
the physical and instructional access and experiences 
of students. The knowledge, skills, and attitudes of 
each group related to access for physically disabled 
students remains relatively unknown.

Also worthy of note is the large number of quali-
tative studies including students with physical disabil-
ities published during the past decade (Broad sample: 
n=127, Primary sample: n=27). The use of a wide 
range of study methodologies lends depth to our un-
derstanding of the experiences of disabled students 
(Skrtic, 1995) and provides a context for the devel-
opment of both novel theories and interventions (Fag-
gella-Luby et al., 2014). Qualitative analysis provides 
the opportunity to examine the how and why of the 
student experience in context. That is, it has the poten-
tial to uncover what works for a specific population 
including, importantly, when, where, how, and why. 
Moreover, as Faggella-Luby et al. (2014) noted, quali-

Country N
Slovenia 1
Tanzania 1
Yemen 1

(Table 3, continued)
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tative design “…results provide direction for interven-
tion development to fit the diverse landscape of higher 
education, including how students, programs, and pol-
icies impact one another in unintended ways” (p. 365). 

However, regarding answering Research Ques-
tion 2, there appears to be little progress in better de-
scribing and providing evidence for research-based 
practices for this student population, like the Gelbar 
et al. (2015) findings. While overall there are more 
data-based studies that included physically disabled 
students, almost all included students with other dis-
abilities with limited disaggregation of physically 
disabled students (more below). One metric for de-
termining research-based practices within a field is 
to examine peer-reviewed publications that contained 
groups of students with disabilities as participants. 
Within the scope of our research on physically dis-
abled students were 10 studies that included group 
comparisons and one additional study that used a 
single-case design to examine differences across par-
ticipants. As noted, eight of the 10 studies examined 
inter- or intra-differences between groups of students 
using descriptive research designs. These largely do-
mestic studies explored differences such as course 
completion rates (Richardson, 2014), mental health 
(Scherer et al., 2016), choosing a major (Groah et 
al., 2017), prevalence in pre-service teacher educa-
tion (Keane et al., 2018), experiences requesting ac-
commodations in a clinical simulation (Freedman et 
al., 2020) or learning management system (Maboe et 
al., 2020), self-reported rates of illicit drug use (Cas-
seus et al., 2021), and rates of physical activity over 
a three-year period (Pans et al., 2021). Within these 
eight studies, the larger participant population of indi-
viduals with disabilities included a subset of physical-
ly disabled individuals, ranging from less than 10 to 
more than 4,000 (e.g., Richardson, 2014). However, 
only two studies (Richardson, 2014 and Scherer et al., 
2016) disaggregated findings related to physically dis-
abled students. 

Of the two remaining studies including groups 
of physically disabled students, Polo Sánchez and 
López Justicia (2016) provided a training program 
on employment search strategies to 10 postsecond-
ary students, including four with physical disabili-
ties. This international study (Spain) also included 
10 control students, also including four with physical 
disabilities. Results indicated increased rates in ac-
ademic/labor self-concept, and more knowledge of 
next steps in the search process in the experimental 
group. Additionally, four students in the experimen-
tal job received employment prior to the conclusion 
of the study involvement. Unfortunately, study re-
sults were not disaggregated related to physically 

disabled students.
In the lone U.S. based group study, Saletta and 

colleagues (2019) included fewer than 10 physically 
disabled students as comorbid conditions of a larger 
population of individuals with intellectual disabilities. 
This reading intervention study attempted to improve 
participant reading comprehension by adding illustra-
tions (i.e., visuals) to accompany text. Though results 
were again not disaggregated, there were no differ-
ences between groups. Moreover, this study lacked 
content validity given the majority of postsecondary 
reading texts, and was not consistent with research on 
Structured Literacy (e.g., Spear-Swerling, 2022) for 
students with disabilities. 

Finally, in the lone single-subject design study, 
Rodgers and colleagues (2021) examined the effects 
of a text-writing fluency intervention with four post-
secondary students with intellectual disabilities (ID) 
using a multiple-baseline across subjects design. One 
of the study participants had a comorbid diagnosis 
of Cerebral Palsy (CP) and Attention Deficit Hyper-
activity Disorder (ADHD). Though study results are 
reported as mixed, because of the nature of reporting 
multiple-baseline across participants data, it is pos-
sible through visual analysis to see that though the 
participant with ID/CP/ADHD increased in correct 
writing sequences across phases, there was also a ris-
ing trend in number of incorrect writing sequences 
and variable performance on maintenance measures 
with only 33% non-overlapping data in comparison 
to baseline on sentence construction probes. He was 
the only student in the study to not improve his speed 
in sentence-writing, the target skill for the interven-
tion. However, he did demonstrate improvement on 
correct writing sequences for descriptive paragraph 
probes from pre-test to post-test. 

While we applaud the significant growth in the 
number of publications including physically disabled 
students, we remain troubled regarding the lack of re-
search designed to determine what institutional pro-
grams and practices are effective for the population. 
The lack of findings may well constrain the ability of 
higher education personnel to support student success 
during and following the college experience. We be-
lieve it is reasonable to surmise that our analysis has 
likely resulted in more questions than answers.

Limitations
While our goal was to provide a comprehen-

sive overview of the literature related to physically 
disabled individuals, this synthesis does have some 
notable limitations that are inherent in the review pro-
cess. First, the literature we reviewed may be limited 
in scope. We made every effort to cover the full range 
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of existing literature on postsecondary education 
for physically disabled individuals by referencing 
peer-reviewed articles. Additionally, recognizing that 
each database has unique coverage, we used multiple 
search engines across three different universities to 
broaden the scope of our review. However, our re-
view faces two key limitations. First, there is the issue 
of publication bias. We primarily relied on published 
works in English, which might introduce bias due 
to a preference for positive or significant findings. 
Additionally, we did not include “gray literature” or 
dissertations in our review. Despite these limitations, 
we believe our search process was appropriate for our 
goal: to inform both the scholarly and practitioner 
communities about the state of postsecondary educa-
tion for physically disabled individuals and to offer 
insights on improving services and removing barriers. 

Additionally, we attempted to avoid bias by al-
lowing for heterogeneity of research study designs, 
including a variety of research methodologies. Third, 
we are beholden to participant descriptions and selec-
tion in the literature which may introduce unintended 
threat to external validity as the samples may not al-
ways be representative of the target population of in-
terest. This is particularly relevant given our desire to 
not limit the geographical scope of the study to avoid 
Western bias. That said, physical disability is deter-
mined with variation across international boundaries. 

Finally, we acknowledge that despite our best ef-
forts to provide a comprehensive review of the liter-
ature, it is entirely possible that due to limitations in 
search terms, database selection, or search filters we 
may have missed individual articles. To mitigate this 
risk during the discovery process, each article was 
double coded, with disagreements resulting in coding 
by a third member of the research team to ensure ac-
curacy in the article selection process from among the 
corpus of articles available. 

Implications For Practice and Future Research 
Implications for Practitioners

The field of Accessibility Services continues to 
evolve, as does the higher education student popu-
lation as well as the postsecondary education and 
disability literature corpus. Thus, it is imperative 
the profession consistently reflect upon its practices. 
The Association on Higher Education and Disabili-
ty (AHEAD) has recently significantly revised its 
foundational documents including the organization’s 
Program Domains, Standards, and Performance In-
dicators. The Introduction to the revised document 
states, “…the overarching goal of disability resourc-
es is the mitigation of barriers to access for disabled 
individuals in all institutional programs, services, 

and activities (AHEAD, 2021, np). In fact, Domain 
1, titled “Leadership and Collaboration” notes, “Dis-
ability resource professionals provide institutional 
leadership in advancing the equal participation of dis-
abled people through a collaborative process” (em-
phasis added) (AHEAD, 2021, np).

Given the seemingly ever-expanding expecta-
tions of AS professionals, collaboration should be 
considered an imperative. At the 2023 Postsecond-
ary Disability Training Institute (PTI), McCarthy 
(2023) facilitated a session on the establishment of a 
President’s Advisory Committee (PAC). This recent-
ly established committee at the University of South 
Florida, which includes approximately 25 personnel 
across both academic and student services, at its core 
has a focus on accessibility achieved through col-
laboration. Physically disabled students have been 
part of the ongoing conversation of the Committee 
and reflected in several committee actions. First, the 
Committee partnered with the institution’s Center for 
Innovative Teaching and Learning to promote the 
use of accessibility and universal design for learning 
pedagogical practices. Next, it facilitated a “faculty 
learning group” focused on the text Academic Ableism 
(Dolmage, 2017). The PAC has plans to establish 
quarterly meetings with campus physical plant lead-
ership to address physical access improvement across 
campus. Each of these initiatives (and others in which 
the PAC is engaged) may have a positive impact upon 
the experiences and outcomes of physically disabled 
students on campus.

Campus career services centers also stand out as 
an especially important campus partner. Student suc-
cess, both during and following college, has become 
a commonly employed metric and goal for higher 
education. In fact, some states (e.g., Florida) utilize 
performance-based metrics tied to annual budget ap-
propriations for institutions that include evaluation of 
the percentage of graduates employed and at what sal-
ary rates. These evaluative metrics include disabled 
students; thus, there is every reason to promote the 
pre- and post-graduate needs of this cohort with cam-
pus partners including career services. Consider, for 
example, that the literature corpus over the past de-
cade does not reflect any studies or reports on campus 
professional staff. We know very little, from a liter-
ature-based perspective, on the beliefs, attitudes, and 
practices of these professionals who are likely work-
ing with students on a daily basis. It stands to reason 
that AS professionals should consider strategies for 
assessing and supporting personnel, such as campus 
career services, when reflecting upon the post-gradu-
ate goals of an institution’s disabled students, includ-
ing those with physical disabilities.
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Implications for Research & Practice
Clearly, the existing literature concerning post-

secondary education for physically disabled students 
is replete with gaps in the existing knowledge and 
research. For example, while barriers to access have 
been consistently examined, the limited number of re-
search articles in total allows that even this most con-
sistently explored topic is limited. Moreover, future 
research should investigate moving beyond access to 
include improvements in the process and outcomes 
for physically disabled students. For example, inter-
ventions related to academics, social-emotional well-
being, mental health, and other identified barriers are 
warranted. In addition, the employment outcomes and 
other post-college experiences should be examined as 
well. Regrettably, a primary research question related 
to synthesizing the research-based practices remains 
unanswered due to the limited number of empirical 
studies as well as lack of disaggregated data regard-
ing physically disabled students. To guide educators 
and policymaker decision making, significantly more 
research is necessary. Shaw and Dukes (2013) high-
lighted this need more than a decade ago. Forward 
movement may occur with specific federal funding 
through mechanisms such as the Institute for Educa-
tion Sciences (IES), but also through federal agen-
cies like National Institutes for Health and Veterans 
Affairs. Historically, increased funding has served 
as a catalyst in the research community to acceler-
ate knowledge production for targeted populations. 
Practically, disability service staff engage and prob-
lem solve for physically disabled students on a daily 
basis. For example, they are in communication with 
admissions, housing, student affairs, and academic 
units. To capture applied lessons learned, surface crit-
ical research questions, and design robust and mean-
ingful studies, it is necessary to partner with research 
faculty and research centers across the country to 
publish results with desegregated data for physically 
disabled students. 

These implications and recommendations for fu-
ture research highlight critical next steps in addressing 
the postsecondary education of physically disabled 
students. Further, by addressing these research gaps, 
as in previous research concerning students with dis-
abilities, scholars may contribute to improvements in 
inclusive education and equitable opportunities for 
other students. 

Conclusion

Research concerning physically disabled indi-
viduals in postsecondary education has examined 
access, participation, and overall educational expe-

riences. Scholars have investigated variables such 
as accommodations, assistive technology, campus 
accessibility, university policies, and other support 
systems. Limited findings suggest the importance 
of addressing inclusive practices, proactive environ-
mental solutions, and necessary adaptations to pro-
mote a more inclusive and equitable environment. 
While some progress has been made over the last 
half-century, significant future work is necessary to 
address the remaining roadblocks to improved aca-
demic experiences and outcomes for physically dis-
abled individuals.
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