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Abstract 

Receiving equitable access in order to participate in post-secondary 

education is often a struggle for students with di sabilities. Thi s issue is not onl y 

alarming for the field of social work but also for post-secondary schools of social 

work. Literature that examines the challenges that students with di sabilities 

encounter often reinforces a bio-medical model perspective, which consequently 

can further marginali ze thi s population. In contrast, thi s research study is guided 

by a soc ial model understanding of di sability and conceptualizes di sability as an 

act of social oppress ion. Us ing a criti cal di sability framework , thi s thesis 

examines the personal experi ences of students w ith di sabilities to ga in a better 

understanding of how the McMaster Uni versity School of Social Work supports 

its students with di sabilities in regards to inclusion and their academic needs . 

Thi s thes is examines students with di sabilities' experi ences in areas such 

as the admissions process, academic accommodations, di sclosure, classroom 

setting, fi e ld practicum, facu lty/administration support , and feelings of 

inclusiveness . Findings suggest that students with di sabilities experience 

di scrimination and their rights being violated by faculty and field placement staff 

members in regards to di sclosure of their di sability and obtaining 

accommodations. These issues seem to stem more from a lack of understanding 

fro m fac ulty/staff members about providing accommodations than a mali cious 

act. Normati ve assumptions carried by facu lty about students also seemed to 
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contribute to students wi th di sabilities ' rights being violated. Thi s research study 

also supports the literature that students with disabilities often have to engage in 

extra work in comparison to their non-disabled peers. The implications of thi s 

research study suggest that the McMaster Uni versity School of Social Work needs 

to be more proactive w ith addressi ng issues of disability. Adopting a social 

model understanding of di sability and providing training fo r staff members are 

approaches that the School of Social Work can take to develop a more inclusive 

learning environment. 
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Introduction 

Students with di sabilities often struggle to receive equitable access in 

order to parti cipate in post-secondary institutions . Chall enges in regards to 

accommodations, accessibility, and inclusiveness are issues that students with 

di sabilities encounter. There also has been a lack of research that has addressed 

these issues. In addition, most literature that does examine the challenges that 

students with di sabilities encounter reinforces the dominant bio-medical model 

perspective, which consequently places the responsibility and problem within the 

individual. Therefore, research is needed that critically examines issues of 

disability from an understanding that environmental factors such as uni versity 

policy and practi ces play an important role in the inclusion of students with 

di sabilities. 

This qualitati ve research study critically analyzes and interprets the 

experiences of McMaster University School of Social Work students with 

disabilities. I intended to conduct a study that wo uld not only inform the School 

about improving policies and practices but also present information based on the 

personal experiences of students with di sabilities. It is essential for students with 

di sabilities to be included in such studies so that they have the opportunity to 

voice their concerns and influence social change. By interviewing past and 

current McMaster social work students wi th di sabilities, I gained students' 

perspectives of areas such as the admissions process, academic accommodati ons, 
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di sclosure, fi eld practicum and faculty/admini stration support. I al so intended thi s 

study to influence the School of Social Work, as well as the university 

community, to work towards developing creative strategies to address social 

barri ers and learning needs of students with di sabilities. ]n preparation for 

meeting the requirements of the legislated standards of the Accessibility fo r 

Ontarians with Di sabiliti es Act (AODA, 2005), the School of Social Work is 

already taking steps in thi s direction by reviewing their di sability-related 

admission policies and practices. As well , the School approached me to consider 

address ing thi s subj ect as part of my thesis. Therefore, in addition to my personal 

inspiration to examine barriers of students with di sabiliti es, ] was also supported 

by the School of Social Work to address thi s issue. 

My personal reasons for choosing thi s topi c were influenced by my own 

experiences with a di sability, my interest in di sability studi es, and my social 

acti vism in thi s area. As a student with a di sability, I have had to face many 

challenges during my academi c journey. I have experi enced fee lings of being 

excluded, being di scriminated against, and di fficulti es di sclosing to professors. 

These challenges have greatl y impacted my confide nce and success throughout 

my academi c years. It was not until 2003, when I was di agnosed as hav ing a 

learning di sorder, that 1 rea ll y began to take an ac ti ve in te rest in my own learning 

abilities and chall enges. Obtaining thi s diagnosis has prov ided me with access to 

academic accommodations that have assisted in improving my skill s and sllccess 

at university . However, I have reali zed that although I have an impairment, most 
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of the academic chall enges I encounter are due to social barriers. Through 

personal experiences, I have found that universities in general are still deficient in 

many areas with regards to providing support for students with di sabilities. I am 

now fortunate to understand that my past academic challenges were not because 

of a lack of effort and were not solely my fault. Many of my negative experiences 

- such as feelings of isolation and exclusion - were influenced more by 

educational institutions not providing me with equitable support. 

During my studies at McMaster University, I have taken steps to further 

my understanding of di sability and to become active in the field of disability, 

including completing a field placement at the Centre for Student Deve lopment's 

(CSD) di sability services and becoming a member of the School of Social Work 

Disability Action Group. As a result of all my experiences, I am highl y motivated 

to create social change so that academic institutions address all types of abilities 

in their approaches to creating inclusive learning environments. Therefore , I have 

been compelled to conduct research in this area so that other students with 

disabilities will rece ive the same opportunity and suppoli as their non-d isabled 

peers in order to succeed in university. 
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Theoretical Perspectives on Disability 

Within the fi eld of social work , it is important to understand how di sability 

has been conceptualized over time. Disability has traditi onall y been understood 

from a bio-medical model but, more recently, is being viewed from a social 

model. In thi s chapter, these two models are explained and defined. I then 

compare and contrast the two perspectives and how they perceive and impact 

people with di sabilities. I will close thi s section by articulating my use of the 

re levant theoretical constructs and terms. 

Bio-Medical Model 

Having the stature and support of the medical and scientific profess ions, 

the bio-medical model has often been the traditional perspective applied to 

explaining di sability in western societies (Smart & Smart, 2006) and the 

perspective that has guided soc ial work with people with di sabiliti es (French 

Gil son & DePoy, 2002). Stemming from a positi vist methodological approach , 

the bio-medical model re lies on scientific evidence for ex planations and appli es 

medical terminology to defining disability (Smart & Smart , 2006) . The model 

primaril y und erstands di sability as an individual patho logy, as somethin g ' wron g' 

that is phys ically present within the person (Albrecht, 1992 ; Longmore, 1995 , as 

cited in Smart & Smart, 2006). Intervention requires a medical approach by \,vay 

of treatment or rehabilitat ion (Mitra, 2006). The purpose of intervention is to 

subsequentl y e liminate the di sability by focu sing on sc ientific methods to fix or 
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cure the individual of their biological deficiency, their impairment (Devlin & 

Pothier, 2006). Therefore, this perspective emphasizes that it is the individual 

who needs to be mod ified to better integrate into western society. Thi s has been 

the primary perspective that the field of social wo rk has applied to people wi th 

disabilities. However, thi s perspective contradicts soc ial work ' s commitment to 

social justice because it emphasizes that issues of disability come from within the 

individual instead of from social structures (French Gilson & DePoy, 2002). 

Normative principles are heavily embedded in the bio-medical perspecti ve 

and the resulting interventions (Smart, 2007). In regards to disability, thi s is the 

perception that people wilhoul impairments are the desired ' normal ' state that 

people wilh impairments must stri ve towards resembling (Davis, 1995; Mitra, 

2006). The purpose of medical intervention is then to help people with 

di sabilities appear as close to ' normal ' as they can (Whalley Hammel, 2006) . 

Therefore, peopl e with impairments are understood as being 'abnormal ' and 

' disabled ' due to not having the same abilities as their ' able-bod ied ' peers (Mitra, 

2006). Furthermore, impairments are not just viewed as 'abnormal' but also as an 

unwanted deficiency within the individual. Any problems or barriers that people 

with di sabilities encounter are solely blamed on their impairment. Conseq uentl y, 

the whole indi vidual comes to be viewed as being bi ologicall y fl awed , deviant 

and inferi or instead of just different in comparison to people without impairments 

(McCarty, 1993 , as c ited in Smart & Smart, 2006) . People with disabiliti es then 

become conceptuali zed and categorized as being members of a subordinate gro up 
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(Smart & Smart, 2006). Furthermore, the onus to overcome barriers that people 

with di sabilities encounter tends to be placed on them, instead of the 

responsibility being placed on society to more actively and effectively work to 

include all its members (Whalley Hammel , 2006). People with di sab iliti es are 

then ex pected to resembl e being able-bodied by any means necessary, such as 

through medical intervention or by working harder. This perspective has caused 

disability activists to argue that the bio-medical model contributes to the 

marginalization and oppression of people with impairments (lung, 2003), which I 

will address more fully in the next section. However, the consequence of the bio

medical model' s understanding of disability as an individual pathology and 

personal mi sfo rtune has resulted in negative experiences for people with 

di sabilities. This has led disability activists to develop new perspectives. 

Social Model of Disability 

A perspective that has powerfully challenged the bio-medical model and 

that has provided a new approach to understanding di sability is the social model 

of disability. The foundation of this model was developed from the principles of 

the Union of the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS). Founded in 

1972 in the United Kingdom by a group of disability activists, UPIAS was one of 

the first founding organizations in the di sability movement 

(http ://www.gmcdp.com/ UPIAS.html). UPIAS states that it is society - and not 

impairment - that creates barriers and excludes people with impairments from 

complete and meaningful involvement in their socia l environment (Whalley 
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Hammel, 2006). Therefore, the social model of disability recognizes di sability as 

a political matter, rather than as an individual biological deficiency (Frazee, 

Gilmour, Mykitiuk, 2006) . Also in contrast to the bio-medical model, the social 

model of disability primarily understands di sability as an act of social oppression, 

or ' ableism,' similar to raci sm, heterosex ism and sexism (Frazee et aI. , 2006). It 

recognizes that people with disabilities typically encounter significant 

env ironmental barriers due to political , social, economic, material and lingui stic 

factors (Devlin & Pothier, 2006) . This model argues that, similar to other minority 

groups, people with di sabilities experi ence di scrimination with achiev ing 

employment, social ass istance, housing, and education (Mitra, 2006). 

Responsibility is subsequentl y placed on society to modify how it responds to 

people with di sabilities instead of the onus being on the individual to adapt to a 

society that is structured to exclude rather than include them (lung, 2003). 

Overall , the issues of di sability are understood to be the result of how society 

responds to people with impairments, instead of the result of onl y the impai rment 

itself. The social model of di sability has not onl y presented a new way of 

conceiving di sability and creating space for di sability activists to be heard , it has 

also led to political , economic, and social changes such as an increase in di sability 

legislation, Di sability Studies programs in uni versiti es, inclusive education , and 

more acti ve invo lvement of people with di sab iliti es in research (Peters, 2004, as 

cited in Whalley Hammell , 2006) . In addition , it has provided the framework and 

lens to analyze aspects of disabi lity through a criti cal di sability theoretical lens. 
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Critical Disability Theory 

Grounded in the principles of the social model of disability, critical 

disability theory applies an analytical approach to the examination of issues of 

disability. Although there is no lone definition of critical disability theory, it is 

essentially about using a critical theoretical lens to examine inequalities within 

aspects of the experience of di sability (Devlin & Pothier, 2006) . Devlin and 

Pothier (2006) state that thi s theory understands disability as a political matter and 

that power and context are essential components of its analysis. Therefore, this 

theory greatl y challenges the bio-medical model by arguing that disability is not 

an existing biological characteristic within a person but instead a socially created 

or constructed category (Vehmas, 2004). Factors such as society ' S values and 

priorities, which members of society are (and are not) privileged, and the political 

and economic circumstances are recognized as contributors towards people with 

impairments being v iewed as defective and consequently st igmati zed , 

marginali zed, and oppressed. Therefore, thi s focus on oppression and concern for 

soc ial just ice makes this a particularly relevant theoretical lens for social work 

practice, research , and ed ucation (French Gilson & DePoy, 2002). French Gilson 

& DePoy (2002) argue that thi s critical approach needs to be included in social 

work curriculum so that students can attain an informed conceptualization of the 

social barriers that people with di sab iliti es encounter. 

Another key principle of critical di sability theo ry is its recognition that 

abl e ism is often embedded in socia l organization and soc ial st ructures within 

8 



MSW Thes is - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - Schoo l of Socia l Work 

western society. Devlin and Pothier (2006) argue that the barri ers that people 

with di sabilities typicall y encounter are primaril y due to societal prejudice, 

di scriminatory behaviours, and a reluctance to revise traditional ableist 

assumptions and approaches to di sability. They argue that the major assumption 

that reinforces the oppression and marginali zation of people with di sabilities is the 

binary notion of abi lity/disabi lity. Thi s entails people being categorized 

exclusively as either di sabled or able-bodi ed. Embedded in and refl ecti ve of the 

bio-medical model's dominant perspecti ve that impairments are defin ed as a 

personal defici ency and as abnormal (Bickenbach, 1993, as cited in Smart & 

Smart, 2006), thi s binary understanding not only de-values people with 

di sabilities but pri vileges people who are considered able-bodied. As M itra 

(2006) stated earlier, people who fit into the able-bodied category become viewed 

as the norm and the state that people with impairments must strive towards. 

Therefore, a common att itude and social value that disabi lity acti vists cha llenge is 

the constant ableist striving for normali zation in western society instead of 

valuing diversity in people (Oliver, 1996). 

'Disability' and 'Impairment' 

An essential component to both the social model and critica l di sabil ity 

theory is how the language surrounding di sability is understood (Devlin & 

Pothier, 2006). Terminology such as ' impairment ' and ' di sability' have become 

very important and controversial and can have diffe rent interpretations by 

different theori sts; causing much debate . Although there are many defi niti ons of 
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both impairment and di sabili ty, I will be di scussing the views that are most 

relevant to this paper. In the social model and in criti cal di sability approaches, the 

terms ' impairment ' and ' di sability ' have been separated for poli tical purposes 

(Oliver, 1996). I w ill make the reasons clear in the fo llowing paragraphs. 

Finkelstein , (2001 ), one of UP lAS's fo unding members, was a lso a 

disability activist who viewed peopl e with di sabilities as an oppressed group . 

L ike O liver, he chall enged the dominant perspecti ve that people w ith di sabiliti es 

were oppressed in soc iety due to their having an individual impairment. He 

interpreted ' impairment' as the restri cti on of functioning at the personal level and 

prov ided the UPIAS defi niti on of impairment as " lacking part of or a ll of a limb, 

or hav ing a defecti ve limb, organ or mechani sm of the body" (Oli ver, 1996, as 

c ited in Frazee et a l. , 2006, p .22S). Thi s perspective does recogni ze that 

impairment can cause restri ct ions of acti vity; however these barri ers are not 

defined by F inkelste in as being a di sability. 

Finkelste in (200 1) strongly viewed ' di sability' exclusively as a form of 

soc ial oppression and as a po liti cal issue. Thi s is refl ected in the UPI AS 

defi niti on of di sabili ty as " the di sadvantage or restri cti on of acti vity caused by a 

contemporary social organi zati on which takes no or littl e account of people who 

have phys ical impairments and thus excludes them from the mainstream of soc ial 

acti v iti es" (Oli ver, 1996, p.3S). Finke lste in deli be rate ly separated the terms 

impairment and di sability as hav ing d iffe rent meanings. Thi s \,vas to demonstrate 
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that individual impairments do not oppress people - society does ; and also so that 

di sability activists could maintain disability as a political and not biological issue. 

Developed after UPIAS, The Disabled People ' s International (DPI) is 

another di sability advocacy group that had distinctly separated the terms 

' impairment' and ' di sability' . Formed in Canada in 1980, from a grassroots 

community of people with disabilities, the DPI ' s objectives are to provide a voice 

for and legitimize the needs of this population (Enns, 1987). DPI advocates for 

people with di sabilities to be included in society and to have the same rights and 

opportunities as others (Dreidger, 1989). Established by and representing people 

with all different types of disabilities, DPI, like UPIAS, was a pioneer di sability 

activist organization that challenged views that reinfurced the bio-medical model 

(Oliver, 1996, as cited in Barnes & Mercer, 1997). They defined impairment as 

"the functional limitation within the individual caused by physical , mental or 

sensory impairment" and disability as " the loss or limitation of opportunities to 

take part in the normal life of the community on an equal level with others due to 

physical and social barriers" (DPI , 1982, as cited in Oliver, 1996). 

Oliver, who was a member ofUPIAS and actively involved in the 

development of the social model of disability, agreed with the DPI's defi nition of 

impairment. However, he critiqued the DPI ' s definition of disability by arguing 

that it reinforced the assumption that people with disabilities are striving towards 

a ' normal ' way to actively participate in society (Oliver, 1996). In other words, 

by using the term " normal life" (DPI , 1982, as cited in Oliver, 1996) to define 
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what people with di sabilities are lacking, the DPI , in its definition of di sability, is 

implying that people with di sabi liti es are living a li fe that is abnormal and inferior 

to people without disabilities. Therefore, Oliver (1996) argues that the UPIAS ' s 

definition of disability is vi tal for people with di sabilities because it rejects 

notions that maintain normative principles and focuses on the recogniti on of 

differences in peop le. 

There are critical di sability theori sts who challenge the social model as it 

was originally conceived and argue that the model does a di sservice for people 

with disabi liti es instead of supporting them. Theori sts such as Frazee et al. (2006) 

and Thomas (2004) have suggested that the socia l model' s exclusive politi ca l 

focus on ' di sabi li ty' contributes to minimizing the effects of impairments that are 

not eas il y ' fixed ' by social change (e.g., inte ll ectual or other cognitive 

impairments). Similar to Finke lstein , Thomas understands di sability as a soc ial 

oppress ion and as being a politi ca l term . However, she would then interpret 

restri ct ions of activity that are not caused by socia l factors to be defin ed, not as 

" impairment", but as " impairment effects", thus acknowledging the impact of 

these impairments (Thomas, 2004, p.581). 

Shakespeare and Watson further complicate the pi cture. They criti que 

F inkelstein ' s perspect ive of , di sability ' and view it as not be ing a completely 

separate concept from ' impairment ', or exclusively a fo rm of socia l oppression 

(S hakespeare & Watson, 2001 , as cited in Thomas, 2004). They understand 

' di sability ' as a restri ct ion of acti vity that can be caused by both soc ial factors and 
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an individual ' s impairment - in this sense, they argue that the impairment itself 

can be disabling. This is disputed by Finkelstein and others who argue that the 

' disabling ' effects of impairment are not a ' disability' because they do not oppress 

the individual with the impairment. Shakespeare and Watson also do not view 

impairment as strictly a biological condition. As social constructionists, they 

argue that the discourse used to describe both ' impairment ' and ' di sability ' are 

socially created, therefore both are a combination of biological , psychological , 

social and political factors. This debate around the meaning of ' impairment' and 

' disability' is a very active and complex one. As well , the literature is very 

ex tensive and at this stage of my studies I will not be examining it in more detail. 

I have raised it as a means of providing some background to the issues and a 

backdrop to my own understandings of these two constructs: an understanding 

that is important to how I approached my thesis research. 

My Definition of 'Disability' and 'Impairment' 

I agree with the UPIAS definitions of ' impairment' and ' disability', and 

with the separation of the two as different things, however, I am not completely 

comfortable with the language that is applied. Personally having a learning 

disorder, I am not at ease with associating my impairments with terms such as 

' defect ' or ' lacking. ' I find that these terms still pathologize my impairments and 

thus imply that thi s impairment is a ' problem ', one that li es within me. For the 

purpose of thi s paper, I incorporate the UPIAS definition but also partly base my 

understanding of impairment on that of DP!. I see ' impairment ' as functional 
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difficulties experienced by the individual that are caused by the physical , mental , 

and sensory condition that they were born with or acquired (DPI , 1982, as cited in 

Oliver, 1996). 

I am influenced by Finkelstein and Oliver in that I view ' di sability' as 

completely separate from impairment. 1 understand di sability to be a political 

matter and a type of social oppression imposed upon people with impairments. 

Therefore, I define ' disability' as the limitation of fu ll participation in society 

inflicted by social, economic, political , material , attitudinal , linguistic, and 

physical barriers. Thus, when I am di scussing the experi ences of students w ith 

di sabilities, I am referring to restri ctions imposed by social structures such as the 

University. 

In regards to how I wi ll refer to people with di sabilities in this paper, I 

acknowledge that there are also many debates among di sability acti vists. 

Although there are many descriptors applied by di sability theorists, the two terms 

most widely used are ' persons with di sabilities' and ' di sabl ed persons'. Di sability 

theori sts who support the term "di sabled persons" argue that "person with 

di sabilities" language prevents di sability from being recogni zed as a political and 

social issue (see Titchkosky, 2001): it keeps the focus on an individuali zed 

understanding of di sability. They stron gly argue that di sability is about soc ial 

oppress ion and not about the individual. However, for the purpose of thi s paper, I 

wi ll be using the term ' persons w ith di sabiliti es '. At thi s stage of my studi es, I am 

more comfortable with thi s term because it recogni zes that the individual is a 
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person first prior to anything else. Furthermore, in that I al so understand 

di sability to be a political issue, a function of oppression stemming from ableism, 

I beli eve that thi s term still demonstrates that the person is oppressed due to social 

barri ers. 
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Literature Review 

My thesis research was concerned to examine the questi on " What are the 

ex periences of students with disabiliti es in the McMaster Uni versity Schoo l of 

Social Work". This research question was approached with the understanding 

that disability is a political issue; a form of oppression based on an ableist 

framework . While biological factors are important and can pose barriers for 

students with di sabilities, thi s research focused on how the policies and practices 

affecting students with di sabilities unfold in practice at McMaster U ni versity, in 

particular in the School of Social Work, and how they mi ght impact the soc ial 

oppression of students w ith di sabilities. 

Literature speaking to the experiences of students with di sabi liti es in post

secondary education that utili zes a critical di sability perspective is sparse . The 

majority of existing literature regardin g students w ith di sabilities often centres on 

aspects such as legislation and the development of self-advocacy skill s. These 

arti cles reinforce a medically-based rehab ilitati on mode l in which the treatments 

a re based on " improving the function and we ll-be ing of individuals w ith medical 

diagnoses" (Grange r & F iedler, 1997, as c ited in G il son & DePoy, 2002, p.1 55) . 

The literature on di sability issues freq uentl y examines whether post

secondary institutions are meeting the requirements of di sability legislation , 

instead of criti ca ll y examining the soc ial and other barriers encountered by 
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students with di sabilities in these environments. This is an issue because 

legislation that mandates inclusion of and supports to students with disabi lities 

often does not state how these policies should unfold within practi ce. As a result, 

the legislati on itse lf does not necessaril y prevent barri ers. Pardeck 's (2003) broad 

study examined how well twelve American school s of social work met the needs 

of students w ith di sabilities by centring on the admissions process and academic 

accommodations. Focusing on the requirements of the 1990 Americans Wi th 

Disabilities Act (ADA), the study evaluated whether the schools took the 

necessary steps to ensure that students wi th di sabiliti es were not di scriminated 

against when applying to and once in the program . Through interviews conducted 

w ith admini strators, Pardeck found that the programs generall y met the 

requirements of the ADA by implementing academic accommodations, having 

accessible facilities , and making efforts to place students with di sabilities in 

accessible fi e ld pl acement agencies. The findin gs a lso revea led that the schools 

of social work had few students with identi fied di sabilities in the program and that 

there was no effort made by these schools towards recruiting thi s population. 

PaJ'deck 's study is limited in terms of identify ing whether these schools of 

social work were supportive to students with disabilities. Although it foc used on 

whether the schoo ls of social work had estab li shed procedures to meet the 

required mandate of the ADA, there was no criti ca l analysis of how the 

procedures actua ll y unfolded in practice. Questions such as how the academic 

accommodat ions were made avail ab le to students and how the schools determined 
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that the facilities were accessible were not explored . Another limitation of thi s 

study was that the data was not collected from students with di sabilities. The 

perception that the school s of social work were meeting the needs of students with 

disabilities came from the perspectives of school s of social work admini strators. 

Thi s article reinforced that socia l work admini stration believes itself to understand 

what is needed for students with disabilities, while simultaneously excluding the 

value of the experiences of students with disabilities and their contributions to this 

fi e ld of knowledge. 

The literature on di sability also frequently focuses on improving the self

advocacy sk ill s of students. Graham Smith, Engli sh, and Vasek (2002) argued 

that students with learning disabilities need to learn suffici ent advocacy skill s so 

that they can have better transitions and experi ence success as they move from 

secondary to post-secondary school s. They placed an emphasis on students being 

responsible for ensuring that they received the necessary academic 

accommodati ons from their professors. Palmer and Roessler (2000) also argued 

that self-advocacy and conflict reso lution training is necessary for students with 

disabilities in post-secondary institutions. 

Although the development of self-advocacy skill s is important for students 

with disabilities, thi s literature generall y emphas izes that the onus should be on 

the individual student to adapt to their environment, to identify and seek out the 

supports they need, and to create social change. Therefo re, the literature on se lf

advocacy often reinforces a bio-medi ca l approach towards di sability by placing 
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the problem within the individual. These articles seldom apply principles of the 

social model and do not address how postsecondary institutions might take 

responsibility to ensure an inclusive learning environment. Consequently, this 

encourages post-secondary institutions to view students with disabilities as 

needing to change, and does not place the focu s on having the school change. In 

addition, thi s relays the message that students with di sabilities are abnormal when 

compared to students without an impairment, and that they must develop 

strategies to better fit in with existing social structures. 

The above literature stems from a bio-medical model approach to 

di sability. Thus, it fo cuses on disability as an issue within the person. Research 

regarding students with di sabilities in post-secondary institutions rarely applies a 

critical di sability perspective or views disability as social oppression. A lthough 

there has been progress stemming from di sability acti vism in regards to soc ial 

changes and greater awareness of di sability in the broader society, uni versities 

including school s of social work - have still not taken up the key principles of the 

di sability movement (Dunn, Hanes, Hardie, & McDonald , 2006) . Furthermore, 

French Gil son and DePoy (2002, p.157) argue that school s of soc ial work take a 

medica l diagnostic approach and understand di sability as a "problem area" and 

" individual deficit" instead of as a marginali zed popUlation. Thi s then becomes a 

social justice issue within the profession since the stated intenti on of the 

profession of social work is a dedication to promoting equitable opportuniti es, and 

the removal of barri ers for marginali zed popul ations (CASW, 2005). 
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The literature that is most rel evant to the research I conducted takes a 

criti ca l analytic approach regarding the experi ences of students w ith di sabilities in 

post-secondary instituti ons and emphasizes the impact of social factors. Thi s 

litera ture di scusses important issues such as support for students with di sabilities, 

accommodati ons, and di sclosure . 

Criti cal di sability theorists argue that addressing issues of di sabili ty has 

no t been a pri ority among schoo ls of soc ial work. Baron, Phillips, and Stalker 

( 1996) argued that students w ith di sabiliti es ex perienced many social barri ers 

during the ir studi es in Briti sh schools of social wo rk. Focusing on and valuing the 

ex peri ences of students with di sabiliti es, their study included questi ons regarding 

access, acco mmodations, fie ld placements, and inclusion. Baron et al. found thaI 

students with disabiliti es encountered barriers due to the schools ' di sabling 

environment , no rmati ve assumptions, and unsupporti ve po licies . Furthermore, 

they argued that the soc ia l barri ers were the result of the schoo ls of social work 

tak ing a react ive approach to address ing the needs of stud ents w ith di sabili ties. 

Dunn et a l. (2006) a lso argued that there is a lack of support for students 

w ith d isabili ties within schoo ls of social work. In thei r study examining how 

Canad ian schoo ls of social work have reacted to issues of di sabili ty , they, too, 

fo und that there was a lack of proacti ve po li c ies and prac ti ces perta ining to many 

academic areas including admi ssions, acco mmoda ti ons. and fie ld practi cum . 

Dunn et a l. em phasize the urgency for these schoo ls to undertake a criti cal 

di sability framework to address di sability issues and to recogni ze students with 
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disabilities as a marginali zed population. In addition, they argued that schools of 

social work need to take more initiative to prevent social barriers and should 

develop policies and practices that establish inclusiveness. They add that these 

approaches should be applied with consultation with people within the di sability 

community. In contrast to interventions rooted in the bio-medical model , the 

approaches suggested by Dunn et al. support the principles of critical di sability 

theory by taking a bottom-up approach to understanding di sability (Devlin & 

Pothier, 2006). By including the insight and experiences of people with 

disabilities, the school would be legitimizing the participation and knowledge of 

this population (Dunn et aI. , 2006). This article strongly supports the application 

of a critical disability lens by recognizing that students with disabiliti es 

experience oppression due to the social organization of their schools. 

Although Dunn et al. (2006) support a critical disability framework and 

address a range of academic areas, the study does have limitations. Including 

social work deans and directors as the research participants instead of students 

with disabiliti es reinforces the assumption that deans and directors have a critical 

understanding and are the 'experts ' on issues of disability. Consequently, 

students with disabiliti es continue to be silenced and excluded from contributing 

to the disability discourse. 

Accommodation PI'ocess 

Although it is a right for students with disabilities to receive academic 

accommodations in post-secondary institutions, the implementation of these 
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processes is often a controversial and debated subject. Hibbs and Pothier (2006) 

examined the accommodation policy and process for students with disabilities at 

the University of Victoria and argued that it reinforced a bio-medical model 

perspective. They suggested that the accommodation policy re inforces normati ve 

abl eist principles, pathologizes individual students, and further marginalizes 

students with di sabilities as a group . They argued that having an accommodation 

policy that requires students with di sabilities to self-identify and negotiate with 

professors places the onus on the individual student to adapt to the environment of 

the post-secondary institution instead of recogni zing the need for the environment 

to be more inclusive . 

Hibbs and Pothier (2006) argued that requirin g students with di sabiliti es to 

self-identify to faculty and university staff members in order to rece ive 

accommodations is flawed and can create an inequitable paradox. They 

emphas ized that thi s process does not recogni ze th at it is justifiabl e for students to 

choose not to di sclose because of fear of being di scriminated against or 

sti gmati zed. Not only does thi s process assume that se lf-identifying is sa fe, but it 

re inforces that the responsibility is on the indi vidual student to obtain the ir 

accommodations. Requiring students with di sabiliti es to negotiate their 

accommodations with the ir professo rs also carries underl y ing assumptions. This 

process assumes that the re is a balance of equal power between students and the ir 

professors. However, there is always a pov,/er imbalance when a student 's 

eva luation in the course is dependent on their professor. Therefore, students w ith 
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disabilities are placed at a di sadvantage in situations where they are expected to 

negotiate their accommodations with their professors (Hibbs & Pothier, 2006). 

lung (2006) argued that the accommodation process not only shifts the 

responsibility from the post-secondary institution onto the student, but it also 

creates the perception that the school is fulfilling its legislated duty to 

accommodate - regardless of how problematic and , at times, unsuccessful , the 

process may reall y be. This shift , referred to as the " individualization of 

accommodation," occurs by having each student and professor be responsible to 

negotiate with one another the accommodations that need to be implemented 

(lung, 2006, p.93). Although thi s process reinforces that each student has 

different individual needs, it also causes the knowledge pertaining to the 

accommodations to remain between the professor and student. Consequentl y, the 

accommodations implemented do not later on become shared and legitimized as 

common teaching practices. 

Examining the accommodation process for students with chronic illness in 

post-secondary institutions, lung (2006) found in her study that these students 

have to do ' extra work ' in contrast to students without a disability. Thi s work 

included "educating their instructors, learning to work in altem ate media, seeking 

better types of accommodation, coming up with a plan for accommodati on, and 

manoeuvring through the bureaucracy" (lung, 2006, p.l 05) . Although post

secondary institutions state that these tasks are necessary to meet the individual 

needs of students, lung argues that placing these responsibilities onto students 
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creates additional burdens and barriers for them and further takes the onus for 

change off of the school. 

A limitation to utilizing lung's findings to better understand the 

experiences of McMaster University social work students with di sabilities is that 

she exclusively examines female students with chronic illness . Furthermore, her 

participants were not recruited from a specific program of study such as social 

work. 

NOI'mative Ableist Assumptions 

Critical di sability literature frequently emphasizes how post-secondary 

disability policies and practices are developed for people who are considered not 

part of the ' normal ' university population. However, it is the institution that 

determines the criterion of who and what is ' normal ' when it comes to the school 

environment and the abilities of students (Hibbs & Pothier, 2006). This is 

exemplifi ed when post-secondary institutions utilize terms such as ' not typical ' or 

' regular ' in their policies to define students with and without di sabilities. 

Therefore, Davis (1995, p.24) stated that " the ' problem ' is not the person with 

disabilities ; the problem is the way that normalcy is constructed to create the 

' problem ' of the disabled person." 

Due to normative ableist values, Low' s (1996) research study on the 

experiences of students with di sabilities at McMaster University found that they 

often become labelled as dev iant by professors and peers. Low argued that ableist 

assumptions are embedded in uni vers ity polici es and in people 's attitudes. 
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Similar to lung ' s argument, that students with chronic illness have to engage in 

extra work, Low found that students with disabil ities must spend extra time 

negotiating their environment and identity to fit into their social environment. 

She (p.23 9) stated that "for students with visual or mobility impairments, the 

number of enviromnental hazards on the university campus multiplies." 

Therefore, Low argued that students with disabilities are required to adapt to the 

university environment in order to be safe and to fully participate. Having to 

negotiate one 's envirolID1ent is not due to a personal impairment but is the result 

of the physical and social structure being designed for people without 

impairments. Normative assumptions continue to be accepted and reinforced 

when the university continues to have a physical and social environment that 

segregates students with di sabilities. 

Low (1996) al so argued that students with di sabilities spend much time 

negotiating their identiti es within the university context. Negative assumptions 

regarding their ability, intelligence, and sexuality are social barriers that students 

with di sabilities frequently encounter. Participants in her study suggested that the 

fear of being di scriminated against can often cause them to try and conceal their 

impairment. In addition, parti cipants expressed that they often faced hostility 

when their experience of their impairments and the parti cular needs that they had 

as a result of those impairments did not fit in with others ' perceptions of their 

di agnosis. In other words, when people have limited understanding of a parti cul ar 

impairment such as a learning di sability, they may not recognize that particular 
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learning disabilities often affect different people in various ways. Due to the 

social organization of post-secondary institutions, students with disabilities can 

spend much effort challenging or giving in to others pre-conceived ideas of what 

' normal ' is , what a particular impairment ' should ' look like, and how they shou ld 

behave. 

Simi lar to my research, Low's (1996) study included having face-to-face 

interviews with students with disabilities at McMaster University. However, as 

with Jung, Low examined their experiences on a more general level and not 

specifically in a program such as the School of Social Work. The students with 

disabilities in her study mayor may not have encountered different experiences in 

terms of academic policies and practices and , whi le the results of thi s study can be 

generalized to some degree to social work, my research was concerned to look at 

the experiences of students in the School of Social Work specifica ll y. 

The studies by Baron et a!. (1996) and Dunn et a!. (2006) emphasize a 

critical disability perspective, exp loring the barriers for students with di sabilities 

in schools of social work. Baron et a!. , Jung (2006) , and Low (1996) all include 

students with di sabilities as participants in their studies and emphasize the 

importance of the students' input. Their approach is crucial because it recogni zes 

that students with disabi liti es are the ex perts about their own ex periences and 

creates the opportunity for these individual s to contribute to social change. 

Although Jung ' s and Low's studi es were completed within Canadian post

secondary institutions, they are not spec ific to school s of social work. While 
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these are important articles that contribute to the critical disability literature, no 

study is yet available that specifically examines the experiences of students with 

di sabilities within the McMaster University School of Social Work. 

Before I go further in presenting the processes and results of my research 

project, I think it is necessary to set the stage for the readers' understanding of my 

results by explaining the accommodation process for students with disabilities at 

McMaster University. 

Accommodation Policies 

In order for students with disabilities to receive academic accommodations 

from professors at McMaster University, they must be registered at the CSD's 

disability services (McMaster University CSD, 2010). To be registered , students 

must meet with a disability coordinator (a process which may take weeks) and 

provide formal medical documentation of their diagnosis to prove that they have a 

disability. Once this is completed, students can discuss their accommodations 

with the di sability coordinator, who then provide the student with a letter from the 

CSD that both verifies their ' fact ' of their disability and need for accommodation, 

and explains what accommodations they require for each course. The 

accommodation procedure includes the student being required to personall y reach 

out to their professors and to bring their accommodation letter to each of them to 

have it signed and then return the letter back to the CSD. This process must be 

completed at the beginning of each semester or when a new course begins. The 

stated purpose of thi s process is to provide students the opportunity to meet with 
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their professors and to "estab li sh a good working relationship" (McMaster 

University CSD, 2010). The purpose is also so that professors receive the 

information required to provide the appropriate accommodations (McMaster 

University CSD, 2010). 

In certain situations, professors do have the power and the ri ght to refuse 

to provide accommodations for their students with di sabilities. This can occur if 

the professor believes that providing a student's accommodations will cause harm 

to other students or facu lty (McMaster University, 2003). If the professor decides 

not to provide accommodations, they must receive approva l from the Chai r of the 

Department and Associate Dean. If the Associate Dean deems that the 

accommodations are not appropriate, the student does have the option to appeal 

the decision . The professor may also appeal if the accommodations are approved. 

In both cases of appealing, the fina l deci sion wil l be directed to the Senate Board 

for Student Appeals. Although thi s process is in place for students with 

disabilities to follow if professors refuse to accommodate their needs, barri ers 

ex ist within the accommodation process that are complicated to address. As I will 

demonstrate from the findings of the participants ' experi ences, obtaining 

accommodations is a complex process for many students with di sabilities. 
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Methodology 

Purpose of the Study 

Like all other Ontario postsecondary institutions, McMaster University is 

affected by the recent Accessi bility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA, 

2005). The purpose of this legislation is to ensure that all resources and social 

services are fully accessible for people with di sabilities. In preparation for 

meeting the requirements of the legislated standards of the AODA, the former 

McMaster Uni versity Committee on Disability Access (MUCDA)I proposed that 

each faculty , school and department begin by reviewing their admission policies 

for students with disabilities. MUCDA decided that, as a professional school , the 

School of Social Work would be the first department to conduct thi s review 

process (McMaster Un iversity Annual Accessibility Plan, 2009). 

Examining the School of Social Work 's adm ission policies is important. 

However, solely considering the admission policy is not sufficient to fully address 

access ibility for students with di sabilities. Therefore, examining other policies 

and practices that impact students with disabilities while they are studyi ng in the 

program was also necessary. Furthermore, I wanted to examine these policies and 

practices from the perspective of those most affected by them - the students with 

I MUCDA has now merged with the Access ibili ty and Accommodat ion worki ng sub
group of the Pres ident 's Advi sory Comm ittee on Bui lding an Inclusive Community at 
McMaster Univers ity. 
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di sabilities . From my own personal academic experiences and knowledge of the 

literature on disability issues, I have found that there is a great amount of 

emphasis in post-secondary institutions - both in policy and in practice - on 

placing the responsibility on students with di sabilities to ensure that their learning 

needs are addressed and that they feel included in the academic community. 

These approaches to di sability issues often reinforce principles of the 

aforementioned bio-medical model, which can further marginalize this student 

population. These approaches also demonstrate the importance of examining 

relevant policies and practices from the perspectives of students with di sab iliti es. 

The purpose of including students with di sabilities as participants was to 

gain their insight into how the School of Social Work does (or does not) support 

students with disabilities in order to influence the School of Social Work's 

di sability policies and practices. This approach was not only intended to gain a 

better understanding of the experi ences of students with di sabilities, but also to 

enable thi s population to contribute to soc ial change. Therefore, my hope is that 

this research study provides an opportunity for students with di sabilities to 

actively participate in addressing the social barriers that impact them. It was a lso 

my intention that this research stud y not only provide the opportunity for students 

with di sabilities to influence soc ial work policies and practices, but that it also 

encourages the Schoo l of Social Work , and the university community as a whole, 

to think of different approaches to add ressing barriers and needs for this 
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population of students, to work towards improving their disability policies and 

practices and develop strategies towards a more inclusive environment. 

Thus, the goal of my Masters of Social Work Thesis research was to gain 

an understanding of how the McMaster University School of Social Work 

supports the inclusion and academic needs of its students with disabilities. To 

achieve this goal, I critically examined the experiences of students with 

disabilities. I wanted to gain the perspectives of students with disabilities on areas 

such as the admissions process, academic accommodations, disclosure, classroom 

setting, field practicum, faculty/admini stration support, and fee lings of 

inclusiveness. The question being asked in this research is : What are the 

experiences of students with disabilities in the McMaster University School of 

Social Work? 

Study Design 

I conducted a qualitative study to look at the experiences of students with 

di sabilities and to identify areas for further exploration and improvement. 

Conducting a qualitative study provides the opportunity for the researcher to 

personally interact with the participants and gain a more in-depth understanding 

of their experiences and responses (Gi lgun & Abrams, 2002). 

Ethical Considerations 

Conducting research with students with disabilities as participants raised 

ethi cal issues that needed to be addressed. Students with disabilities are a 

marginali zed population. They may not feel safe disclosing their di sability-
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related issues to others (Olney &Brockelman, 2003), especially to someone who 

is also in their program (as I am) if the barriers that they encounter are put in place 

by the School of Social Work itself. Based on the di sability literature and my 

personal experi ences as a student with an invisible di sability, students may worry 

about being identifi ed as having a di sability, and about being di scriminated 

against by faculty , admini strati on, or peers, should members of these groups 

discover what they had said about the school. Therefore, there were necessary 

precautions that needed to be taken fo r my study to be a safe one for students to 

participate in. 

Steps needed to be taken so that part icipants felt comfortable disclosing 

personal information and experi ences and assured that it would remain 

confidential. It was important that the participants did not have to worry about 

others finding out what they had shared or that they participated in my research 

study. Furthermore, ifparticipants did not fee l secure di scussing their thoughts 

and experi ences during the interview, thi s would have undoubtedl y impacted my 

research findings by not gett ing at some of their vital concerns. To address these 

concerns, I was the onl y one who had access to all information gathered from the 

participants . All informat ion and data co ll ected was kept off-site in a safe secure 

locati on. Names or personal inform ati on are not lIsed in my write-up to prevent 

the participants from being identifi ed. All of the information regard ing the study 

including the procedures, possible ri sks and how I managed these ri sks was 

described in detail in the letter of consent (see Appendi x B) provided to 
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paI1icipants. This info rmation, issues around confidentiality and how I managed 

them in the study, were made clear to interested parti cipants both in written form 

and verball y (at the time of the interview) . 

Participants 

The population group that I aimed to recruit fo r my study was McMaster 

Uni versity, adult male and female, past and current social work students with 

di sabilities ~ those who have a di agnosis or a suspected diagnosis of disability. 

Impairments included physical , sensory, cognit ive, and issues of mental health. 

The School of Social Work alumni who were invited would have graduated in the 

past fi ve years. This was intended so that the social factors that alumni 

encountered as students with di sabilities in the School of Social Work were as 

similar as possible to those encountered by current students. Due to the time 

frame of the MSW program and the scope of thi s study, there was a maximum of 

six parti cipants in the study. There were originally seven interested parti cipants 

but one did not participate due to a scheduling conflict. 

The demographics of the participants included: three male and tlu'ee 

female students; three undergraduates and one graduate-level student; one 

undergrad alumnus and one grad alumnus. Impairments included physical, 

sensory, cognitive, and mental health. 

Recruitment 

In order to promote my research study to potenti al participants, an in itial 

emai l (see Appendix A) was sent on my behalf by the McMaster Uni versity 
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School of Social Work administration to all social work undergraduate and 

graduate students, as well as to alumni, notifying them about the study and 

prov iding them with m y contact information should they seek further detail s. By 

sending the email to all students, any individual student ' s di sability status was not 

revealed to me or anyone else by the School of Social Work. Only those who 

chose to contact me following receipt of thi s email became known to me as 

students with disabilities. This initial ema il had two attachments. One was the 

Letter of Information/Consent which further explained the study and the measures 

taken to maintain confidentiality, and the second included the li st of interview 

questions. Recommended by the McMaster Uni versity Research Ethics Board 

(MREB), the purpose of the two attachments was to fully inform interested 

participants about the detail s of the study and also to obtain a higher response rate 

by providing them with a ll of the necessa ry informat ion ri ght from the start. 

Interested students were invited to email me to find out any further information. 

Depending on the availability and convenience of the interested students, I 

arranged interviews w ith them through email. Flyers (see appendix D) were also 

posted in the McMaster Uni vers ity School of Soc ial Work inviting students with 

di sab iliti es to participate in my stud y. 

Data Collection 

For this stud y, I gathered my data by conducting one-to-one inte rviews 

with participants. Although my original intenti on was to conduct a focus gro up 

and/or individua l interviews, I did not complete the former due to confli ct ing 
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schedules and the discomfo11 of some of the participants. The face-to-face 

interviews took place in meeting rooms either at the McMaster University Student 

Centre (MUSC) or at the McMaster University Mills Memorial Library. The 

rationale supporting holding the interviews on campus was that thi s was intended 

to be more convenient for the pat1icipants. It provided students with a location 

that they were more likely to be familiar with; provided participants with 

accessible rooms; and was also intended to benefit cUlTent students in regards to 

their class schedules. 

Institutional barriers were encountered while attempting to book rooms for 

the one-to-one interviews at McMaster University. In order to book a room to 

conduct a one-to-one interview in the MUSC, I either had to book a study room or 

a meeting room. The issue with booking study rooms for one-to-one interviews 

was that they are intended for group use . Therefore, there was a minimum offour 

students required to book a room . In regards to booking a meeting room, there 

were administrative demands for social work faculty to reserve the room on my 

behalf - students were not permitted to book rooms on their own. This 

requirement created a potential issue of confidentiality by creating a situation in 

which faculty and administrative staff were aware of the fact of an interview 

happening, the time, and location of the interview. Furthermore, another barrier 

was created by the institutional rule prohibiting room bookings from occurring 

more than two days in advance of a meeting. Providing participants with 

suffic ient notice regarding the MUSC meeting room time and location was 
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impossible . Although McMaster University libraries permit room bookings two 

weeks in advance, they only have study rooms available with a three person 

minimum rule - once again prohibiting thi s as a viable option for student research 

intervi ews. These policies provided barriers to interviewing participants from 

marginali zed populations and with protecting their confidentiality. 

There were, in total , five individual face- to-face intervi ews conducted. 

One interview was conducted by telephone for the convenience of the partici pant 

due to an issue of di stance. The interviews were conducted over a three month 

period , from March to May 2010 . The interviews each took about one hour to 

complete. At the beginning of each interview, I ex plained the procedures 

regarding confidentiality and the format of the interview questi ons. Participants 

were informed that they did not need to answer questions that made them 

uncomfortable or that they did not want to answe r. They were also told that they 

may leave at any time during the interview if they were not comfortable 

participating. Consent forms were signed prior to the beginning of each 

intervi ew. For the purpose of accuracy, I also tape recorded the interviews with 

permi ssion from the participants. 

J utili zed an interview guide (see appendi x C) to direct data col lection . 

The interview guide was based on the MREB interview guide template, and 

questions were dri ven by the lite rature and by the purposes of the stud y. I applied 

two types of instrumentation for thi s research stud y. The main instrumenta tion 

that I used to gather data were the verbal open-ended questions that I asked durin g 
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the semi-structured interviews. The interview questions were designed to learn 

about the personal thoughts and experiences of the par1icipants and to provide 

them with an opportunity to be heard. Using open-ended questions was also 

important because it provided space for the participants to talk about other aspects 

of access and inclusion that may not have been addressed by my interview guide. 

During the interviews, the participants were mostly talkative and willing to share 

a lot of information. They answered the questions that were relevant to them but 

also often raised their own issues, such as their experiences with having a 

di sability during their childhood or outside of the academic context. 

Once the interview was completed, participants were invited to fill out a 

brief Background Information Sheet (see Appendix E). This was a structured, 

brief, written questionnaire, the purpose of which to gather some background 

information such as their program degree status, whether they had a visible or 

invisible di sability, and why they chose to attend the McMaster University School 

of Social Work. This form was optional for participants to complete. 

Data Ana lysis 

For the data analysis, all of the audio-taped interviews were transcribed. 

Due to time constraints, I had two of the interviews transcribed by a professional 

transcriber. The professional transcriber did sign an oath of confidentiality to 

keep all of the participants ' information confidential. To analyze the data 

collected, common themes were identified by applying the constant-comparison 

method to the findings (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Moving back and f0l1h between 
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the transcribed interviews, I identified the themes emerging from each individual 

interview, comparing and contrasting these emerging themes with those emerging 

in the others. Using this method, significant issues that were similar from each of 

the participants' interviews were grouped together as common themes. This 

approach is significant because it facilitates the recognition of various patterns in 

the information gathered (Strauss & Corbin , 1998). 

Furthermore, interpretive data analysis methods were used. Interpretive 

researchers understand people' s experiences to be socially constructed through 

interactions with others and individual meaning systems (Neuman, 1997). 

Appl ying this approach ensured that I considered the participants' social context 

as an important factor impact ing their thoughts and socia l act ions (Neuman, 

1997). Therefore, I examined how social structures such as the School of Social 

Work and its policies have influenced participants' experi ences during their 

studies. My interpretive anal ysis was also guided by the critical disability 

framework previously outlined, understanding power and context to be signifi cant 

factors for examining the experi ence of participants with disabilities (Devlin & 

Pothier, 2006). 

Limitations 

A limitation of the research study is that it did consist of a small sampl e 

sIze. Therefore, I am limited to what I can conc lude in regards to students with 

di sabiliti es ' experi ences. In addition , there \,vas not a large representat ion of 

various impairments. Regard less of the cautionary steps I took , the participants 
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still may not have fe lt comf0l1able discussing personal information wi th one of 

their peers (me) . Therefore, they may not have been fu ll y open or honest with 

their responses. Another possible limitation with thi s study is my own biases in 

regards to what issues I covered. Although I have strong beliefs in terms of the 

rights of students with di sabilities and that more responsibility should come from 

social structures such as post-secondary institutions, I have to be careful not to 

push my beliefs onto others. However, I am confident that my own awareness 

and attention to thi s issue during the study minimized the possibility of personal 

bias. 

Insider Status 

As a student with a di sability, having to interview other students with 

di sabiliti es ass isted me to identify with some of the participants. Furthermore, 

li stening to some of the participants ' experi ences was, in a way, reassuring. I was 

able to witness that there are other students who have shared similar experiences 

to my own with their studies in the McMaster Uni versity School of Social Work. 

However, being an insider of thi s population also created personal challenges and 

concerns with conducting this study. I often felt that I had to silence myself and 

not intelj ect with my own experi ences in the participants ' di scussions. In these 

situat ions, I fo und myself wanting to reassure the part icipant that their challenges 

were not uncommon and that I, too , had had similar experiences. 

As an insider wi thin thi s population, a concern that I have is that I may 

have unintentionall y focused on invisible disabilities in the development and 
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asking of my research questions. This was perhaps demonstrated by my later 

observation that many of the interview questions sUlTounded issues regarding 

di sclosure and that , while to some extent this was an issue for all students with 

disabilities, it was more of an issue for those students whose disabilities were less 

visible, for whom most people would not be aware they had a di sability unless 

they di sclosed it. In regards to whether being an insider might have made 

participants more likely or less likely to be open with me, I did not disclose to 

them until after the interviews were completed. 

What I will do in the remaining sections of this thesis is as follows. First, 

I will present the findings of my research. In the Findings section, I have written 

the stories of the individual participants based on their own words. Each 

participant 's story is written separately. While there were overlaps, each student's 

experience was unique and this felt to me to be the best way to both present and 

honour what they shared. However, to protect their confidentiality, I did not 

include information about each of the pm1icipants that mi ght identify them to the 

reader (e.g. , their diagnos is, gender, and time in the program) . Square brackets 

were used when a particular word needed to be replaced so that it would not 

identify the part icipant. 

The Findings section will be followed by a di scuss ion of the participants ' 

stories, the themes that emerged from these stori es, and their relationship to what 

is known about the experi ences of students with di sabilities in post-secondary 

education from the literature revi ewed earlier in this paper. I follow thi s up with 
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recommendations for the McMaster University School of Social Work regarding 

ways it might make the school more accessible and inclusive for students with 

di sabilities. 
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Findings 

U sing the words of the partici pants, T tell below each of their stories to 

present the findings of the interviews completed. I spoke with each participant 

individually about hi s or her experi ences in the McMaster University School of 

Social Work. Due to their different di sabiliti es and experi ences, I present here 

each of the participants' stories separately. This will provide an understanding of 

the variability of the participants' issues and needs. I present the interviews in the 

order which seems to best tell the participants ' stories, rather than in 

chronological order. 

Participant 2 

Participant 2 was eager to participate in my study and seemed very 

confident when talking about her/hi s disability throughout the interview. S/he 

appeared to be calm and prepared for the intervi ew by being ready to answer the 

di scussion questions. However, the participant generall y expressed more about 

her/hi s thoughts regarding the issues of students wi th di sabiliti es rather than 

her/hi s own personal experi ences. 

In te lling the story of participant 2, I want to begin with disclosure of 

di sability. When asked abo ut di sclosing her/hi s di sability to the School of Social 
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Work, pm1icipant 2 stated " I don ' t mind telling anybody thi s. With me, I don ' t 

care . It 's pretty obvious I have a disability. " The par1icipant seemed to fee l that 

since her/hi s di sability is quite visible to others, that disclosure was not an issue 

for her/him. Furthermore, when asked about disclosing specificall y to faculty and 

about receiving her/hi s academic accommodations, s/he responded, 

Like I said, once I come into a classroom; the teacher knows ri ght away 

that I am in a wheelchair. They have all been great.. .they are great with 

my course load and assiglU11ents. My accommodations give me extra time 

so they are great. There's no, I have no problems. I get it done on time 

anyways . But ifI had a problem, my teachers al ways say, "take more time 

ifY Ull want. " 

The parti cipant again expressed that since her/his disability is visible, di scl osing 

to professors has not been an issue. The participant fee ls that her/hi s professors 

have been understanding and supporti ve towards providing her/him with her/hi s 

accommodations. Therefore, s/he implies that professors are more accepting of 

the legitimacy of the parti cipant ' s accommodations and with having to implement 

them due to the impairment being evident. However, the participant did express 

that s/he had other issues regarding the accommodation process. 

Later on in the interview when I asked about her/hi s thoughts or 

experi ences regardi ng registering \-vith the CSD in order to receive 

accommodations, parti cipant 2 explained, 
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When] first came, X [di sability coordinator] , ] saw X a lot. If I didn ' t see 

him, if he wasn ' t so positi ve, encouraged me to do things like, I probably 

would have dropped out. IfI didn ' t have a re lat ionship with X or the CSD, 

because they rea ll y helped me my first coupl e of, three or four years. They 

were so encourag ll1g. 

The participant expressed that if it was not for the support from a spec ific 

di sability coordinator, s/he fee ls that s/he wo uld likely have dropped out of the 

program . S/he emphas ised that receiving encouragement and having someone to 

talk to were vital for her/him in her/hi s first couple of years of uni versity. 

However, s/he conti nued by stating how the CSD has changed. 

But now, it 's just like yo u have to do everythin g yourself now, like print 

thi s [accommodati on letter] off, come see me [Di sability Coordinator] for 

10 minutes and print it off now. You ' re respons ible. I'm a ll for tak ing 

responsibility for yo urself, but when you ' re a disabled student, you' re 

thinking of a million other things to do. Like peers in my class, they don' t 

have to worry about nursing and stuff. I got lots of shit to think about. And 

I ' m sure are lots of other disabled , like any di sability . They have things to 

think about. 

The parti cipant ex pressed conce rn that the CSD currently requires students w ith 

di sabilities to compl ete tasks such as meeting with their disability coo rdinato r 

each semester and printing off'their own accom modati on letters. The participant 

seems to fee l that too much onus is placed on stud ents w ith di sabiliti es in terms of 
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ensuring their academic accommodations. S/he expressed that the 

accommodation poli cy does not recognize that students with disabilities often 

have more issues to manage in compari son to students without di sabilities. S/he 

further adds, 

I love that place. It ' s a great place, really helpful. But they are changing 

everything now .. . I forget a lot of things. I 'm so busy that I forget to do 

things. Now, like if you don ' t see your counsellor, you ' re going to be cut 

off from getting accommodation letters .. .!t seems so punishing now. 

Everything at the CSD, it seems so impersonal. Like no one wants to talk 

to you .. . it' s just now starting to get very brutal. For the past [number] 

years, I can see it slowly changing ... I like going in amI see ing people and 

talking to them. They get to know you. 

Although the participant stated that the CSD is helpful , s/he also seemed to 

express again that the Centre has become less personal and more demanding of 

students over time. The parti cipant reiterated that sometimes s/he does not 

remember to complete every accommodati on duty that is expected of her/him by 

the CSD. S/he expressed that fa iling to complete these duti es such as meeting 

with her/hi s di sability coordinator can result in not receiving her/hi s 

accommodati on letters. Therefore, s/he seemed to imply that the CSD has 

become more punitive than cooperati ve towards students with di sabiliti es in 

regards to the accommodati on process. The part ic ipant emphasized that the CSD 

is currently more avid about ensuring that students with di sabiliti es complete 
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specific tasks rather than ensuring that students with di sabilities receive their 

accommodations. 

In regards to ensuring that s/he obtains her/hi s accommodations from the 

CSD, participant 2 emphasized that hav ing much experience dealing w ith the 

CSD has given her/him an advantage over other students with di sabilities. S/he 

explained that, 

Jt's a business and like [requesting an accommodation], it 's impossible, 

because there ' s no time. If there's no time ... Iook, I know Y [Di sability 

Coordinator] , who does the [accommodation] , so I ' ll email her and say 

" Y, I need these [accommodations]" and she' ll fit me in. Probably isn ' t 

ri ght but if you are a student at home, what are you going to do? You ' re 

go ing to panic . You ' re go ing to say "oh my G-d , I' m screwed! " But I 

know I get [the accommodation]. Ijust email Y and say "Y, do me a 

favour, I ' m having such a hard time", and she' ll say " no problem" . But if 

you don ' t know the system .. " 

Participant 2 expressed that there is not always suffici ent time to conduct the 

required steps for obtaining a spec ific accommodation from the CSD. S/he 

explained that understanding how the CSD functions and knowing the right 

person to contact he lps her/him to receive what s/he needs. Not onl y does the 

participant ' s experi ence demonstrate that accommodati ons can be complicated 

and chall enging to obtain , but that s/he depends on strategies and knowledge 

ga ined fro m experi ence to obtain what s/he needs. 
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In addition to the accommodation process, participant 2 expressed her/his 

concern when asked about the physical and learning environment of the 

classrooms. S/he stated, 

This I like, their classes. They ' re all even. I think it ' s great because I get 

to sit beside people. I don ' t like lecture hall s. You're stuck in the back and 

no one sits near you. And you can't talk to anybody. 

The participant explained that certain classrooms prevent her/him from choosing 

where to sit and from socializing with peers. Lecture halls that are not completely 

wheelchair accessible force the participant to sit in designated accessible areas. 

These areas tend to be either ri ght in the front or at the back of the class. As 

participant 2 expressed, in either of these sections of the classroom, s/he would 

not be sitting beside her/his peers. Having classrooms that are inaccessible not 

only make it more challenging for this participant to feel included in the 

University community but they also reinforce that it is acceptable to exclude 

people with disabilities. Furthermore, not having all classrooms fully accessible 

demonstrates that these issues are not a priority for the School of Social Work and 

that certain types of exclusion are more acceptable than others. 

Participant 2 stated that s/he has always had "arrogance and cockiness" 

and that approaching professors regarding her/hi s accommodations is not a 

problem. Although participant 2 expressed that s/he did not have issues with 

disclosing to professors, s/he did rai se concerns wi th obtaining certain academic 

accommodations from the CSD. S/he seemed to have focused on how the CSD 
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has become less supportive and more "punishing" towards providing 

accommodations. Furthermore, s/he seemed to depend on her/his learned 

experience about knowing how to work the system to obtain what is only her/hi s 

right to have. 

Now I am going to present the stori es of participants whose di sabilities are 

not clearl y visible to others and who have found the accommodation process with 

professors to be more complicated. 

Participant 1 

A telephone interview was conducted with participant 1 due to reasons of 

distance and travel convenience. Participant 1 explained that s/he had an inv isible 

disability. Although s/he knew s/he had had related learning challenges her/hi s 

whole life, s/he was not diagnosed until towards the end of completing her/hi s 

Social Work degree at McMaster University. Therefore, s/he did not recei ve 

official academic accommodations during her/hi s studies in the School of Social 

Work. However, the participant was able to speak to her/his challenges of not 

having academic accommodations and the benefits of receiving them during 

her/hi s studies at another uni versity. 

When asked about her/hi s ex peri ences in the School of Social Work , one 

of the major areas that participant I di scussed was the evaluation of the 

curriculum. In regards to the Social Work Admissions Test (SWAT), participant 

1 expressed , 
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I find that when people want you to write an essay question, write 

something off the top of your head , you know, just in a booklet, that's a 

difficult process for me, that ' s very intimidating, and you know, basically 

it takes half an hour for me to write something and it takes me probably 

twice as long to write something that someone else normally writes, and it 

would have a whole bunch of mistakes. So it's not really reflective of 

what...I mean the process isn ' t indicative of what some of my capabilities 

are. 

S/he fm1her explained that: 

like if! were to write an essay .. . it wouldn ' t look anything like what an 

admission process would look like under that kind of time constraint. So 

it's kind oflike pointless system if they were trying to determine if! was a 

capable student in that sort of context... So that would be the anxiety that I 

would have if you only gave me twenty minutes to write something and its 

going to be a piece of crap and then you ' re going to exclude me from and 

you ' re not really not going to know what my abilities are. So there would 

be a total disconnect and then my anxiety level would staJ1 spinning 

because you couldn ' t explain the dynamics to someone on the spot. 

The participant emphasized that the SWAT does not reflect her/his abilities and 

potential to become a successful social work student. In addition, s/he seemed to 

feel that the SW AT did not recognize her/hi s learning style and academic abilities 

as legitimate. S/he emphasized that s/he requires time to write essays and that 
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time constraints present a barrier for her/him. S/he explained that having to 

demonstrate her/hi s academic abilities under a time constraint caused her/him to 

have anxiety and to produce poor academic work. Furthermore, the parti ci pant 

seemed to be concerned that the SWAT process might prevent other students with 

di sabilities who have the capac ity to be successful in the program from ever being 

admitted into the program. 

The participant went on to ex plain that, once s/he was di agnosed w ith a 

di sability, s/he explained that s/he began receivi ng academic accommodat ions that 

created major changes fo r her/him . 

I was able to produce pieces of work that was good and that was 

recogni zed with an A+ and that sa ti sfi ed me because I always kind of 

known that there was an issue. It was always sort of frustrating. I knew I 

was smart but I couldn ' t conduct myself sociall y and show how smart I 

was . Like we all have d iffe rent types of inte lligence but I always fe lt I 

wasn' t meeting my potenti a l. 

Prior to receiving her/hi s acco mmodati ons, the participant seemed to be 

di scouraged about her/hi s academic work and about not being able to demonstrate 

her/hi s actual capabiliti es to others. S/he also exp lained that once s/he was 

di agnosed and rece iving accommodati ons, her/hi s academic work and grades 

greatl y improved. 

The pa rti cipant seemed to be a student that struggled w ith schoo l w ithout 

hav ing a real understanding about the reasons fo r thi s. A lthough s/he ex pressed 
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that s/he was suspicious that s/he had learning challenges, s/he didn ' t seem to 

have known exactly what the issue was or what needed to be done. This 

parti cul ar participant, who experienced not having a diagnosis and academic 

accommodati ons until later on in her/hi s studies, was able to recognize the 

importance of her/hi s accommodation needs eventually being met. S/he explained 

that once s/he was diagnosed with a di sability, everything that s/he suspected 

regarding her/his abilities was legitimized. By being provided with academic 

accommodations, s/he was able to demonstrate her/his intelligence and potential 

not only to herself/himse lf but to hi s professors. Furthermore, the participant 

seemed to develop more self-confidence and become proud of the work that s/he 

began producing. 

Participant 5 

Participant 5 was eager to participate in the interview. The participant 

seemed confident and comfortable speaking about her/hi s disability throughout 

the interview. I am going to begin with parti cipant 5' s responses when asked 

about di sclosing her/hi s di sability to the School of Social Work. Participant 5 

stated, 

Well it is easy for me because I have accepted it. It is different for people 

who accept their disability because, and I cannot speak for all but in my 

personal experi ence when I was younger] did not accept my di sability. I 

did not accept that things were happening and changing to me, so fo r me it 

wo uld not have worked and that is why school did not work fo r me but I 
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mean now that I am .. . , easier to disclose. I am more comf0l1abie for what 

I have and who I am. Disclosure to me is fine. Sometimes it can be 

intimidating I guess. 

Participant 5 seems to say that accepting one's di sability helps to di sclose it to 

others. S/he explained that although s/he has come to terms with having a 

disability, it took time for her/him to do so. S/he stated that school used to be 

more of a challenge for her/him but now that s/he is older, s/he has a good 

understanding of himself and the self-confidence to disclose her/his disability to 

others. On the surface, it may seem that the participant was contradicting 

herself/himself in that s/he stated that disclosure is not an issue for her/him but 

that it can also "he intimidat ing." However, participant 5 seemed to clarify this 

matter when s/he was asked whether s/he felt safe disclosing in the context of the 

accommodation process . S/he responded, 

. .. Depends to who though, that ' s the thing, because sometimes, like I am 

okay always disclosing, I think I have, like, I think I am more mentall y 

strong because T reall y don ' t care at times what people think about me but 

it depends what situation I am in , it 's all based on different situations ri ght. 

Participant 5 argued that being "more comfortable for what I have and who I am" 

and being "menta ll y strong" have been essential factors to be able to di sclose 

her/hi s impairment to others. However, s/he also seems to imply that these 

personal characteristics are not always enough to ensure that s/he obtains her/hi s 

accommodations from professors or that s/he rece ives them in a dignified manner. 
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S/he explained that there are other factors such as the social context that playa 

vital role for students when di sclosing. Therefore, s/he demonstrated that 

di sclosing one's di sability is a complicated matter due to many influential factors 

such as the purpose, the individual' s comfort level, and who they are disclosing 

to. 

Although s/he articulated that s/he has an understanding of her/hi s abilities 

and ri ghts as a student with a di sability, participant 5 expressed that di sclosing 

one's di sability to professors for the purpose of retri ev ing accommodations can be 

daunting. Her/his di scomfort with di sclosing seems to be due to always being 

uncertain about how professors will respond to requests for accommodations and 

how the process will unfold each time. Consequent ly, the participant seemed to 

feel that s/he has to rely on the di scretion of each professor to have the 

opportunity to full y participate in the course. S/he stated, 

Sometimes it is like playing tenni s, I am getting questi oned, why do I need 

thi s time, what is exactl y wrong, explain to me and when I say tenni s it is 

e-mails bouncing back and forth and I have to justify why I need more 

time. I do not know. I feel like sometimes, I do not know, I fee l so 

subordinate. I fee l bad. I have had comments that almost made me feel 

like I am ruining their academic professor ' s .. . reputation. 

With thi s statement, thi s parti cipant demonstrated that some professors seem to 

have a lack of understanding of the accommodation process . The professors in 

these cases are violating the rights of the partic ipant by questi oning her/hi s 
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accommodation needs. The professors only have the right to learn what the 

accommodations are and how to implement them. Students have full discretion 

over sharing the detail s of their diagnosis and whom they wish to share it with. 

However, thi s participant explained that sometimes the accommodation process 

does not always unfold the way it is intended to and that justification of her/his 

learning needs is expected by some professors. Having to justify her/his 

accommodations to professors caused the participant to feel inferior and a burden 

to these professo rs. S/he further stated, 

... it all depends on how it is taken right away and how that first meeting is. 

Like hi , here are some papers, here are accommodation papers. I 

sometimes feel like a subordinate again, if they are not asking me 

questions, I wonder myse lf, like is everything go ing to be good because I 

like to further di scuss it...I do not want to take their time up when they are 

in class, so I usuall y request a meeting after, or I let them know ri ght 

away, " if yo u have any questions can you please e-mail me or I can meet 

with yo u in your office?" Sometimes I guess it can make me feel 

uncomfortable just because you know they are Ph.D. ' s and I think people 

have their own perceptions and assumptions about things so sometimes 

abso lutely I can feel a littl e intimidated. 

Although thi s participant has se lf-confidence and understands her/hi s 

accommodat ion ri ghts, s/he still feels that s/he has to comply with the requests of 

professors. Being compliant was demonstrated by the participant taking pro-
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active steps to ensure that the process runs as smoothly as possible for the 

professor. The professors' expectations put pressure on her/him to undertake what 

is necessary to be compliant to their requests. 

Well cause I think that they think it is go ing to be extra work for them and 

I am not sure that, like I said , I think sometimes we as a society, as a 

student get labelled, as a student that there is labelling going on. There are 

roles and expectations that the student has, there are roles and expectations 

that the professor has right. . .I feel sometimes that maybe that they think 

like I am go ing to be more of a challenge, that this is going to be harder, 

they got to supply me with thi s, so it 's almost going to be extra work ... 

It seems as though this participant has expressed that there is a role that s/he feels 

that s/he is expected to fill as a ' normal ' student in a university. S/he seemed to 

feel that if s/he does not fit the criteria of this role, there may be negative 

consequences for the professor and her/him. S/he suggests that having 

accommodations that need to be implemented are not included in thi s role and 

therefore s/he becomes a burden once s/he di scloses that s/he has a di sability. The 

participant, in expressing that the professor has "perceptions and assumptions" 

regarding how a student should be, suggests that normative principles around 

what does and does not count as a ' student ' are embedded in the perspectives of 

professors and thus further implies that students who have a disability are 

abnormal and deficient. 
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When asked what her/hi s thoughts and experi ences were regarding the 

physical or learning environment of the classroom, a major concern that 

participant 5 expressed was that s/he encountered barriers to accessible course 

materia l. 

Some of my read ings are done with PDF 's and they are reall y inaccessible 

because of the way they are saved or and i f1 try and convert it or change, 

which usuall y I cannot, but if I am able to change and convert it to a 

di ffe rent format , so say PDF and switch it ove r to Rich Text or a wo rd 

document, it loses its authenticity or it 's ill egi ble writing because I find it 

more than often that these PDF are not rea ll y even good copies. 

Thi s participant has ex pressed that there are many chall enges to obtaining course 

materia l in an accessible fo rmat. The participant must dedicate a great deal of 

time and effort towards each course just so that s/he can participate in it. 

A lthough the participant does not place blame w ith the professor, the 

responsibility seems to fa ll primarily on the student to make sure that s/he 

rece ives her/hi s accommodations. 

A lso in rega rds to the class room environment, I asked the participant 

about her/hi s thoughts or experi ences with Social Work course instructors o r 

Teaching Ass istant eTA) attitudes pertaining to her/hi s disability. S/he responded: 

I just ask , [ request things, I request handouts to be sent to me 

electroni ca ll y, um some do not use ELM but some may, that wo uld be a 

lot eas ier at times maybe for those who do not li ke disclosing I guess. If 
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there is always somewhere where you can get these handouts w ithout kind 

of making yourself known so people can kind of lay low or play it low and 

just kind of, you know, make their way that way. 

This participant explained that although s/he was comfortable requesting course 

material in electroni c format, there are methods that professors and T As could 

apply that would address issues of disclosure. S/he states that having course 

material available in an accessible format and location would eliminate the need 

for students with di sabilities to have to request them. The participant also seemed 

to imply that these methods would assist students with disabilities with feeling 

more included in the program. S/he explained that this approach would allow 

some students to keep their di sability confidential and to have the opportunity to 

maintain a low profile in the course. The participant later explained that 

providing academic material in accessible format would encourage inclusion in 

the School of Social Work. 

When asked about how the School of Social Work could be more 

inclusive, s/he said , " ... e lectronic copies of everything that should be read , I feel 

would be a huge bonus, um just having material that is readily avail able you know 

people read different so it is not just vision impairment, it is other form s." It 

seemed that the participant was not only emphasizing the importance of all 

material being in electroni c format but a lso that it should always be readily 

avai lable on the first day of class. My interpretation of the participant ' s 

suggest ion is that having all material immediately accessible and ava il able would 

57 



MSW Thes is - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - Schoo l of Socia l Work 

contribute towards a more inclusive environment by recognizing more students ' 

learning needs. 

Participant 6 

Participant 6 was well spoken and thoughtful in her/hi s responses about 

di sability issues. It seemed important to the participant to be able to share her/hi s 

personal experi ences in order to provide context to her/hi s answers. When I asked 

her/him what her/hi s thoughts and experiences were regarding soc ial work 

instructors or TA attitudes pertaining to her/hi s di sability, s/he responded by 

ta lking about di sclosure . 

Well the thing about it , because I have an invisible disability you know, I 

always have to di sclose you know, which is hard. I pretty much have to 

di sclose my di sability . It has become, later on in my undergrad I was 

doing a lot more disclosure but that was through the encouragement of one 

professor to di sclose my story but, yo u know, because I have an invisible 

di sability I always have to di sclose my di sability to people. 

The participant expressed that having an invi sible di sability had caused her/him to 

always have to di sclose to professors in order to obtain accommodations . S/he 

stated that di sclosing her/his disability was difficult but that recei ving support 

from a professo r he lped her/him to di sclose more often. 

To better understand her/hi s chall enges, I asked participant 6 why 

di sclosing her/hi s di sability was difficult. S/he stated that " it is hard because yo u 

know the sti gma of mental health di sability. You neve r know how the next 
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person is go ing to react to you, so it is difficult, you know." S/he mticulated that 

deciding to di sclose is challenging due to the negative connotations attached to 

the term mental health di sability. S/he expressed that the uncertainty of how 

others will respond to learning that s/he has a mental health di sability plays a vital 

role when considering whether to di sclose. The unpredictability of how 

disclosing her/his di sability to others will unfold makes disclosure difficult for the 

pm1icipant. 

When asked about disclosing her/his disability to the School of Social 

Work, participant 6 di scussed her/his experiences of when s/he first came into the 

program. S/he explained, 

I had to tell my professors that I had a disability but at that point I was not 

really comfortable with talking about the fact that I had a mental health 

di sability. I was not really that comfortable telling my professors that I 

had a mental health disability. I just basically told them that I had an 

invisible di sability. 

The participant stated that s/he did not feel secure disclosing to her professors that 

s/he had a mental health di sability. S/he expressed that the stigma of having a 

mental health di sability is so detrimental that s/he kept it hidden. Furthermore, by 

only telling professors that s/he had an invisible di sability, parti cipant 6 impli ed 

that certain di sabilities are not as socially accepted as others within the uni versity 

setting. Stigmatization plays a vital role when deciding to di sclose her/hi s mental 

health disability to professors. 
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Disclosure was not only an issue for the participant with professors, but 

also with field placements. When asked if s/he di sclosed her/hi s di sability to fi eld 

placement instructors, participant 6 responded, " I never di sclose. I never did." 

When 1 asked why s/he did not di sclose, s/he stated, 

I heard people talk negative ly about people w ith mental health di sabilities 

there ... Yeah , staff members ri ght, and just like the whole idea, I heard 

people talk negati vely about mental health so I did not feel safe saying that 

I had a mental health disability there. 

The parti cipant expressed that hearing staff members speak negatively about 

people with mental health di sabiliti es caused her to not feel safe about di sclosing 

at the field pl acement. S/he continued, 

Just because, if it was v isible that I had a mental health di sability probably 

somebody would never have said certain things in front of me, but because 

it was not vis ible, 1 just heard people talk and ... the whole idea of stigma 

of mental health - I heard derogatory statements around mental health , 

people with mental health . 

The participant expl ained that if her/h is disability was visible to other staff 

members, they likely wo uld not have made discriminatory comments w ith other 

people around . Therefore, the participant implied that one of the main reasons 

why s/he heard the comments was due to peoples ' assumptions about the visibility 

of di sability. S/he stated , 
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It is not visible, right, it isjust the assumption, there is not the idea of there 

could be a di sability and I think that does not make it inclusive right, so 

with that assumption I think, you know, unless you tell someone that you 

have a mental health di sability then there is the assumption that you are 

healthy. 

The pm1icipant expressed that the staff members' assumptions that s/he was 

"healthy" reinforced that s/he was working in an ableist environment. Therefore, 

s/he seemed to have immediatel y felt excluded by others when they clearl y 

implied that having a di sability was abnormal and deficient. S/he further 

explained that, 

part of the whole idea of ableism . It is the whole idea that people just 

assume that you are not disabled, so with a mental health di sability that 

assumption can be detrimental sometimes, right? Because if you are not, 

there are the people who do not understand why you are a certain way. 

The pm1icipant expressed that ablei sm does exist and that s/he did not feel safe 

di sclosing her/hi s di sability. S/he expressed that s/he is afraid of others viewing 

her/him as unhealthy, deficient, or abnormal. S/he stated that s/he would have 

never been accepted if others found out that s/he had a mental health di sability. 

Therefore, once the participant heard the discriminatory comments, there was no 

way that s/he would have felt comfortable to di sclose to anyone at the field 

placement. 
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However, in the participant' s second fi eld placement, where the agency 

was more focu sed on mental health services, s/he stated, 

The second placement I should say I did disclose ... there were a lot of 

people who had mental health di sabilities in that group of people and I 

di sclosed because I wanted to establi sh a rapport with the people there so I 

disclosed there, because I felt safe . 

Participant 6 mentioned that at her/hi s second fi eld placement, there were many 

clients who had mental health di sabilities. For the purpose of building a stronger 

relationship, the parti cipant explained that s/he di sclosed her/hi s di sability to 

her/hi s clients. S/he seemed to have di sclosed because s/he was working in a 

social context where mental health di sability was common and accepted. The 

participant not only sa id that s/he was comfortable and safe when di sclosing to 

others, but also that having a di sability was an asset. S/he expressed that having a 

mental health di sability benefitted her/him by allowing the cli ents to feel safe r. 

Therefore, the parti cipant was better able to build relationships with cli ents. 

The parti cipant refl ected on how di fferent her/hi s experi ences were at each 

pl acement by stating, 

these were two totall y di ffe rent fi eld placements .. . totall y di fferent sense 

of we lcoming or not we lcoming. Aga in , one setting it was like negati ve to 

have a mental health di sability and in another setting it was accepted and it 

was normali zed and okay , so I fe lt safe to be able to di sc lose in that 

setting ... Well it was open, yo u know, the whole idea of people with menta l 
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health disabilities, you know in that setting was, you know, it was an open 

thing. 

The participant expressed that the two field placements were opposite in regards 

to being an inclusive environment. S/he reiterated that the second field placement 

made her/him feel included, accepted , and safe to disclose. 

We then spoke about the accommodation process and 1 asked the 

p311icipant to explain some of the challenges that s/he had encountered with it. 

S/he stated, 

I like to get the letter to the professor as soon as possible, in the first 

class . . . 1 like to meet the professor ri ght away and "hi my name is", just 

kind of make that contact. I like to make that contact and sometimes the 

best way to do that is in that first class. 

At McMaster University, students with disabilities who require accommodations 

are advised that they can either establish an appointment with their professor or 

talk to them after class. However, what this participant seemed to explain is that 

because accommodations do not get implemented until after the professor has 

heard about the student ' s need for accommodations, s/he feels more pressure to 

speak to her/hi s professors on the very first day. Consequently, this does not 

come without a cost for the participant. 

.. . the only thing I think for me is when you ' re standing in a classroom full 

of people and you just get into a new classroom and you have to tell the 

professor that you have a disability and then there is a whole bunch of 
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people standing right there at the end of class and you hand them your 

disability (accommodation letter) ... That is a problem, that's an issue, you 

know ... Well you have no privacy. I always wait until everybody is gone 

and then I wi ll approach the professor with my accommodation letters. 

Participant 6, who seemed to feel very strongly about keeping her/hi s di sabili ty 

confidential from her/hi s peers, explained that the accommodation option of 

approaching professors on the first day of class makes confidentiality difficult. 

Thi s necessi tates that the parti cipant feels s/he has to take extra measures such as 

wai ting until her/hi s peers have left before s/he di scloses . 

In regards to the accommodation process in general: 

Well , I think the whole you know, the whole idea of having 

accommodations does meet my needs, but I think the process of, you 

know, when I first started about [#] years ago, you did not have to take it 

to the professor and then take it back to the CSD. I have had it where I 

have taken the letter to the professor but I just never got a chance to take it 

back to the CSD and then my accommodation for that semester was 

threatened ri ght...So that is a problem .. .1 think the thing about it is the 

whole idea is cumbersome, taking it there and back to CSD it is just a bit 

cumbersome. 

The participant expressed that in some ways the accommodation process 

does meet her/hi s needs. However, as with partici pant 2, s/he stated that the 

process can also be burdensome because of all of the required steps for students 
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with disabiliti es. S/he also seemed to believe that the accommodation process 

was too demanding and that if s/he did not meet the CSD 's expectations, her/hi s 

accommodations would be threatened or not be provided. For thi s participant, the 

accommodation process was a complicated and concerning issue. The 

accommodation process does not seem to recognize the challenge that students 

with disabiliti es have when trying to ensure that they receive their 

accommodations when they need them, while maintaining privacy. 

Participant 3 

Participant 3 appeared confident discussing her/his impairment and her/hi s 

University experiences. S/he seemed fru strated with the process of professo rs 

implementing her/hi s acco mmodations. Participant 3 has a hearing impairment 

and s/he explained that: 

I have a hearing system that they [professors] have to wear a part of it. 

And I have the corresponding secti on that you put the hearing aids on so 

that I cou ld block out everything that is going on in the room and only 

hear them [the professors]. So in a large room situation, I would have to 

use that [hearing system] because I wouldn ' t be able to pick up what is 

being said otherwise, like people ' s rattling and all the stuff that ' s go ing on . 

S/he further stated that " there has been a number of times that a couple of the 

professors will go ' we ll , yo u know, I' m not sure, do I have to wear it (hearing 

system)? '" Participant 3 also said " there ' s been the odd one that sort of we nt ' I' ll 

just put it here. ' Ri ght, and if they wander, then you lose it [audio]. " These 
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experiences demonstrate that many of participant 3 's professors did not seem 

concerned about how crucial it was that they wear the microphone while 

lecturing. The professors seemed to have a lack of understanding about the 

di sability and the accommodation ri ghts of the student. Secondly, by questioning 

whether they had to wear the microphone or by leaving it on a table, the 

participant seemed to think that, on some level , the professors were challenging 

the legitimacy of her/hi s accommodations. The professors' questioning of the 

participant about whether they have to wear the hearing system also relays the 

message that the accommodation is a burden for professors to bear. The 

questioning places the student in a position where they have to weigh the benefits 

and ri sks when enforcing their ri ghts. 

When asked about how the professors' questioning made her/him feel, 

participant 3 responded, 

A littl e bit defensive at first , because yo u don ' t want to put them on the 

spot. .. So if you don ' t mind ali enating anybody ri ght off the get go, I 

would say "yes you do" [to answer the professor]. So it does put yo u on 

the spot. So if they are questioning whether they should wear it, then all 

of a sudden yo u' re sort of going "well , wouldn ' t you want to?" And it ' s 

[hearing system] not intrusive so why is it an issue for you to do that. And 

I' m not comfortab le asking that. 

Although the parti c ipant knew that s/he needed her/hi s accommodations, s/he 

seemed to feel that s/he did not want to single out professors by forcin g them to 
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do something that they were hesitant to do . S/he seemed to express that enforcing 

her/his accommodation rights risked embalTassing professors and creating a 

power struggle in the professor/student relationshi p. Participant 3 expressed that 

"there ' s a certain power that they have . And they have full control over your 

marking scheme." This participant believed that s/he did not have an equivalent 

level of power to that of professors in regards to insisting that her/his 

accommodations be implemented. Although s/he seemed to know her/hi s 

accommodation rights, s/he believed that there were other factors to consider 

when justifying her/hi s learning needs, such as the professor having control over 

whether s/he passes the course. This placed the participant in a very 

uncomfortable position. Therefore, s/he always had to consider the ri sks at stake 

when insisting that her/hi s accommodations be provided by her/his professors. 

When asked about her/hi s experiences in the classroom envirolU11ent, 

participant 3 di scussed how professors can sometimes create barriers for her/him 

from fully participating in the course. "} don ' t think that they have any concept 

that when they open things up to big group di scussions that you lose anybody that 

has a hearing impairment." The participant expressed that professors who utili ze 

class di scussions involving large groups reinforce the assumption that every 

student can parti cipate in the same way. Therefore, while class di scussions may 

work very well fo r students who hear, they do not work well for students with 

hearing impairments. S/he explained that students with hearing impairments -

such as her/himself - become excluded from these situations. 
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And the suggestions that I' ve made to professors to sort of alleviate that is 

if somebody is asking a question and something that is going to have 

value, then you just repeat the question, right? .. as soon as they do that I 

can get the gist of what' s happening as well. And I find that a lot of 

people don ' t do that...I have gone up and said you know " that ' s a very 

difficult situation and if you did this, I would have a better opportunity to 

join into what was happening too." You can ' t join into a conversation 

when yo u haven' t gotten a clue what ' s going on. So if they do that, 

then I could join in and add to it. And again , I've never had anybody 

that said "no, I won ' t" but I rarely have had anybody actually do it. 

The participant seemed to feci that even when s/he provided useful techniques 10 

the professor so that s/he could participate in the course, the accommodation was 

often still not implemented. What s/he also seemed to be expressing is the 

amount of effort that is required on her/hi s part in order fo r professors to 

recognize that thi s is an issue. Although s/he has provided solutions that explain 

exactl y what professors have to do, her/hi s accommodations are still not 

guaranteed to be implemented. S/he further stated "J don ' t feel that any other 

professors do or anybody I have ever met here would be unaccommodating on 

purpose. I think a lot of times it 's just they are not aware. Jt ' s a non awareness, 

more than anything." It appeared that the participant perce ived that it was 

unintentional - merely a lack of awareness - when professors did not provide 

her/him with accommodat ions. However, the participant did al so state that even 
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when the professors are made aware of how to implement her/his 

accommodations, they don't always do so. 

In regards to the classroom environment, participant 3 stated "the 

university has a very loud fan system and it ' s very difficult. If you ' re hearing 

impaired, it really sucks. It is bad. And it 's everywhere. All these buildings, 

none of them are set up for good acoustics." This demonstrates another challenge 

that this student must encounter day to day in her/his classes. It is another 

example of how social structures are designed based upon normative ableist 

assumptions. 

In regards to the accommodation process, participant 3 expressed her/hi s 

strategy to ensure that s/he receives her/hi s learning needs. 

Usually at the beginning of the class, it ' s just easier to explain to them in 

person. If you call somebody, and now I found thi s in other universiti es, if 

you call and say "I have a hearing system and I need you to wear part of 

the apparatus that goes with that ," then there ' s thi s oooh, because they are 

unsure of what they are getting themselves into. But if people see it, it ' s 

not usually a big deal. 

Much like participants 2 and 6, participant 3 seemed to prefer to initiate 

di scussing accommodations with her/hi s professors in the classroom. However, 

s/he added that in her/hi s particular situation, meeting the professor in person 

helps with the process because it allows the professors to visibly see her/his 

accommodation devices. 
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When asked whether s/he felt that the School of Social Work was 

inclusive, participant 3 explained : 

The School of Social Work has their principles they want to uphold in 

terms of oppression , towards di sabilities and everything, and that they 

make a reall y big effort when it comes to oppression towards minorities. 

But they may be not quite there on di sabiliti es . I don ' t think they even 

recogni ze them sometimes. 

T he participant expressed that the School of Social Work does not full y include 

people with di sabilities in its mandate to address issues of marginali zed 

populations. The participant further stated that s/he beli eved the School does not 

a lways recogni ze people with di sabiliti es as marginali zed. 

Participant 4 

Throughout the interv iew w ith participant 4 , s/he seemed rather anxious, 

spoke quickl y at times and di scussed man y areas of concern. To the best of my 

ab iliti es, I am presenting what I think to be the main issues. To begin the 

interv iew, I asked the participant what her/hi s thoughts and experiences were in 

regards to the admi ssions process for the School of Social Work. 

As a person who is living with severa l di sabilities, I would never. . . I did 

not apply as a person with a di sability ... l would not apply because my 

perception I wouldn ' t get in because ... l wo uld fee l too concerned ... l wo uld 

not appl y as a student with a di sabi lity. I would not pe rceive it as being 

safe here or anywhere else ... better to just keep quiet. See if I can get in 
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you know based on other stuff and later when 1 need accommodation, go 

for it then. That way nobody can really say anything ... and if! were to 

go back and do it again, 1 still would not say I identify myself as a person 

with multiple di sabilities . 

Although participant 4 described herself/himself as being " increasingly open" 

about her/hi s learning challenges, s/he expressed that s/he would not apply as a 

student with a disability to the School of Social Work. S/he stated that s/he does 

not feel it is safe to identify as a person with a di sability to the School or in other 

social contexts. S/he believed that di sclosing should be conducted only when it is 

absolutely necessary, such as when one requires accommodations. Therefore, 

s/he stated that it is better to keep one's di sability hidden during the admissions 

process in order to prevent anyone from challenging her/him based on having a 

di sability. 

When I asked why s/he would not di sclose as having a di sability, s/he 

responded, " because I feell would probably be di scriminated against. " I foll owed 

by asking in what way s/he would be discriminated. S/he expl ained, 

Too much bother, look what we have to do . I don ' t think a lot of people 

have the awareness of that. For me, a simple extension of a couple of 

weeks so that 1 can take the time to do what I need to do. Do it well , like 

work to my capacity so that I have extra time to do all of the reading. 

As with parti cipant 6, participant 4 expressed that s/he was afraid of being 

di scriminated against when di sclos ing. S/he expressed that there is a lack of 
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recognition among faculty and staff in regards to understanding her/his learning 

needs . Therefore, s/he seemed to suggest that it is not worth the effort or risk to 

di sclose, due to the fear of faculty and staff not accepting that s/he needs 

accommodations. Similarly to participant 2, s/he also expressed that her/hi s 

abilities and academic potential would not be demonstrated unless s/he received 

the accommodation of extra time when completing work. 

Disclosing was also a major concern for participant 4 in other academic 

areas, such as field placements. When asked if s/he disclosed to her/his field 

placement supervisors, s/he said , 

No way in hell. No I don ' t think it would have been safe at a [field 

placement] to say that...1 wouldn't even consider it, no ... Like I mean I 

guess, between [sensory impairment] , [physical impairment] , and 

[cognitive impairment] , and [mental health], [mental health] is probably 

the biggest one. I think I felt there was a fear of being judged . That I 

would be judged and somehow, ] wouldn ' t get through the program if they 

didn ' t see me as just a student like everybody else. 

As with participant 6, participant 4 expressed that s/he did not disclose her/hi s 

disability to her/hi s field placement superv isor because s/he did not feel safe at the 

agency and that s/he was afraid of being judged. Also similar participant 6, s/he 

stated that it is not as acceptab le to disclose having a mental health disability in 

comparison to other di sab iliti es. Furthermore, s/he seemed to be afraid that if s/he 

did not appear as a student without a disability, then s/he would be judged as 
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incapable of completing the program. Therefore, s/he not only expressed that 

there are serious risks when disclosing, but that celiain disabilities are more 

stigmatized than others. 

The participant was able to go more into detail of her/his experiences with 

disclosure when we discussed the accommodation process with professors . The 

participant seemed to convey that there was a discrepancy between what the 

accommodation process entail ed and the reality of how it unfolded in practice. 

Professors are required to implement those accommodations identified in the 

student ' s accommodation letter. However, this participant expressed that there 

was a lot of uncertainty with how the accommodation procedures would unfold in 

reality. In regards to bringing her/his accommodation letter to professors, 

participant 4 expressed that it was "pretty anxiety provoking. Right, because I 

have to approach them ... meet them after class, approach them, hope they'll sign, 

what if they don ' t sign?" The participant expressed that certain steps required for 

the accommodation process created a stressful experience for her/him. Having to 

confront professors and wondering each time whether the professor would sign 

her/hi s accommodation letter contributed to raising her/his anxiety. S/he seemed 

to not be ab le to predict how the accommodation process wou ld unfold with each 

new professor. Thi s uncertainty seemed to be justified by her/his experiences 

with seeking and receiving/not receiving accommodations with professors in the 

School of Social Work. The participant recounted that, "one wouldn ' t sign, you 
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know that was really distressing you know because I' m like you wouldn ' t sign, 

what am I supposed to do?" 

Regardl ess of the reason fo r the professor not signing the accommodation 

letter, thi s student was left feeling helpless and uncertain about what to do. Just 

like participant 3, s/he seemed to fee l that s/he had a lack of power over ensuring 

that s/he received her/hi s accommodations. 

Parti cipant 4 also stated that " I had another professor ask me, 'well what is 

your di sability? ' and I said 'well I' m not go ing to tell you.' Dropped hi s class 

very quickl y." Thi s comment demonstrated that the participant experi enced a 

professor questioning her/hi s di sability when they had no ri ght to do so. Thi s 

placed the parti cipant in a position in which s/he had to defend her/hi s ri ght to 

keep the parti culars of her/his di sability confidenti al. Both of the previous 

comments reveal that parti cipant 4 ex peri enced having her/hi s ri ght to 

accommodati ons violated by her/hi s professors. 

Not onl y did the parti cipant ex press that professors violated thi s right to 

accommodation, s/he also vo iced that there was a lack of understanding fro m 

professors regarding her/hi s accommodati on and impairment. S/he stated, 

I had the one guy say "well yo u know that's not fa ir if yo u get more time, 

the other ones will want. .. " But it takes me twice as long to read 

everything, twice as long - if not more - to read. 

Thi s parti cipant expressed that her/hi s impairment seemed to not have been 

understood by the professor as requiring acco mmodati on, and that 
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accommodations would provide the student with an advantage over her/his peers. 

This caused the participant to unnecessarily have to justify her/his learning needs 

to her/his professor; to go beyond what was expected of her/him in order to ensure 

s/he received her/hi s academic accommodations. 

In another situation, participant 4 expressed: 

I' ve had one professor deny me. And I looked at her and said "are you 

kidding me? Like really? What do you mean you ' re denying me?" and 

she said "no absolutely not, you can ' t have more time. " 

Despite the University ' s policy to accommodate students with disabilities, the 

participant explained that s/he was denied her/his accommodations from a 

professor. Furthermore, s/he seemed to be completely surprised and unprepared 

for thi s. S/he seemed to not know what to do . This demonstrates that despite 

completing the required accommodation steps for students with disabilities, they 

may still experience having their rights violated. Furthermore, thi s participant 

seemed to have felt that thi s professor did not initially have a sufficient 

understanding of the student ' s right to accommodation. Consequentl y, the 

participant was, again , placed in a position where s/he had to explain the 

accommodation process to the professor. Participant 4 continued, 

... And then , later, when she reali zed I was registered with the Centre 

(CSD), she said she felt terrible. We sat down and had a discussion about 

it. She said she misunderstood. And I thought "it ' s not my responsibility 

to educate yo u. You know, you ' re in the School of Social Work , you need 
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to educate yourself, you have a PHD, you go do some background work. I 

don ' t want to educate you". 

Having to explain her/his rights and the accommodation process to the professor 

was not a task that the participant believed should be her/hi s responsibility. S/he 

strongly urged that the professor needed to take the initiative to educate herself on 

the accommodation process . 

The participant expressed that the lack of understanding by some 

professors may be because they carry pre-conceived normative assumptions 

towards students. Participant 4 said , 

I think a lot of assumptions are made about di sability, about what you can 

or can ' t do or what people are able or not able to do .. .! think a lot of 

people just think, don ' t understand, and I think there ' s an expectation in 

social work that you just don ' t have problems like anyone else, too . 

The partici pant seems to feel that professors have a lack of understanding of 

di sabilities and that thi s may be due to pre-conceived normative assumptions 

towards, in thi s case, social work students. Beli ev ing that professors assume that 

every student does not have a di sability consequently makes it more challenging 

for the participant to di sclose. It can reinforce the perspective that s/he is deviant 

or defic ient in compari son to her/hi s peers. 

]n regards to di sclosing her/his di sabilities to peers, participant 4 said 

"when I te ll people, they wou ld be li ke " rea ll y? No? But you come across as so 

confident. " 
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In reference to using an accessibility parking spot for people with 

disabilities, participant 4 explained: 

I got a lot of flak from other students with disabilities because they ' d say 

"well , we see you walking out of your car and you look just fine to me" 

and it ' s like yeah but it took me an hour to get out of here and I'm in reall y 

bad pain. And because it ' s invisible I guess. 

Therefore, s/he expressed that s/he had also experienced peers who assume that 

s/he did not have a disability. In addition , peers challenged the legitimacy of 

her/his disability because they could not see it. These experiences also 

demonstrated that people have pre-conceived perceptions of what someone with a 

di sability should look like and how they should behave. It al so points to the 

notion of there being a hierarchy among visible and invisible di sabilities . 

Taking part in the accommodation process seemed to constantly place the 

participant at ri sk of serious consequences. I perceived that the participant really 

did not feel safe di sclosing. S/he expressed that s/he was worried about being 

judged and viewed as deviant by others. Although s/he knev/ the accommodation 

process was establi shed and that professors were expected to fulfill certain duties, 

s/he seemed to still feel that there were no guarantees about how the process 

would unfold . Therefore , the participant explained that s/he really had to depend 

on the hope that professors would sign her/hi s letters and accommodate her/him. 
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Discussion 

In this section , I will di scuss the essential themes that arose from the 

participants ' stori es . The participants were asked to share their thoughts about 

their experi ences wi th the McMaster University School of Social Work . The 

major themes that emerged from the participants' stori es were disclosure, the 

accommodati on process, and the physical and learning environment of the 

classroom. A lthough the participants had a range of di sabilities, they shared 

similar experiences regarding these topics. However, fo r the purpose of thi s 

paper, I will onl y critically discuss the themes of di sclosure and the 

accommodation process. It is also important to note that these two themes 

overlap a great deal. 

Disclosure 

As exp lained in the Li terature Review, in order to receive 

accommodati ons, students with di sabilities are required to di sclose that they have 

a di sab ility to the necessary personnel. Since the participants need 

accommodati ons to participate in the School of Social Work, they have littl e 

choice but to di sclose and ful fi ll the requirements of the McMaster Univers ity 

acco mmodatio n policy. However, a common theme among the participants was 

that di sclosure was not a positi ve ex perience. They di scussed that they did not 
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always feel safe disclosing because they lacked control of the outcome and that 

there was a possibility of being discriminated and stigmatised. The primary sub

themes that emerged from the participants ' discussion of di sclosure are safety and 

control over the disclosure process. 

Participants'safety. 

The participants in this study demonstrated that disclosing their di sability 

was something that they did not always feel safe or secure doing within the 

McMaster University School of Social Work. Although they seemed comfortable 

and accepting of their di sabilities, the participants stated that they were afraid of 

being discriminated against due to having disabilities. Madaus (2008) similarly 

stated in her research that di sclosing can be an issue for students with invisible 

disabilities because it increases the likelihood of being stigmatized. As with many 

of the participants in Olney and Brockelmans ' (2003) study, the participants in my 

research study worried about others finding out that they had a di sability. They 

reported that they feared being stigmatized, judged, and thought of as less capable 

by both McMaster University personnel and by field placement personnel. 

Participant 6, for example, expressed that s/he was afraid to di sclose her/hi s 

impairment due to the sti gma attached to having a mental health di sability. Wahl 

(1999) suggests that this is quite true, that many people st ill hold stereotyp ical 

ideas about mental health issues and that people labelled wi th mental health issues 

are sti ll highl y sti gmati sed in our society. The possibility of st igmatization caused 

participant 6 to be uncertain about hov,1 others would respond to learning that s/he 
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had a mental health di sability. This concern would seem to be a valid one as s/he 

also explained that s/he experienced field placement staff members making 

dero gatory comments regarding people with mental health issues. 

In regards to the fear of being stigmati zed, participant 4 stated that 

"Anx iety is my big thing that I li ve with, that I ' ve struggled with since I was a 

child ... And so every day is like an exposure for me from the time I get up to the 

time I go home." This is an important issue as Troiano ' s (2003) study with 

students with learning di sabiliti es fo und that sti gmati zation resulted in feelings of 

despair and low self-confidence. 

Control over disclosure. 

" Well the thing about it because I have an inv isible di sability you know I 

always have to di sclose you know which is hard ." Participant 6 expressed that 

due to having a disability that professors cannot visually see; s/he always had to 

go through the process of disclosing in order to obtain acco mmodati ons. Since 

hi s participants also had inv isi ble di sabiliti es, T roi ano ' s (2003) participants were 

constantl y faced with challenging decisions in regards to disclosing. Furthermore, 

hi s participants developed strategies to increase the ir control of what information 

was shared and to red uce opportuniti es for sti gmati zation . Students in my 

research stud y a lso talked about the ways in which they attempted to ga in control 

over the process of disclosure. S ince the re was a fear of being discriminated 

against or st igmati sed , the participants ex pressed that there were factors that 

played a ro le in more successful experi ences of disclosure . They al so 
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implemented strategies themselves that contributed to making them feel more 

comfortable with di sclosing. Factors that contributed to a more successful 

disclosure experience did overlap with the di sclosing strategies that the 

participants implemented . 

Participants expressed that feeling comfortable to di sclose depended on 

two primary factors: who they were di sclosing to, and their own li fe stage. 

Participant 4 for example, stated that s/he felt more comfortable to di sclose to 

social work professors that were "understanding, "flexible" and "aware" of the 

student' s impairment challenges in regards to completing the course work. S/he 

explained that it put her/him more at ease that " if they didn ' t understand things or 

know things, then it seemed like they wanted to learn more about it. " Although it 

is not specifically in reference to di sclosure, Troiano (2003) did find that a 

significant source of support for students with di sabilities is from professors. He 

found in hi s study that students ' perceived social support from faculty contributed 

to being more accepting of their di sability. Troiano also suggests that parents, 

famil y, post-secondary advisors, and support services personnel are important 

sources of social support for students with di sabiliti es. 

With regards to the importance of one' s life stage, parti cipant 5 explained 

that being older than the average university student and accepting of her/hi s 

di sability allowed her/him to feel more comfortable with di sclosing. S/he 

expl ained that, 
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when I was younger I did not accept my disability, I did not accept that 

things were happening and changing. So it would not have worked and 

that is why school did not work for me but I mean now that I am easier to 

disclose . I am more comfortable for what I have and who I am. Disclosure 

to me is fine. 

Participant 4 also seemed to suggest that being older contributed to feeling safer 

with di sclosing. S/he stated that s/he is "probably a little bit braver five or six 

years later than when} first started the BSW program." However, participant 5 

added that di sclosing can sometimes be " intimidating" and that it "depends to 

who though." Therefore, s/he also explained that who s/he is di sc losing to can 

playa role in he r/hi s deci sion to disclose. 

Another way in which the participants attempted to take control and to 

make the process more comfortable was to implement strategies that they 

developed for themselves, such as choosing the most suitable location, the most 

suitable means of communication, and the best time to disclose. Participants 2, 3, 

and 6 all stated that it was important for them to di sclose to professors in person 

and to do so on the first day of their classes. Participant 6 explained that 

llike to get the letter to the professor as soon as poss ible, in the first 

class . .. } like to meet the professor ri ght away and just kind of make that 

contact. I I ike to make that contact and sometimes the best way to do that 

is in that first class. 

However, s/he al so stated that 
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when you' re standing in a classroom full of people and you just get into a 

new classroom and you have to tell the professor that you have a disability 

and then there is a whole bunch of people standing ri ght there at the end of 

class and you hand them your disability .. . Well you have no privacy. I 

always wait until everybody is gone and then I will approach the professor 

with my accommodation letters. 

Although there were consequences to disclosing to professors in the classroom 

such as not having privacy from peers, it was necessary for the student in order to 

obtain accommodations as quickly as possible . Many students with di sabilities 

such as participant 6 need their accommodations to be provided as soon as 

possible in order for them to learn and participatc in thc coursc. Thcreforc, 

waiting to disclose and negotiate accommodations on a later date and/or at a more 

secluded location may address privacy issues but it delays their learning needs 

being implemented. As a result , students with di sabilities have little control over 

their safety concerns in regards to di sclosing to obtain their accommodations. 

In regards to methods of communication, participant 3 expressed that it is 

more helpful for her/him and also convenient for faculty , if s/he di scloses in 

person rather than tlu'ough other means of communication such as the telephone. 

This participant, who has a hearing impairment, explained that professors seem to 

be more understanding and confident if they can visuall y see the assistive 

technology such as FM device that they must use to provide accommodation for 

the students. By having them visuall y "see my [accommodation] letters," 
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participant 4 also stated that by meeting them in person, professors seemed to be 

more understanding towards her/hi s learning needs. Baron et al. (1996) also 

found that students with di sabiliti es spend time considering whether to di sc lose or 

not and the timing. They argue that "there appears to be no obvious safe way for 

students to di sclose" (Baron et al. , 1996, p.375). 

As well, the participants developed strategies to select which information 

would be best shared in each situation to ease their stress about disclosing. In 

regards to strategies to control personal information, participant 6 stated that "1 

was not really that comfortable telling my professors that I had a mental health 

di sability. I just basica ll y told them that I had an invi sible di sability." Therefore, 

due to the sti gma attached to mental health di sabiliti es, s/he hid her/hi s di agnosis 

and only disclosed that s/he had an " invisible di sability." Participant 4, who has 

multiple di sabilities also expressed that it was more socially ' acceptable ' to 

di sclose having one di sability over another. S/he stated that, 

For me it seems it 's more acceptable to say that I have you know [sensory 

impairment] than [mental health] , ri ght? .. between [sensory impairment], 

[physical impairment]. and [cogniti ve impairment], and [mental hea lth], 

[mental health] is probab ly the bi ggest one. 

Participant 2, who has a visib le physical impairment stated that, 

I don ' t mind telling anybody thi s. With me, I don ' t care. It ' s pretty 

obvious I have a di sability ... once I come into a cl assroom, the teacher 

knows ri ght away that I am in a wheelchair. They have all been great. 
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Dunn et al (2006, p. 13) also di scuss how school s of social work are more 

agreeable to accommodate physical di sabilities than invisible such as learning 

di sabiliti es and mental health. 

The participants from my study seemed to suggest that there is an 

impairment hi erarch y among students with di sabilities in regards to disclosure. 

They argued that having a visible (i. e . physical) impairment is the most acceptable 

to di sclose to faculty and that having an invisible mental health issue is the least. 

Similarly, Baron et al (1996) al so found that students with ' non-obvious ' 

impairments such as learning di sabil ities are more hesitant to disclose due to the 

fear of being di scriminated against. The participants from Olney & Brockelmans ' 

(2003) study al so ranked di sability labels within a hierarchy. Similar to the 

participants in my study, they expressed that acquired physical disabilities were at 

the top of the order, followed by congenital impairment, cogniti ve, 

developmental , and mental health issues being at the bottom. However, Olney 

and Brockelman also suggest that although their participants claimed that certain 

impairments have a higher social status than others, they did not necessarily 

beli eve it. Similar to my participants, where they ranked on the order, influenced 

their decisions regarding di sclosing and how they thought others would respond to 

learning they have a di sability. Whether or not my parti cipants bought into the 

hierarchy, they seemed to strategize di sclosing based on their awareness of it, in 

order to ' play the game ' in a way that best serves their needs. 
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In regards to the timing of disclosure, participant 4 expressed that it is 

" better to just keep quiet. See if I can get in you know based on other stuff and 

later when I need accommodation, go for it then. That way nobody can reall y say 

anything." Therefore, s/he seemed to suggest that it was more beneficial to not 

disclose when coming into the program and to on ly do so when it was absolute ly 

necessary, such as for obtaining accommodations. S/he seemed to use thi s 

strategy to avoid being discriminated against for as long as possible. However, 

there are negative consequences to not disclosing to faculty when a course begins. 

Professors can sometimes think that late di sclosures are the result of students with 

disabil ities " trying to excuse poor performance" (Rocco, 200 I , p. ll ) or as 

"special pleading" (Shev lin, Kenny, & Mcneela, 2004, p.S) . Shevlin et a l. (2004) 

argue that these notions do not recogni ze legit reasons of not disclosing such as 

fear of poor treatment or not wanting to be treated differently in comparison to 

non-di sabled peers. 

Troiano (2003) and Olney and Brockelman (2003) also found that students 

with di sabilities often on ly disclose on a need-to-know basis. Troiano found that 

hi s participants demonstrated other strategies as well , such as disclosi ng near the 

beginning of the course and on a course-by-course basis. Simi lar to parti c ipant 4 , 

Dindia (1998 , as cited in O lney & Brockelman, 2003) suggests that students with 

disabilities implement thi s strategy to di splay their competency or to ga in 

additional time until they fee l safer to di sclose. Olney and Brockelman (2003) 

label the act of utilizing strategies as ' negot iating their identity ' and suggest that 
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students with di sabilities often have to work towards demonstrating their value to 

others in a social context that minimizes the challenges of having a disability. 

Hibbs and Pothier (2006) fUl1her argue that, 

In thi s climate, it is understandable that some students are reluctant to self

identify as disabled , especially given the paradox that the bio-medical or 

psychological evidence required for accommodation points to and 

emphasizes the individual 's particular physical , emotional , sensory, or 

cognitive limitations or deficits - in other words, what one cannot do - in 

a uni versity environment that thrives on and rewards stamina, ability, 

independence, and mental fitness - what one can do . 

This is a major issue because students with di sabilities in the McMaster 

University School of Social Work program, as in most universities, are required to 

disclose having a di sability in order to receive accommodations. Furthermore, 

accommodations for many students with disabilities, including the participants in 

my study, are needed for them to even participate in the program . Therefore, 

disclosure does not only involve deciding whether to maintain one 's own 

confidentiality but it also creates issues for inclusion and equitable opportunity to 

complete the program. In other words, students with di sabilities have little choice 

but to di sc lose and face many social barriers including being discriminated 

against. Furthermore, students with di sabilities in the School of Social Work are 

constantly faced with the decision to disclose in many social situations during 

their studies. Students with di sabilities may be faced wi th the decision to disclose 
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during the admissions process, to disability service staff members, faculty , 

administration, peers, committee members, and field placement supervisors and 

personnel. 

Accommodations 

The second major theme that will be addressed in this thesis pertains to the 

accommodation process. Accommodations overlap a great deal with the previous 

theme because students are required to disclose their disability in order to receive 

accommodations. In addition to disclosure, obtaining accommodations is a very 

complex process for students with disabilities that can cause much stress and 

difficulty to endure. Common issues experienced by the participants during the 

accommodation process included having their ri ghts violated by faculty. 

Participants also expressed that faculty demonstrated a lack of understanding 

towards providing accommodations and carried normative assumptions. These 

caused consequences for the participants such as having to conduct ' extra work ' 

in terms of developing strategies to attain their learning needs from professors and 

within other aspects of the accommodation process. 

Rights being violated. 

One of the common ideas that emerged from the partici pants' stori es was 

in regards to the barriers that they encountered when trying to obtain their 

accommodations from the School of Social Work faculty. As stated earlier, once 

students with di sabilities are registered with the CSD and follow the required 

accommodation procedures, they should be able to exerc ise their ri ghts to receive 
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accommodations. However, participants in thi s study suggest that it is not 

necessari ly thi s straight forward in reality and that often their rights to receiving 

accommodations were violated by professors. Participants expressed in some 

cases that faculty insisted that students provide them with very personal 

information before considering whether they will accommodate the students ' 

disability-related needs. Participants in this study also reported that sometimes 

professors refused to provide accommodations and/or do not follow through with 

them . 

Insisting 011 personal information. 

Several participants expressed in their stori es that they experienced 

professors insisting on receiving personal information in regards to the 

parti cipant ' s impairment. Subsequent to providing her/his accommodation letter, 

participant 5 for example, experienced professors asking her/him "why do 1 need 

thi s time, what is exactl y wrong, explain to me." Parti cipant 4 also stated that "1 

had another professor ask me, ' well what is your di sability? ' and I said ' well I'm 

not go ing to tell you '." Faculty are hi ghl y recommended not to request 

information on a diagnosis from students with di sabilities as part of their decision

making processes around accommodation (McMaster University CSD Disability 

Services, 20 I 0) . They only have the ri ght to obtain the relevant di sability 

informat ion provided in the student ' s accommodation letter. Therefore, faculty 

asking for this informati on violated these students ' right to maintain the 

confidentiality of their diagnoses. 
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Not only does insisting on personal information violate students' ri ghts, but it also 

further takes the control away from students to maintain confidentiality. 

Regardless of how comfortable participants said they were with their di sability, 

unex pectedly having intrusive demands for personal information imposed upon 

them by their professo rs seemed to be stressful and caused the accommodation 

process to be unpredictable for the student. Participant 4 for example stated in 

regards to the accommodation process that it is "Pretty anxiety provoking. Right, 

because I have to approach them ... meet them after class, approach them, hope 

they' ll sign, what if they don ' t sign?" 

Not only did participants experi ence professors probing about their 

di sability, but also some felt they were also being chal lenged about the legitimacy 

of their di sability. Thi s was demonstrated, fo r example, when participant 3 

expressed that professors have questioned whether it was even necessary that they 

implement her/hi s accommodations. S/he stated for example that "there has been 

a number of times that a couple of the professors wi ll go 'well , you know, I'm not 

sure, do I have to wear it (hearing system)? ' Regardless of the professors' 

intentions, questioning the necess ity of the accommodati ons can negati vely 

impact the student. Parti cipant 3 explained that professors questioning her/him 

caused her/him to be defensive and uncomfortabl e. Olney and Brockelman (2003 , 

p.4S) also found that students with disabilities experi enced professors 

" inva lidating or minimi sing" their di sab ility- related challenges. However, these 

researchers do not focus on these issues as a violat ion of students ' rights and 
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instead examine how students with disabilities manage the complex decision

making process that they must endure each time they require accommodations. 

Although students with di sabilities are never obligated to disclose personal 

information such as their di agnosis to their professors, the participants expressed 

that it is not always practical , easy or safe to refu se professors ' requests in 

actuality. When professors insisted on information, parti cipant 5 explained that 

s/he felt a lot of pressure to di sclose. Despite having self-confidence and 

understanding her/hi s rights, participant 5 explained that s/he felt pressure to be 

compliant to the requests of her/his professors. Although students with 

disabiliti es have legislated ri ghts to obtain accommodations, the University and 

faculty fail to take into account the power differential between students and 

professors in the post-secondary setting. 

Participant 3 expressed that having to explain to faculty that her/hi s 

accommodations were a necessity, risked embarrassing the professor and 

potenti all y creating fri ction within the student/professor relati onship . S/he stated 

that s/he was 

a littl e bit defensive at first, because you don ' t want to put them on the 

spot. It ' s yo ur education ri ght? There' s a certain power that they have . 

And they have full control over your marking scheme and they have 

control over all that end of it. So if you don' t mind ali enating anybody 

ri ght off the get go, 1 would say ' yes you do ' (to answer the professor). So 

it does put you on the spot. So if they are questi oning whether they should 
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wear it then all of a sudden you ' re sort of going ' well , wouldn ' t you want 

to?' And it ' s (hearing system) not intrusive so why is it an issue for you to 

do that. And I'm not comfortable asking that. 

Therefore, the participant demonstrated that the questioning imposed on 

students by professors, places them in a position where they have to choose 

between maintaining a good relationship with their professors and receiving their 

accommodations or maintaining privacy and contro l over the accommodation 

process. As stated earli er, Hibbs and Pothier (2006) also argue that expecting 

students to have to negotiate their accommodations with facu lty assumes the 

notion that there is an equal level of power between students and their professors. 

However, as Hibbs and Pothier argued, power is not a ' commodity ' that is within 

an individual but is, instead, "a fluid network of relations" based on relationships 

and roles (Foucault, 1995, as cited in Hibbs & Pothier, 2006, p.201). Therefore, 

students with di sabilities cannot be expected to negotiate their accommodations 

with faculty when the students rely on their professors as the course evaluator 

(Hibbs & Pothier, 2006). 

Refusing to provide accommodations. 

Another violation of the students ' ri ghts occurred when professors refused 

or fa il ed to provide the ac tual accommodations. Participants explained that they 

ex perienced facu lty initi a ll y denying providing acco mmodations or not 

remembering to follow through with them in the class room . Participant 4 

ex pressed that s/he experi enced soc ial work professors verball y denying 

92 



MSW Thesis - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - School of Soc ial Work 

accommodating her/him and refusing to sign her/his accommodation letter. 

Participant 3 stated that s/he experienced professors saying they would 

accommodate her/him but did not follow tlu·ough with the accommodations. 

Rocco (2001) argues that professors who do not provide accommodations can be 

due to a lack of understanding of the consequences for the student. S/he 

explained for example that professors who refuse a request of providing course 

material in accessible format, results in the student not being able to learn or 

participate. Furthermore, s/he argues that this is violates the student's civil rights. 

Regardless of whether faculty intentionally did or did not accommodate, 

students with disabilities sometimes had to further justify their learning needs. 

Furthermore, despite following all the necessary accommodation steps, the onus is 

still placed on students with disabilities to ensure that their professors know what 

to do . However, pm1icipant 4 stated that having to explain to her/his professors 

how to implement her/his accommodations should not be her/hi s responsibility. 

Although the literature does not focus much on thi s issue as a question of students 

with di sabilities' ri ghts being violated , Dunn et al. (2006) do argue that the 

incapacity or refusal to accommodate should be understood as an act of 

oppressIon. 

Lack of Under'standing 

I don ' t feel that any other professors do or an ybody I have ever met here 

would be unaccommodating on purpose. I think a lot of times it 's just they 

are not aware. It ' s a non awareness, more than anything. 
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In the above statement, participant 3 explains that faculty are not being 

malicious when they do not provide accommodations for students with 

di sabilities. S/he expressed that it is more of a result of a lack of understanding by 

the professor. This lack of understanding of di sability on the part of faculty is 

another theme that emerged from the participants ' stories. In leading up to the 

quote above, participant 3 expressed that a professor demonstrated a lack of 

understanding of her/his accommodations by not reali zing how essential it was to 

implement them. Although the participant provided the professor with 

instructions, the professor still did not follow through with implementing the 

classroom accommodations . 

Participant 4 had a similar experience when her/his professor did not want 

to provide her/him with accommodations because s/he believed that it would have 

given the student an advantage over her/hi s non-di sabled peers. This 

mi sconception of the purpose of accommodations caused the participant to feel 

s/he had to further justify her/his learning needs. Students being required to 

further rationali ze their impai rment and learning needs after completing the 

accommodation procedure steps demonstrates that the onus is still placed on the 

individual student to ensure they obtain thei r needs. It also revea ls that a lack of 

understanding by facu lty can lead to the students ' ri ghts to accommodations being 

violated. 

94 



MSW Thes is - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - Schoo l of Socia l Work 

Normative Assumptions 

Baron et al. (1996, p.3 71) argue that professors begin with an "assumption 

of non-disablement" about students. They explained that thi s is when faculty 

apply teaching practices that are based on the assumption that all students are 

able-bodied or ' normal '. Baron et al. note, for example, that the common teaching 

practices such as faculty walking around the classroom while lecturing and 

providing identical hand-outs for students are based on normative assumptions. 

Therefore, they argue that schools and professors have been resistant to changing 

these teaching methods, which have consequently excluded students with certain 

di sabilities. The participants in my study demonstrated thi s in the following 

described experiences. In regards to her/hi s social work professors, participant 3 

stated that " I don ' t think that they have any concept that when they open things up 

to big group di scussions that you lose anybody that has a hearing impairment." 

Therefore, s/he experienced professors assuming that every student can participate 

in the classroom in the same manner. Similarly, participant 5 di scllssed that 

professors' hand-outs are always distributed the same way and should be available 

in various accessi ble formats. Baron et al. (1996) argue that due to professors 

having normative assumptions, teaching practices such as the above mentioned 

reinforce the exclusion of students with di sabilities. 

This assumption of non-disablement seems to have particular relevance to 

students with invisi ble disabilities, such as mental health . Participant 5 also stated 

that , 
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It is not visible, ri ght, it is just the assumption, there is not the idea of there 

could be a di sability and I think that does not make it inclusive right, so 

with that assumption I think you know, unless you tell someone that you 

have a mental health disability then there is the assumption that yo u are 

' healthy' . 

S/he further explained 

... the whole idea of ableism. It is the whole idea that people just assume 

that you are not disabled so with a mental health di sability that 

assumption can be detrimental sometimes, ri ght? Because if you are not, 

there are the people who do not understand why you are a certain way. 

Thi s participant seems to agree with Baron et al. (1996) in that there is an 

assumption of ' non-disablement ' among students held by faculty. However, s/he 

adds that thi s assumption is based on the visibility of the impairment. So this 

parti cipant is suggesting that unless facu lty see the impairment, they will not 

initi all y believe that the student has one. 

Participant 4 linked the perceived lack of understanding on the part of 

fac ulty to thi s notion of pre-conceived normati ve assumptions about 

students. I think a lot of assumption are made abo ut disabi lity, about what 

you can or can' t do or what people are able or not ab le to do .. .! think a lot 

of people just think don' t understand and I think there ' s an expectation in 

socia l work that you just don' t have problems li ke anyone else too. 

96 



MSW Thesis - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - Schoo l of Soc ial Work 

Participant 4 seemed to suggest that there is not only an assumption among 

faculty that students do not have impairments but also an assumption that social 

workers do not experience disability related challenges as well. Does this mean 

that only social workers without problems can help others with their issues? 

Given the high rate of people with impairments in society and that many people 

experience various challenges with their impairment, how can there be an 

assumption that soc ial workers are exempt from these issues? This participant 

noted that this is not just between students and professors, but also with other 

academic-related staff members. In regards to her/his field placement, participant 

4 expressed that s/he did not feel comfortable disclosing her/his disability to 

her/his supervisor because s/he was afraid of being judged. S/he further explained 

that s/he was afraid that s/he "wouldn ' t get through the program if they didn ' t see 

me as just a student like everybody else." Therefore, s/he felt that disclosing was 

not even an option in regards to field placements. Baron et al. (1996) also found 

in their study that a student with a di sability experienced having difficulty 

confronting a field placement supervisor because they were responsible for 

assessing the placement. The student in Baron et al. study believed that if the 

agency or field supervisor could not nor had difficulty implementing 

accommodations, then the student 's evaluation as a capable social worker would 

be threatened. 

Participants expressed that there are consequences that result from faculty 

carrying normative assumptions regarding their students. Participant 5 stated, 

97 



MSW Thesis - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - Schoo l of Social Work 

I feel sometimes that maybe that they think. like I am go ing to be more of a 

challenge, that this is goi ng to be harder, they got to supply me with thi s, 

so it ' s almost go ing to be extra work ... 

The participant explained that since s/he has a disability, that faculty will assume 

that they w ill have to conduct extra work. The literature examined in this study 

did not address faculty viewing students with disabilities as being more work in 

comparison to their non-di sabled peers. 

Justification of Exclusion 

As a result of having normative assumptions regarding students, the 

exclusion of students with di sabilities from participating in uni versity becomes 

rationali zed and justified. Titchk.osky (2008 , p. SO) uses the term "di s-education 

of the sensorium" to explain how people justify the exclusion of peop le with 

di sabilities. She adds that the ' di s-educat ion of the sensorium ' is the process of 

how peop le make sense of issues of di sability that are not the actual reality. 

Therefore, T itchkosky emphasizes the importance of better understanding how 

people make extraordinary issues such as the exclusion of a marginali zed 

population become ordinary and normal. She questions how this ' di s-education ' 

is so influenti al that people still do not questi on or chall enge why students w ith 

disabilities are exc luded. Therefore, the normati ve assumptions carried by faculty 

allow the School of Social Work to justify that they are meet ing the needs of 

students, regardl ess of who is being excluded. By hav ing a perspective that 

reinforces students w ith disabilities to take responsibility with fighting fo r their 
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rights and with adapt ing to the environment, they are excluding the students who 

do not fit within thi s framework. Carrying assumptions such as all students are 

able-bodied or that impairments are on ly visible, there may be much potential for 

students with di sabilities to not use these services and to not receive their 

accommodations. By continuing to reinforce a biomedical model, the emphasis 

for disability issues becomes focused on the individual student to create their own 

justice (Hibbs & Pothier, 2006). The School of Social Work can then rationalize 

that students with disabiliti es who do not seek their services are not taking enough 

initiative or responsi bility towards their own education. Therefore, "whether the 

reasons for lack of access are judged good or bad, the social activity of people 

seeking reasons makes lack of access reasonable" (Titchkosky, 2008, p.4S) . 

Extra Work 

Baron et a l. (1996) argue that school s of social work depend too much on 

students with di sabilities to take the initiative with explaining their needs. These 

tasks placed on students with disabilities reinforce a medical model approach to 

di sability by placing the onus on the individual to adapt to their soc ial 

environment. The parti cipants are demonstrating that they are experiencing 

having to adapt and conduct far and above what is required of them as a 'student ' 

in comparison to non-di sabl ed students. 

Low (1996) also found in her research stud y that students with disabilities 

expressed that professors did not understand that not a ll students participate in 

class in the same way . Low then argues that students with disabilities often have 
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to point out their disability to their professors in order to ensure that they receive 

the same access to course material as their non-disabled peers. J ung (2003 , p.l 05) 

labelled the actions students with di sabilities must take to educate professors 

about disability as "work processes." Like Baron et al. (1996) s/he also 

emphasizes that these ' work processes' are ' extra work ' that students with 

di sabilities must endure in comparison to their non-disabled peers. Although Jung 

is referring to students with chronic illness, I found that the participants in my 

study also engaged in extra ' work processes ' that their non-di sabled peers were 

not experiencing. 

As stated in the literature review, Jung (2003, p.l 05) listed the 'extra 

work ' that her research participants experienced as "educating their instructors, 

learning to work in alternate media, seeking better types of accommodation, 

coming up with a plan for accommodation, and manoeuvring through the 

bureaucracy. " In comparison, my research participants also experienced having to 

conduct extra work when negotiating their accommodations with professors. Not 

only did my participants develop strategies or conduct ' extra work ' in order to 

address issues of di sclosure (as mentioned earlier) , but also to try to make certain 

that they ri ghtl y obtained their accommodations from professors. To address not 

being able to hea r what other students are saying as the result of faculty opening 

the lecture to the entire class, participant 3 demonstrated that s/he has had to 

further educate her/hi s professors by instructing them to repeat the main ideas of 

others so that s/he can follow the di scuss ions. Parti cipant 4 also stated that 
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In some classes I would say I have a hearing impairment, could yo u please 

look at me so I can hear what you ' re saying because when you ' re talking, 

or if a bunch of people are talking ... 

In another situation, thi s parti cipant said that s/he has had to meet and sit down 

with her/hi s professor to explain her/hi s ri ght to accommodations after the 

professor initially denied her/him . Similarly, Dunn et al. (2006) argue that 

students with disabilities not only have the responsibilities that come with being a 

student but also often have to take on the role as an 'educator ' and dedicate 

extensive time and effort to educating professors about the accommodation 

process. Participant 5 explained that s/he also has often had to send multiple 

email s back and forth to her/hi s professors in order to justify her/hi s learning 

needs. In regards to obtaining accommodations from the CSD, participant 2 

di scussed that 

It 's a business and like [requesting an accommodation] , it ' s imposs ible, 

because there ' s no time. If there ' s no time ... look, I know Y [Disability 

Coordinator], who does the [accommodation] , so I'll email her and say ' Y, 

I need these [accommodations], and she' ll fit me in . Probably isn ' t ri ght 

but if you are a student at home, what are you going to do? You ' re going 

to panic. You ' re going to say ' oh my G-d, I' m screwed! ' But I know I get 

[the accommodati on]. I just email Y and say ' Y, do me a favour , I' m 

having such a hard time ', and she ' ll say ' no problem '. But if yo u don ' t 

know the system. 
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Participant 2 demonstrates that similar to lung' s findings , s/he also had to conduct 

'extra work' such as ' manoeuvring through the bureaucracy.' Pertaining to the 

accommodation process in general, participant 2 explained that: 

I'm all for tak ing responsibility for yourself, but when you' re a di sabled 

student, you're thinking of a million other things to do . Like peers in my 

class, they don ' t have to worry about nursing and stuff. I got lots of shit to 

think about. And I'm sure are lots of other di sabled, like any di sability. 

They have things to think about. 

In comparison to their peers without di sabilities, these participants demonstrated 

that students with di sabilities often have to do so much ' extra work' in order to 

obtain their accommodations. If they do not take further action , they ri sk being 

excluded by not being able to participate in the course. In reference to professors 

opening the di scussion to the class, participant 3 explained that "You can ' t join 

into a conversation when YO Ll haven' t gotten a clue what's go ing on. So if they do 

that, then I could join in and add to it." 

Participants demonstrated that they also have to apply these techniques 

while also being careful not to jeopardi ze their relationship with their professors. 

Participant 3 stated that, before s/he explains her/hi s accommodations to 

professors, s/he has to worry whether thi s wi II offend or embarrass them by 

singling them out. lnterestingly_ although the accommodati on is a ri ght they are 

entitled to receive, participants, to some extent, seemed to ' take care ' of their 

professors in a gentl e manner by being concerned not to provide them with extra 
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work. The participants did not, however, explain this. Returning to participant 3, 

s/he described, however, that even when s/he is sensitive to the needs of 

professors and provides accommodation techniques for them to use, they st ill do 

not always follow through with them. Therefore, more action needs to be taken 

on her/his part to ensure her/hi s accommodation needs are met. 

Participant 5 expressed that s/he has to take precautions so that her/his 

professors do not worry s/he wi ll be more of a challenge or a burden in 

comparison to her/his ' non-disabled ' peers. Depending on the professor, s/he will 

either speak to professors before class begins or request to meet after class . S/he 

al so makes sure to tell professors that if they have any questions, they can contact 

her/him depending on their convenience, sLl ch as by emai l or by meeting in 

person. These experiences demonstrate that students with disabilities not only 

have to worry about their comfort with the accommodation process but the 

personal comfort and understanding of di sability of their professors. Not onl y did 

my participants engage in ' work processes ' but they al so demonstrated lung' s 

(2003) argument that the accommodation process becomes an individualized 

process for them . As explained earli er, lung (2003) argued that having students 

negotiate and coordinate their accommodations each time with professors 

individualizes the accommodation process by placing the responsibility on the 

students to arrange their unique needs. Therefore, the School of Social Work 

reinforces principles of a bio-medical model by placing accommodation issues 

within indivi dual students with disabi lities and expecting them to ensure that they 
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fit into the ' normal ' expectations of what professors believe are ' normal ' students. 

Consequently, thi s creates additional responsibilities for students with di sabilities 

by taking the onus for any needed changes off of the School (lung, 2003). In 

addition , the accommodation process becomes an ongoing unpredictable 

procedure for students with di sabi lities as they need to always keep in mind that 

faculty may have a lack of understanding of the student ' s disability and their 

accommodations, as well as carrying normative assumptions . Although 

participants follow the necessary CSD accommodation steps and implement 

strategies to ensure they obtain their learning needs, it is clear that the 

accommodation process can be constantly stressful to endure. 
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Implications, Future Directions, and Conclusion 

Main Issues of Participants 

Significant issues that participants rai sed included a lack of awareness and 

understanding among social work faculty regarding their students' disabilities and 

the importance of implementing accommodations. Faculty's lack of 

understanding seemed to be as a result of professors carrying normative 

assumptions about disability, but al so about what it means to be a university 

student. These concerns resulted in less control for the study participants and 

made the accommodation process unpred ictable. Participants expressed that 

faculty ' s lack of understanding contributed to their rights being violated in regards 

to accommodations and the maintenance of confidentiality. The wider 

implications of thi s research study are that other social work students with 

disabilities are very likely having similar negative experi ences. This research 

demonstrates that requesting and ensuring that accommodations are implemented 

may be a significant challenge for students with disabilities. 

Overall , participants in this study reported having had negati ve 

experiences in regards to the accommodation process. Some participants did not 

feel safe disclosing to School of Social Work faculty and field placement staff 

members. They reported that the barriers that they encountered with the 

accommodation process were not due to their impairment but resulted from a lack 

of understanding and awareness by faculty regarding the process and the students ' 
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di sabilities . The participants in the research study seemed to be accepting of and 

to have a good understanding of their impairments. They seemed to have gained 

much experience with di sclosure and wi th obtaining accommodations. This was 

demonstrated by the participants di scussing the factors and strategies that were 

impo11ant for the accommodation process to be safer and to run more smoothl y. 

However, the participants demonstrated that self-acceptance and plal1J1ing do not 

guarantee that they will have their learning needs met. Therefore, this raises 

concern that any student with a disability, regardless of their self-acceptance and 

the strategies that they apply, may have negative experiences in regards to 

obtaining accommodations. However, there is an even greater concern for 

students with di sabilities who lack self-advocacy skill s, experience with post

secondary accommodation procedures and who are new to the environment, such 

as first year students. These students may have even greater difficulty and less 

success and , consequently, attention must be paid to this group of students with 

di sabiliti es in parti cular. 

Not only is there great concern that students with di sabilities are hav ing 

negati ve experiences whil e trying to obtain their learning accommodations, but 

also that there are many students with di sabiliti es who do not di sclose for the 

reason that they don ' t feel safe . It is worri some that some at the uni versity expect 

students with di sabilities to read il y di sclose and take responsibility for their 

accommodation needs and to not understand that they may not feel safe doing so 

when the results of thi s study suggest they have limited control of the situati on as 
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well as signifi cant social balTiers to overcome. Fear of being discriminated 

against, stigmatized, and having their request for accommodations denied, must 

be recognized by the School of Social Work as legitimate reasons why students 

with disabilities may not feel comfortable to disclose. As stated earlier, Hibbs and 

Pothier (2006) argue that it is unreasonable to expect students with di sabilities to 

be comfortable to take part in a process that focuses on their limitations while 

simultaneously trying to establi sh themselves in an environment that encourages 

physical and cognitive strength. Participants suggested that di sclosing and 

negotiating accommodations with faculty needs to be a predi ctable and consistent 

process. Therefore, students with disabiliti es need to know that it is safe and 

' normal' to disclose having an impairment, which places the onus on the School 

to take responsibility for creating an environment to support this. 

Parti cipants also identified that there is a hierarchy of disabilities - that 

some appear more acceptable to faculty and fie ld instructors than others and are 

then more readily di sclosed than others. They expressed that visible di sabilities 

are the most acceptable while invisible di sabilities, such as mental health 

concerns, are the least acceptable. Participants expressed that normative 

assumptions were often held by faculty, in that all students were initiall y believed 

to be non-di sabled unless the impairment was visibly seen. Normative 

assumptions were also demonstrated by facu lty applying tradi tional teaching 

pract ices (i.e. group discussions) that expected all the students to parti cipate in the 

same manner. Regardless of any intentions of fac ulty, a lack of understanding 
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and the existence of normative assumptions seem to be impacting their practice 

and reinforcing the exclusion of students with disabilities . This is a major 

concem for the School of Social Work as it contradicts its philosophy that "social 

workers must be actively invo lved in the understanding and transformation of 

injustices in social institutions" (McMaster U niversity, 2010). Therefore, the 

School needs to examine how it conceptualizes and approaches issues of 

di sability. 

Proactive Policies and Practices 

Participants in the study demonstrated that they are often required to 

conduct ' extra work ' in comparison to non-di sabled students in order to obtain 

their ri ghtful accommodations. Thi s ' extra work,' such as deve loping strategies 

for di sclosing and educating their professors regarding accommodations, reinforce 

a bio-medical approach to di sability by not only placing the onus on the individual 

student but also emphasizing that the problem li es within them. Participants 

expressed that students with di sabilities are then conceptualized as ' abnormal ' and 

consequentl y not given equitable treatment in comparison to their peers. 

Regardless of any support that students with di sabilities may receive from 

individual faculty and other soc ial work staff members, it sometimes would have 

been provided only after a negati ve experience, and after personal consequences 

(such as feelings of exclusion) had occurred. 

Roberts (1996, as cited in Hibbs & Pothier, 2006, p.197) explains that 

" those instituti ons that are seen to be proactive generall y initi ate action 
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independent of demands or requests for change by those who are most affected" 

and that "institutions that are seen as reactive operate as passive agents of change 

in response to demands or requests for access or accommodation." As stated 

earlier, Dunn et a1. (2006) found that there are a lack of pro-active policies and 

practices among Canadian schools of social work regarding issues such as 

accommodations. This literature combined with what my participants expressed 

strongly suggests that the McMaster School of Social Work needs to be more 

proactive with addressing issues of disability. 

Adopting a social model understanding of disability. 

An approach that the School of Social Work can apply in order to be 

proactive is to adapt a social model understanding of di sability. By understanding 

disability as an act of social oppression and not as an individual biological deficit, 

the School would then recognize students with disabilities as a marginalized 

population due to environmental barriers (Frazee et a1. , 2006). This framework 

would encourage the School to take more responsibility in regards to addressing 

issues of exclusion and di scrimination for students with disabilities. Matthews 

(2009) argues that encouraging faculty to learn and put into practice the main 

ideas of the social model of di sability can lead to post-secondary institutions 

becoming a more inclusive environment. Furthermore, the "knowledge, theory, 

and skill s" that will develop from taking on a social model understanding of 

di sability wo uld reinforce the field of social work ' s dedication to social justice 

(French Gi lson and DePoy, 2002, p.163). 

109 



MSW Thes is - H. Ditkofsky McMaster - School of Social Work 

Dunn et al. (2006) found that although Canadi an schools of social work 

have developed recent improvements to addressing di sability issues, they argue 

that the schools ' approaches have not refl ected the noti ons and beli efs of people 

engaged in the di sability rights movement. Thus, it is not only important that the 

School of Social Work adapt a social model understanding of di sability, but also 

appl y criti cal di sability theory to examining issues of di sability. Dunn et a l. 

(2006) argue the importance for Canadi an schools of social work to appl y a 

cri tical di sability perspective towards policy development in order to address 

issues fo r students with di sabili ties, such as accommodations. They argue, too, 

that faculty needs to adopt a criti cal di sability framework so that " the inability or 

un willingness to accommodate is recogni zed as an oppressed act" (p .13). In 

addition, adopting a cri tical di sabili ty framework is important fo r the School of 

Social Work because it re info rces their phil osophy: that "power imbalances" and 

oppression are significantl y assoc iated with soc ial structures (Schoo l of Social 

Work, 20 10). 

Dunn et al. (2006) recommend that po li cies and practices are deve loped in 

consul tati on with people with disabiliti es, such as students and community 

members. Leslie, Les li e, & Murphy (2003 , as cited in Dunn et a I. , 2006) also 

recommend that schoo ls of soc ial work confe r w ith students with di sabilities. 

They also stro ngly urge that schoo ls need to be creative when developing 

accommodati ons in order to establi sh incl usive education settings. 
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To assist students to feel safer to di sclose in order to receive 

accommodations, Matthews (2009, p .233) argues that "a di versity of flexible and 

supporti ve teaching strategies is made routine and that students are made aware of 

their avail ability." Simpson (2002, as cited in Matthews, 2009) suggests, for 

example, that departments permit certain accommodations such as ' recording 

lectures ' avai lable to all students so that each student with a di sability who 

requires thi s learning need do not have to request permission from their 

professors. This suggestion can be applied in practice by the School of Social 

Work by stating on each course outline that lectures may be recorded as needed 

by students. Instead of placing the responsibility to make sure that recording is 

permitted on the individual student with a di sability, ex plicitly stating this in the 

course outline would place the onus on other students to speak up if they had 

issues with class lectures being recorded. This may not onl y reduce the amount of 

opportuniti es for students with di sabilities to have to request accommodations, but 

also create a more inclusive environment. 

Another teaching strategy that faculty could apply to create a more 

inclusive and safer environment is to recogni ze, and also to verball y acknowledge 

in class, that students with di sabilities can become marginali zed by poli cies and 

practices of soc ial structures such as uni ve rsiti es - and to encourage di scuss ions 

among students and faculty as to how to wo rk towards change in the School of 

Social Work. Professors could also recogni ze and express to their students that 

power imbalances do ex ist between students and professors, but that they support 
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address ing these issues . By verbally acknowledging both of these issues, the 

professors would demonstrate support to this populati on in many ways . Students 

with di sabilities mi ght fee l more confident to di scuss their learning needs if they 

knew that professors not onl y recogni zed the environmental barriers they face, but 

that professors support the ri ghts of students w ith di sabilities. These acts by 

professo rs would legitimize the experiences of students with di sabiliti es, and 

reframe the acts of oppression they experi ence as being less a function of their 

impairment than of greater social factors. For students with di sabiliti es, not 

having to worry about justi fy ing their accommodati on needs may develop their 

self-confidence and contribute to them feeling safe with di sclosing. It mi ght also 

reduce the additional work students with di sabilities are required to do as a result 

of current disclosure and accommodati on policies, practices, and issues. 

Specifica ll y fo r incoming students w ith di sabilities, a pro-active practi ce 

that can be applied would be to deve lop a mentorshi p ro le or li aison between 

students and faculty. For students with di sabilities who have any concerns related 

to di sc losure, their ri ghts, and accommodati ons, it would be benefi cial to be ab le 

to contac t someone without having to identi fy themselves. Furthermore, the 

li a ison should not be a social work faculty member. T hi s liaison role would 

provide students w ith di sabiliti es an alternati ve route to ask questi ons and become 

knowledgeable of the di sc losure and accommodati on poli cies and procedures 

whil e keep ing detail s about their impairment confidenti a l. 
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Training for faculty. 

The School of Social Work needs to take a more active approach and 

provide training for facu lty to address the above issues. Training can include 

learning about the social model of disability, strategies for impl ementing various 

accommodations, creating a more inclusive learning environment where more 

students can participate, strategies for easing di sclosure and creating awareness 

around normati ve assumptions. Faculty and other staff members, including fi eld 

placement supervi sors, need to be aware that students with di sabilities still 

experience being di scriminated against and that there are legitimate reasons why 

they do not always feel safe and comfortable disclosing. The school can also 

provide faculty with resources and guidance. Similarly, Matthews (2009) argues 

that it is important for universities to provide faculty with readil y available 

information and resources regarding how to implement a more inclusive learn ing 

environment. Dunn et al. (2006) also suggest that school s of social work 

implement workshops for fac ulty. They argue that training would rai se awareness 

among faculty regarding myths about disabilities and encourage di alogue about 

improving accommodation practices. In addition, Ketterlin-Geller and Johnstone 

(2008) suggest that post-secondary institutions that implement workshops on 

disability rights can support faculty to better understand and provide 

accommodations. Therefore , more training for faculty may assist them to develop 

teaching practices that reinforce an incl usive environment. Providing disabi lity

related training and resources would potentially lead to facu lty having a better 
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understanding and being more sensitive to the social barri ers that students with 

di sabiliti es encounter in regards self-identify ing and with obtaining 

accommodati ons. More training for faculty woul d a lso re info rce that the onus is 

not onl y on individual students with di sabili ties to make sure their 

accommodati ons are obtained and that they fee l safe during the process - it would 

emphas ize the responsibilities of others within the school and the larger 

uni versity. Thi s would hopefull y reduce the ' extra work' that students with 

di sabiliti es are required to engage in and create a more predictable and pos iti ve 

process for students whil e obta ining their acco mmodati ons. 

F urthe l- Directions 

To understand the ex peri ences and barri e rs that students w ith di sabil iti es 

encounter in the Schoo l of Social Work, it is v ita l that thi s populati on was 

included in this research as the parti cipants. However, there is much research that 

still needs to be conducted in thi s area of stud y. D isc losure and the 

accommodati on process were two maj or areas in which parti cipants a re 

encoun terin g signi ficant social barri ers. Being safe and having contro l of 

personal info rmation seems to be very important fo r students with d isab ili ties in 

order to di sc lose and negoti ate accommodati ons. Parti c ipants expressed that there 

were many fac tors and st rategies that contributed to them being more w illing to 

engage in the acco mmodat ion process . One important facto r fo r some of the 

participants was who they were d isc los ing to. Participants for example, d id 

mention that " flex i bi I i ty" and " unde rstandi ng" were supporti ve attri butes that 
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faculty displayed. However, there needs to be further research conducted with 

students with disabilities that critically examines the characteristics, teaching 

practices, and attitudes that faculty and field placement supervisors can apply that 

are helpful - and not hurtful - to students with disabilities. 

Future researchers who choose to include students with di sabilities in their 

studies also must be sensitive to and aware of the ethical concerns regarding 

confidentiality. The fear that many students with disabilities have of being 

identified and di scriminated against must be recognized as a serious and 

legitimate concern for any researcher who wants their participants to speak openly 

about their experiences. Careful precautions must be taken in regards to such 

areas as the recruitment of the participants, location of the interviews, and with 

who may have access to any information that can potentiall y lead to a participant 

being identifi ed. This is especiaJJy important in research based in a particular 

educational program (e.g. , the School of Social Work) or a community program -

as opposed to broader-based research - where the chances of others being able to 

identify participants who are disabled are increased. Based on the related 

literature and from my own personal experiences, it is also essential for 

researchers who have students with di sabilities as their participants to take extra 

steps in order to obtain informed consent. For example, if interviews are to be 

audio-recorded, it wo uld be ideal to inform potential participants of such a few 

times, verbaJJ y and in writi ng, to ensure they are comfortable and understand the 

purposes of audio-recording. Since confidentiality is often a concern for students 
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with di sabilities, precautionary steps such as thi s are necessary in order to increase 

the safety of the participants. 

There also were other issues rai sed by participants that can be further 

examined in more detail. More in-depth analysis for example can be applied to 

understanding the di fferences in the experiences of students with visible and 

invisible di sabilities. Although my study has a small sampl e size, it suggests that 

while there are many similarities between the two groups, the di ffere nces also 

appear to be very important. Other important areas for future study include 

looking at supports that facilitate more inclusiveness and accessibili ty in terms of 

the phys ical and lea rning environment of the classroom, as well as in fie ld 

placements. It is not only important to examine the experiences and processes of 

exclusion, but also the practices, policies, and attitudes that work to foster 

inclusion. Uni versa l des ign strategies can be appli ed to encourage accessibility. 

Ketterlin-Gell er and Johnstone (2008, p.167) state that "for assessment purposes, 

the idea of universa l design is not for all students to ' pass,' but for all students to 

be ab le to demonstrate their ski ll s and knowledge without barriers." 

The 'ex tra ',vork ' that students have to endure in compari son to their non

di sabl ed peers cou ld also be furt her exami ned. This ' extra work ' of the 

parti cipants seemed to impact their ability to parti cipate act ively and full y in the 

Un ivers ity community, as we ll as impacting their overa ll well-being. 

Furthermore, add itional research that exam ines how conducting ' extra work' 

affects students with di sabi lities with completing their degree is important. 
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Finally, fUl1her examination of the admissions process, including the SWAT and 

how indicative it is of students' abilities, would also be helpful. 

Although I included past and current students with di sabilities as 

participants in my study, there is still a large portion of the disability population 

that is not being heard. My research for example does not include people with 

disabilities who are not attending post-secondary institutions. Dunn et al. (2006) 

argue that many people with disabilities are not in post-secondary institutions 

because of unsupportive admission and recruitment policies and practices. 

Therefore, this group within the di sability population, who are greatl y impacted 

by the lack of support from post-secondary institutions, continue to be excluded 

from academic research studies. They do not receive equitable opportunities as 

do others, including other students with disabilities. Neither are they recogni zed 

as a marginalized community and given the 0pp0l1unity to share their experi ences 

in most research looking at post-secondary education and students with 

di sabilities. As a result, their knowledge or experiences are not known, nor does 

it acquire any social value. Therefore, the experiences of people with disabilities 

within and outside the context of post-secondary institutions needs to be further 

examined. 

Although I argue that the School of Social Work embrace a social model 

understanding of di sability, thi s perspective needs to be integrated into the 

framewo rk of all departments and services across universities. Self-iden tifying 

and negotiating accommodations for students with disabilities are simply not 
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black and white issues. These matters cannot be ex pected to be addressed so lely 

by the CSD 's accommodation policy and procedures . All departments need to 

take more responsibility regarding how they include students with di sabilities into 

their programs. Mo re criti ca l analysis of how all uni versity departments 

include/exclude students with di sabilities is needed. 
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Appendix A - Recruitment Email 

We are sending out this email to !!! current School of Social WorK students and recent alumni 
regarding a study to be conducted by a McMaster Uni .... ersity MSW student regarding the 
experiences of students with disabilities in this program. 
[}o not hit " reply". Please see invitation and attachments below. 

Interested in the opportunity to influence the School of Social Work's 
policies and practices regarding students with disabilities? 

If )'OU are a past or current McMaster University Social Work student vMh a disability, you are 
invited to participate in a 60-90 minute focus group discussion 2I one-to-one interview regarding 
your experiences with in the McMaster Univers.ity School of Social Work . The research ·is being 
conducted by a Masters of Social Work student (Howard Oitkofsl\y), who is CDnl :pleting his 
thesis and who will serve as the facilitator of this focus group. No one at the McMaster 
University School of Social Work viill know whether you take part or the detai.ls of v.'hat you say. 

The discussion will focus on questions related to the: 

- Admissrons Process 
- AC<3demic Accommodations 

-Classroom Setting 
-Field Practicum 

~nclusion 

It is expected that this study will not pose any risks to 'lou and you can withdraw at any time. 
have attached a copy of a letter of infomKloon about the study that provides full details. This 
study has been reviewed and approved by the Mcl""asler Research Ethics Board. If you have 
concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or about the way the study is being 
conducted 'lou may contact: 

McMaster Research Ethics Board Secretariat 
Telephone: (905) 525-9140 ext 23142 

cia Office of Research Services 
E-mail: ethicsoffice@mcmaster.ca 

Attache d to this email are fl.lrther details of tt're study and the disc'Ussi-on questions. 
The focus group and intervi ews will be held in an accessible roonl In the Student Centre. 
If needed, the one-la-one interview can also be held in a location of more convenience to you. 
Participants will receive a $5.00 gift card for Tim Horton's.. 
Refreshments will also be provided. 
Your attendance and partiCipation would be greatly appreciated. 
No Direct benefits can be expected. 

Do not hit "reply". 
If you are interested or want to team more, please contact the Student Investigator Howard 
Ditkofsky by email atditkofh@mcmaster.ca 

School of Social Work 
McMa!>1er llniversity 
1200 MaWl 5t W. KTl-I-319 
Ham on ON lBS 4M4 
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Appendix B - Letter of Consent 

A Study of the Experiences of Students with Disabilities in the McMaster University School of 
Social Work 

Student Investigator: 
Howard Ditkofsky 
MSW Candidate 
Department of Social Work 
McMaster University 
E-mail : ditkofh@mcmaster.ca 

Purpose of the Study: 

Faculty Supervisor: 
Ann Fudge Schormans 
Department of Social Work 
Kenneth Taylor Hall , Room 319 
McMaster University 
Hamilton, Ontario 
(905) 525-9140 ext.23790 
E-mail: fschorm@mcmaster.ca 

The purpose of this research is to determine students with disabilities' perceptions on how the McMaster 
University School of Social Work supports their needs regarding inclusion , the admission process, and 
accommodations. By interviewing past and current McMaster social work students with disabilities, I 
hope to gain students' perspectives of areas such as the admissions process, academic 
accommodations, disclosure, classroom setting , field practicum and faculty/administration support. I hope 
to gain information from students that will contribute to better meeting their needs, personally and 
academically. 

Procedures Involved in the Research: 

I (Howard Ditkofsky) am conducting this research for my Masters of Social Work thesis . I am inviting 
current and former McMaster School of Social Work students with disabilities to participate in a focus 
group or one-to-one interview. I will be the facilitator of the focus group/interview, the data collector, and 
will analyze the data. No one at the McMaster University School of Social Work will know whether you 
take part in the study. The focus group/interview will discuss your thoughts and experiences regarding the 
admissions process, academic accommodations, and support of inclusion. I will be asking you questions 
about your personal perspectives and experiences on these areas. You might be asked to elaborate on 
your answers so that I have a better understanding of your experiences. 

The focus group will be held in an accessible meeting room in th e McMaster Student Centre. The one-to
one interview will also be held in the Student Centre or in a more convenient location for you , if needed . 
I will facilitate the focus group and it will have no more than 8 students as participants . The focus group 
process should take 60-90 minutes to complete. With your permission, the discussion will be tape 
recorded for accuracy. 
The one-to-one interview should last about 60 minutes. Also with your permission, the interview will be 
tape recorded for accuracy. Participants can choose either format based on availability and comfort. 

Potential Harms, Risks or Discomforts: 

You mayor may not feel some discomfort discussing personal issues regarding your disability during your 
experiences in the School of Social Work . Issues such as personal struggles or negative experiences 
may be uncomfortable to discuss with others. There is also the social risk that what is said during the 
focus group might be repeated outside the focus group by another participant. 

Managing Potential Harms, Risks, or Discomforts: 

You do not need to answer questions that make you uncomfortable or that you do not want to answer. 
You may also leave at any time during the focus group if you are not comfortable participating I will ask 
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other members of the focus group to keep the information confidential but I cannot guarantee that they 
will do so. 

Your comments will have no impact on your grades and/or services that you receive from the School of 
Social Work. The School of Social Work will receive only the final copy of my thesis , which will be without 
any identifying information. No one at the School of Social Work will know whether you take part or the 
details of what you say. 

Potential Benefits: 

Although that no direct benefits can be expected , I hope that participating in the study will be a positive 
experience for you by having the opportunity to share your perspective with having a disability in the 
School of Social Work. I hope that hearing the perspectives of students will have a positive impact on 
how future practices and policies are developed. Your participation could help advocate for future 
students with disabilities, ensuring that they receive the support that they require . 

This study provides potential benefits to the university community as a whole to learn more about the 
barriers and needs of students with disabilities. In addition , this study provides the opportunity for the 
School of Social Work and other faculties to improve their policies and practices regarding students with 
disabilities. This study also has the potential benefit for faculties to develop strategies and to have more 
of an inclusive environment. 

Payment or Reimbursement: 

For participating in the focus group/interview, you will receive a $5.00 gift card to Tim Horton. There will 
also be light refreshments provided for the focus group/interview. 

Confidentiality: 

Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in a focus group setting. However, anything that you say or do in 
the study will not be told to anyone else by me. Only I will have access to the emails , audiotapes and 
written records. I will only be asking you to provide your first name during the focus group. Your privacy 
will be respected. Your name will be removed from transcripts and you will be assigned a pseudonym. 
The digital recordings and transcripts will be stored in a secured location within my home office. I am the 
only person who will see your responses to the focus group/interview questions. All information will be 
destroyed 6 months after the thesis is compiled 

Participation: 

Your participation in this study is voluntary It is your choice to be part of the study or not. If you decide 
to participate, you can decide to stop at any time, even after signing the consent form or part-way through 
the study. If you decide to stop participating , there will be no consequences to you. If you do not want to 
answer some of the questions you do not have to, but you can still be in the study. If you decide to 
withdraw during the focus group, information that is provided by you will still remain in the collected data. 
For participants who withdraw during a one-to-one interview, your information will be destroyed unless 
you tell me otherwise. Also if you withdraw from the study, you will still be eligible for the gift card. Your 
decision whether or not to participate will not affect your continuing access to services at the School of 
Social Work . 

Information About the Study Results: 

I expect to have this study completed by approximately September, 2010 Once the research is 
compiled , I will email a brief summary of study findings to part icipants who request a copy. 
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Information about Participating as a Study Subject: 

If you have questions or require more information about the study itself, please contact me at 
ditkofh@mcmaster.ca 

This study has been reviewed and approved by the McMaster Research Ethics Board. If you have 
concerns or questions about your rights as a participant or about the way the study is conducted, you 
may contact 

McMaster Research Ethics Board Secretariat 
Telephone: (905) 525-9140 ext. 23142 
c/o Office of Research Services 
E-mail : ethicsoffice@mcmasterca 

CONSENT 

I have read the information presented in the information letter about a study being conducted by Howard 
Ditkofsky of McMaster University. I have had the opportun ity to ask questions about my involvement in 
this study, and to receive any additional details I wanted to know about the study. I understand that I may 
withdraw from the study at any time, if I choose to do so, and I agree to participate in this study. I have 
been given a copy of this form. 

Name of Participant Date 

1. I agree that the interview can be audio recorded . 

Yes 

No 

2. _Yes, I would like to receive a summary of the study's results . Please send them to this 
email address or to this mailing address 

_No, I do not want to receive a summary of the study's resu lts. 
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Appendix C -Interview Guide 

NOTE: TEXT WRITTEN IN INTALICIZED BOLD CAPITAL LETTERS IS ADDITIONAL 
REMINDERS THAT IS MEANT TO GUIDE THE FOCUS GROUP FACILITATOR 
ONLY. 

[THE COMPLETION OF THE INTRODUCTORY SECTION OF THE FOCUS GROUP 
SHOULD TAKE APPROXIMA TEL Y 15 MINUTES} 

I) INTRODUCTION 
1. Hello, my name is Howard Ditkofsky. Thank you for agreeing to participate in 
this focus group meeting . Just to remind everyone, I'm looking at your 
thoughts and opinions regarding your experiences with a disability in the 
School of Social Work. 

2. [POINT OUT REFRESHMENTS if available, people should use their first 
name only}. In a minute, we will all introduce ourselves. But first, I would like 
to walk you through the consent form that is in front of you. [REVIEW 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM AND ANSWER ANY QUESTIONS ABOUT IT. 
COLLECT SIGNED CONSENT FORMS AND ENSURE THA T PARTICIPANTS 
HAVE A COPY OF THE LETTER OF INFORMA TlON. 

Are there any questions about this?" 

3. Before \ve begin our discussion of your thoughts and expe ri ences in the 
program, I want to spend a few moments talking about confidentiality and to go 
over some basic ground rules for our focus group discussion today: 

• The information which we will collect today will be associated to you as a group. 
• We will not identify quotes or ideas to individual members of this group. Because of 

the nature of small communities, it is possible that people could link participants in 
this room to quotes in the report . This is why we need to talk about confidentiality. 

• We are assuming that when we learn about one another's views , they remain 
confidential. In a small community (group) like this , people are identifiable to some 
degree by their views and opinions. 

• Having said this, and having made these requests , you know that I cannot guarantee 
that the request will be honoured by everyone in the room . 

• So I am asking you to make only those comments that you would be comfortable 
making in a public setting ; and to refrain from comments that you would not say 
publicly. 
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• everyone's views are welcomed and important anything heard in the room should 
stay in the room 

• All voices are to be heard , so I will step in if too many people are speaking at once 
or to make sure that everyone has a chance to speak 

• I may also step in if I feel the conversation is straying off topic. 
• after the discussion , participants will be asked to fill in an anonymous "background 

information sheet" to help generally describe the characteristics of the participants 
• you can expect this discussion group to last about 1 hour 

4. Use of Digital Recorder 

As you will recall , the sessions will be recorded to ensure accuracy and reduce the 
chance of misinterpreting what anyone says. 

• All tapes and transcripts will be kept under lock and key by me. 
• Names will be removed from transcripts . Pseudonyms will be assigned to each 

participant so that they remain anonymous. 
• Only I will have access to transcripts (with personal names removed) of this 

focus group. 
• For transcription purposes I might remind you to say your first name for the first 

few times you speak so that when I'm transcribing the tape I can get used to 
recognizing your voice. (That will ensure I assign the correct pseudonym to each 
person 's answers. I will give you a gentle reminder. 

• I'll also ask that when using abbreviations or acronyms that you use say the full 
name at least once to aid transcription . 

[AT THIS POINT, GROUP MEMBERS CAN QUICKL Y INTRODUCE THEMSEL VES 
remind them that it is 'first names only'.) 

[HAND OUT ANY MA TERIALS THAT THE PARTICIPANTS WILL NEED DURING THE 
FOCUS GROUP INCLUDING PENS OR SCRAP PAPER. GIVE THEM A FEW 
MINUTES TO READ OVER ANY WRITTEN MATERIAL NOTING THAT THEY CAN 
MAKE NOTES IN THE MARGINS BEFORE THE DISCUSSION BEGINS.} 
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5. Focus group discussion begins with the facilitator asking the first 
question. 

Focus Group/Interview Questions 

(for past and current undergraduate & graduate School of Social Work students) 

Admission Process 
1. What are your thoughts or experiences regarding the social work admission process 
as it relates to any disability you have? 
Probing questions: 
- What were your experiences in applying to the School of Social Work? 
- What accommodations were made avai lable for you? 
- Was the Social Work Admissions Test accessible to your needs? 

2 . Did the School of Social Work's website meet your needs in terms of being 
accessible of your disability? 
Probing questions: 
- In terms of manoeuvring through and understanding the website, what are your 
thoughts or experiences regarding the website' s information and layout? 
- What are your thoughts or experiences regarding the website being welcoming and 
inclusive? 

3. In terms of the admission process, what worked well ? 

4. In terms of the admission process, what, if anything should the School of Social 
Work do differently? 

Disclosure 
1. In regards to the appli cation process, what are your thoughts and experiences 
regarding di sclosure of your di sability to the School of Social Work (administration, 
faculty, peers)? 

2. What are your experiences or thoughts with receiving services and/or guidance 
pertaining to your disability from the School of Social Work? 

Accommodation Process 
1. What are your thoughts or experiences regarding the accommodation process? 
Probing quest ions: 
- Does the process meet yo ur needs? How? 
-If not, what are your concerns and thoughts? 

2. What are your experiences or thoughts pertaining to the process of notifying yo ur 
professors/T.A.s about your disability? 
Probing quest ions: 
-Do you feel safe disclosing? 
-Are there any particular issues or concerns that you have with the accommodation 
process? 
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3 . What are your thoughts or experi ences about how fac ulty accommodates yo ur needs 
w ith regards to course workload and ass ignments? 

4. What are your thoughts or experi ences regarding registering with the Centre fo r 
Student Development in order to receive accommodati ons? 

5 . In terms of the acco mmodati on process, what d id the School of Social Work do 
we ll ? 

6. In terms of the accommodati on process, what, if anythin g should the Schoo l of 
Social Work do di ffe rently? 

C lassroom Setting 
1. What are your thoughts or experi ences regard ing the physical and learni ng 
environment of the classroom? 
Probing questions: 
-Does it meet your needs in terms of your disabili ty? (i.e . teaching styles, physica l 
space) 
-J f yes, how? If no, how? 

2 . What are your thoughts or experi ences with soc ial work course instructoriTA 
attitudes pertaining to yo ur di sability? 

3. Do instructors estab li sh an inclusive environment in the classroom? 
Probing questions: 
-In terms of the classroom setting, what does the School of Social Work do well ? 
-What, if anything shoul d they do di ffe rentl y? 

F ield Pr-acticum 
1. W hat are your th oughts or ex peri ences with fie ld superviso r attitudes perta ining to 
yo ur di sability? 

2. What are yo ur thoughts or experi ences regarding disclosure of your disab ili ty to fie ld 
superviso rs or other workers in your placement? 
Probi ng quest ions: 
-In rega rds to disc los ing, what if anything d id the Schoo l of Social Work do we ll to 
support you? 
-What, if anything should the School of Soc ial Work do di ffe rently? 

Inclusion in the School of Socia l W ork Community 
1. What are your thoughts and experi ences w ith the School of Social Wo rk creatin g 
effo rt to help people fee l pa rt of the School of Social Work, Uni versity and 
community? 
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Closing Question 
Are there any questions or feedback that you may like to add? 

Wrap-up: 

• Introduce the following anonymous "background information sheet" now. 
• Remind participants about "what is said in the room should stay in the room". 
• Thank the participants. 
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Appendix D - Recruitment Flyer 

Would you like the 
opportunity to influence th·e 

School of Social Work's 
policies and practices 

regarding students with 
disabilities? 

This is an opportunity for past and current 
social work students with disabilities to 
share ttleir thoughts and experiences within 
the program! 
I am inviting you to participate in a focus group .2!: one-to-one interview 
regarding your experiences with having a disability in the School of Social 
Work . The research is being conducted by a student doing a theSis; 
therefore no one at the School of Social Work will know whether you take 
part orthe details of what you say The focus group or one-to-one 
interview will be held in an accessible room in the Student Centre. 

The discussion will focus on questions related to the: 
-Admiss ions Process 
-Academic Accommodations 
-Inclusion 

No di rect benefits can be expected 
PartiCipants v.~ 11 receive a Tim Horton's gift card . Ught refreS~1n1ents will l)e provided. 
If you are interested and/or want to find out more , please contact Howard at 
ditkofh@mcmaster.ca 
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Appendix E - Background Information Form 

Please fill out this sheet that will provide us with some basic background information about 

you. You do not need to answer questions that make you uncomfortable or that you do not 

want to answer. 

] Current Undergraduate student 

] Current Masters student 

] Current Phd student 

] Former Undergraduate student 

] Former Masters student 

What year did you graduate?_ 

] visible disability 

] invisible disability 

How did you hear about the McMaster University School of Social Work program? 

Why did you choose the McMaster University School of Social Work? 
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