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Mean grades for the 2 x 2 ANOVA comparison (gender x disability status),
for students in all programs, showed a significant main effect only for gender,
F(1,40890) = 51.5, p < .001, indicating higher grade averages for women (68.3%)
than men (63.2%). There was no significant difference in the average grades
between men with and without disabilities. The same held true for women. These
findings held even when the high school grade was used as a covariate. Although
details are not shown here, the pattern was similar for the pre-university and
career program comparison.

When grades in the social science program were examined, the results of the
2 x 2 ANOVA (gender x disability status) indicated significant main effects for
both gender, F(1, 14173) = 41.53, p < .001, and disability status, F(1, 14173) =
15.8, p < .001. Students with disabilities had higher average grades than stu-
dents without disabilities, and women had higher average grades than men. The
interaction was not significant. When high school entry grades were co-varied
with average grades in social science, the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) (gen-
der x disability status) also showed a significant main effect for gender, F(1, 9965)
= 46.23, p < .001, and disability status, F(1, 9965) = 7.57, p < .001. Again, the
interaction was not significant. In the social science program, both men and
women with disabilities had higher grades than might have been expected given
their lower high school averages (Table 2). However, it should be noted that the
average grades for students with disabilities in social science (63.6%) did not
differ from the average grades they obtained in all programs (63.7%) or in pre-
university programs (63.9%). The better grade average in social science for stu-
dents with disabilities is due to the fact that students without disabilities performed
less well in social science as compared to other programs, and this is a typical
feature for social science, as the program admits weaker students. The average
grade calculation for social science excludes students in science and liberal arts,

Table 2
Average First Semester Grades of Women and Men by Disability Status for the
Social Science Program

Students With Disabilities Students Without Disabilities

Average  Average Average  Average
Grade High School Grade High School
Group (SD) Grade (SD) Grade

All women 70.9% n/a 65.6% n/a
(11.8) (17.9)
With high school grade 71.5% 69.1 66.2%
as covariate (11.7) (17.3)
All men 62.7% n/a 58.7%
(16.4) (19.6)
With high school grade 61.5% 65.7 58.9%
as covariate (17.1) (19.3)
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programs with the highest entry requirements and average first semester grades.
Relatively few students with disabilities enroll in these programs, as they tend to
be overrepresented in social science.

When all programs were considered, a one-way ANOVA comparison of the
three groups (learning disabilities/ADD, all other disabilities, students without
disabilities) showed a significant difference in average grades, A2, 40891) = 6.93,
p < .001. The same was also true for the social science program, A2, 14174) =
8.69, p < .001. Post hoc testing (Tukey HSD test with alpha set to .05), and
means in Table 3, show that for both comparisons students with learning dis-
abilitiessADD had grades that were significantly lower than the average for stu-
dents with all other disabilities. However, grades of students with learning
disabilities/ ADD were not significantly different from those of students without
disabilities, while grades of students with all other disabilities were significandy
higher than grades of students without disabilities.

A 2 x 3 ANOVA (program x group) was used to examine average grades in
pre-university and career/technical programs for three groups of students: (a)
those with learning disabilities/ADD, (b) those with all other disabilities, and
(c) those with no disability. The results show a significant main effect for group,
R2, 29906) = 4.48, p < .05. There was no significant main effect for program,
and the interaction was not significant. Post hoc testing revealed the same pat-
tern as for social science and the all program comparisons (Table 3).

Graduation Rates

Students enrolled in two-year pre-university programs between 1990 and 1998
or in three-year career programs between 1990 and 1997 were included in the
analyses of graduation rates. The sample consisted of 316 students with disabili-
ties (pre-university: 7= 269; career: 7= 47) and 18,747 students without disabili-
ties (pre-university: n= 16,053; career: n = 2,694). The distribution of disabilities
for the 316 students was similar to the proportions reported in Table 1.

Table 3
Average First Semester Grades of Students With Learning DisabilitiessADD,
Students With All Other Disabilities, and Students With No Disabilities

Learning Disability/ADD All Other Disabilities No Disability
Average Average Average
Program N Grade SD N Grade SD N  Grade SD
All programs 347 63.7% 16.5 285 69.5% 14.6 40,262 65.9% 19.8
Social science 166 63.6% 15.8 103 70.0% 13.3 13,908 62.3% 19.0
Pre-university 273 63.9% 159 188 70.3% 14.4 24,745 65.7% 18.7
Careers / 32 64.0% 194 40 70.8% 122 4,634 67.0% 16.7

technical

Note. Grades of 0 were removed.
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Pre-university programs. There was a significant difference between students
with and without disabilities in graduation in prescribed time (which takes four
sessions), x2 (1, N= 16,322) = 22.61, 2 < .001. The rate was lower for students
with disabilities (15.2% versus 27.7%). However, there was no significant dif-
ference in graduation in prescribed time plus two years (which takes eight ses-
sions) (49.8% for students with disabilities versus 51.5% for students without
disabilities), or over the total period of observation (55.0% for students with
disabilities versus 54.5% for students without disabilities). Students with dis-
abilities took longer to graduate (M = 5.95 sessions) compared to students with-
out disabilities (M = 5.24 sessions), £(8891) = 4.38, p < .001. There was also no
significant difference in the graduation rates for students with learning disabili-
ties/ADD (55.5%) when compared to students with all other disabilities (54.5%)
in any of the time frames considered. Figure 3 illustrates graduation rates in the
pre-university and career/technical programs over the period of observation.

Career/technical programs. There was no difference in the graduation rates for
prescribed time plus two years (which takes 10 sessions) (46.8% for students
with disabilities versus 49.5% for students without disabilities) or the period of
observation (53.2% for students with disabilities versus 51.7% for students with-
out disabilities). Students with disabilities (M = 8.24 sessions) took significantly
longer to graduate than students without disabilities (M = 6.92 sessions), £(1417)
- 3.43, p < .001.

Figure 3. Comparison of graduation rates in pre-university and careet/technical
programs over the period of observation.

Graduation Rate

Pre-University Career/Technical

|ﬂMth Disabilities OOWith No Disabilities
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Gender and disability status. The sample size permitted an analysis of gradua-
tion rates broken down by gender and disability status for students in pre-uni-
versity programs. Men graduated at significantly lower rates than women in each
of the three time frames considered (p < .01 for the three chi-square tests). There
was no significant difference between men with and without disabilities for gradu-
ation rates in prescribed time plus two years (41.8% vs. 44.2%) or for the period
of observation (48.6% vs. 47.7%). The same held true for women in prescribed
time plus two years (59.3% vs. 57.5%) and over the period of observation (62.6%
vs. 60.2%). The only differences found were for the prescribed time rates be-
tween men with (10.3%) and without (21.5%) disabilities (%2 (1, N = 7,456) =
10.78, p < .001), and women with (21.1%) and without (32.8%) disabilities o
(1, N= 8,866) = 7.55, p < .01). Both students with and without disabilities had
significantly lower graduation rates for men in each of the time frames (p < .01
for the six chi-square comparisons). Over the period of observation these differ-
ences were similar for both groups (students with disabilities = 14.0%; students
without disabilities = 12.5%).

DISCUSSION

The findings indicate that students with disabilities at the college had gradu-
ation outcomes that were virtually identical to those of students without dis-
abilities. The main difference was that students with disabilities took, on average,
approximately one semester longer to graduate. Examination of average grades
and course pass rates showed that students with disabilities did at least as well as,
and in some cases significantly better than, students without disabilities. When
students with disabilities were divided into two groups, students with learning
disabilities/ADD and students with all other disabilities, the overall trend was
for students with learning disabilities/ADD to have similar academic outcomes
to students without disabilities (grades, course pass rates, graduation rates) and
for students with all other disabilities to have equivalent (graduation rates) or
superior outcomes (grades, course pass rates). In some cases students with dis-
abilities performed better than would have been expected based on their high
school grades.

Several studies in the literature show either that post-secondary students with
disabilities do almost as well as students without disabilities (Horn & Berktold,
1999) or that they do equally well (e.g., Outcomes Group, 1998), especially
when scores are corrected for lower high school grades (Richardson, 2001;
Richardson & Roy, 2002). Consistent with our results, one study conducted at a
junior/community college showed that students with disabilities do as well as or
better than students without disabilities (Gavilan College, 2002). Other studies
suggest that students with disabilities do less well (Adelman, 1990; Horn &
Berktold; Moisey, 2004). It is not surprising that results vary, since the system
used to classify the disability, the manner in which students with disabilities are
identified, the methodologies used to measure the success of students, demo-
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graphic variables, and the quality and extent of the disability support services
provided will influence the outcomes reported in different studies and make com-
parisons difficult.

All of the post-secondary institutions in Canada are provincially regulated
and exercise some degree of self-governance. There is no national requirement
that institutions collect and report on the status of students with disabilities
(CADSPPE, 1999). This makes it difficult to conduct the systematic research
required to measure success rates, identify the factors that contribute to academic
success, and determine the extent to which accommodations contribute to im-
proved academic performance of students with disabilities in post-secondary study.

The sample of students with disabilities in this study consisted of students
who registered with the college’s Centre for Students with Disabilities and had
access to disability-related accommodations. However, this group represents only
a portion of the total number of students with disabilities at the college, as many
students fail to register to receive disability-related services for a variety of rea-
sons (Fichten et al., 2004; Fichten, Bourdon, Creti, & Martos, 1987). Would
the findings in the present study have been as optimistic had students received
poor-quality or no services? The relatively better performance of students with
disabilities at college, despite lower high school grades, suggests that college ac-
commodations may be a contributory factor. The fact that students with learn-
ing disabilities/ADD performed less well than the “other disabilities” group suggest
that students with learning disabilities/ ADD may have more difficulty in mas-
tering course materials compared to those with other disabilities. However, this
group did perform as well as students without disabilities and graduated at the
same rates, again suggesting that the accommodations provided may have been
responsible for allowing these students to perform at this level. The fact that the
“other disabilities” group performed better than students without disabilities may
be related to a number of factors, such as their lower course load and the ability
to pre-register in their preferred classes and to select supportive teachers, along
with any of the more disability-specific accommodations they may have used.
However, it may also be due to factors unrelated to these accommodations (e.g.,
greater level of motivation) or an interplay of both. The study outcomes, al-
though suggestive of a positive impact of accommodations, do not permit us to
draw any conclusions. Further study is required to address the question. For ex-
ample, we are currently undertaking research to examine the factors that stu-
dents with disabilities perceive as facilitating and as hampering their academic
progress, and to compare students with disabilities who did or did not register to
receive disability-related services.

What the present study does show, however, is that students who register to
receive disability-related services from their college can and do achieve good aca-
demic results, and that they are just as likely to graduate, given sufficient time.
This has implications for both counsellors and policy makers. As the number of
students with disabilities continues to rise (CADSPPE, 1999), demands on dis-
ability service providers will escalate. It is important that decision makers associ-
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ated with budget allocations are provided with evidence-based research that shows
how investment in disability support services results in improvements in gradua-
tion and retention rates. Better system-wide collection of data indicating the
disability status of students is required in order to achieve this. Many institu-
tions set policies regarding eligibility for scholarships and admission to competi-
tive programs that require full course loads to be undertaken. The present study,
as well as others (e.g., Vogel & Adelman, 1992), have shown that students with
disabilities may take lighter course loads and take longer to graduate. These policies
need to ensure that students with disabilities are not systematically discriminated
against due to their lighter course loads. Admissions policies need to recognize
that despite lower high school grades, students with disabilities are capable of
succeeding as well as students without disabilities.

High school students with disabilities need to be encouraged to pursue post-
secondary education. Counsellors, like parents and the students themselves, are
frequently unaware of the services available to students with disabilities in post-
secondary settings—services that, in many cases, are superior to those available
in high school (Jean-Charles Juhel, personal communication, January 21, 2004).
Guidelines for accessing disability-related services at the post-secondary level
should be part of a college transition plan, developed collaboratively with pro-
spective students and their parents, teachers, and counsellors. Providing oppor-
tunities to meet students with disabilities who have been successful in
post-secondary education can provide positive role models for those developing
their career plans. Faculty, both at high school and at the post-secondary level,
need to be made aware that students with disabilities are capable students who
need to be suitably challenged. Students with disabilities may get the message
from their teachers, parents, and fellow students that they must set their goals
lower, that they are “in”capable and “un”able, and that “they must be realistic”
(cf. Wright, 1983). The present results, which show that students with disabili-
ties performed as well as or better than would have been expected given their

high school grades, go a long way to help dispel such myths.
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