DAIS Disability Access Information & Support.
ADA for Non-Disability Student Service Personnel:

What Does It Mean for Me???

COUNSELING AND ADVISING.

This booklet is all about the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and how it impacts on the area of Counseling/Advising. The Americans with Disabilities Act did not bring many new responsibilities to the higher education community in its treatment of students with disabilities. Instead, it essentially served to highlight and reinforce the provisions of Subpart E, Section 504, of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. As it applies to higher education, Section 504 can be stated as follows:

“No otherwise qualified person with a disability in the United States shall, solely by reason of disability, be denied access to, or the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or activity provided by any institution receiving federal financial assistance.”

Section 504 mandated equal access to opportunity for all otherwise qualified individuals regardless of their status as disabled (Note: the term “otherwise qualified” is defined in more detail later — see “Eligibility Criteria and Technical Standards”). Case law has established that a single student going to school on a Pell grant is enough to trigger the institution’s responsibilities as a federally funded entity. Thus, public or private, almost every postsecondary institution in the country has mandated responsibilities under Section 504.

The major impact of the ADA on higher education has not been an appreciable increase in institutional responsibility to this population of students. The impact has been that a dramatically increasing number of students with disabilities now know they have a right to access and are insisting on that right. Public institutions are covered under Title II of the ADA. Private institutions are covered under Title Ill of the ADA.

It is important to understand that the ADA contains very few specific statements that delineate the responsibilities of postsecondary institutions. Instead, in framing the law and in pursuing compliance, the federal government has chosen to look back to the detailed specifics in Section 504 (and the 20 years of compliance history and case - law that surround it) to establish the expectations and obligations of higher education to students with disabilities.

The ADA is a Civil Rights Statute.

The ADA is a civil rights statute — nothing more and nothing less. It promises protection from discrimination on the basis of disability. It promises equal access to opportunities for persons with disabilities. That is all it promises!

• It does not promise affirmative action for per sons with disabilities. There is no requirement that someone with a disability receive preferential consideration over equally qualified candidates for admission.

• It does not promise that programs and services will be designed to meet the needs of persons with disabilities. It does promise equal access to the same programs and services that are created for others.

• It does not promise that existing rules will be waived or that accommodations will be provided. It promises that people with disabilities will not be excluded from opportunities available to people without disabilities solely because of their disability. If the rules need to be changed or some accommodation must be provided in order for per sons with disabilities to have equal access, then those actions must be taken.

Reasonable Modifications.

The ADA mandates that institutions (and programs within institutions) must make reasonable modifications to policies, practices and procedures so that those policies, practices, or procedures do not become the basis for excluding a qualified person with a disability. Generally speaking, if it is a rule the institution made, it is a rule the institution can modify, and it must consider modifying such a rule if doing so would be reasonable and would allow access that would otherwise be denied to an individual with a disability. The key word here is “reasonable.” Over the years we have learned that it is easier to define what is not reasonable and to assume that if the requested modification doesn’t fit the profile of an unreasonable accommodation, then it should be seriously considered.

It is NOT reasonable if making a specific modification or having an individual involved in an activity poses a direct threat to the health or safety of others.

It is important to understand that the direct threat must be real and not the result of generalized safety concerns (the actual wording from the guidelines indicates that to establish “direct threat” there must be substantial risk of significant harm). Moreover, under Titles II and III of the ADA, the risk must be to others — the individual has the right to choose to assume the risk to herself/him self to the same extent as do other students.

Several years ago there was a young woman who moved from a two-year to a four-year institution and tried out for the soccer team at the University. She had been playing inter-collegiate athletics for her junior college for two years. She made the team but was refused clearance to participate by the team physician because she was blind in one eye. His reasoning? “She is already blind in one eye. If we allow her to play soccer and she gets hit in the head and something hap pens to the vision in her other eye, she would have no vision left. We cannot allow her to take that chance.” Now, logically, there is no reason to believe that a blow to the head that is severe enough to effect vision is more likely to wipe out vision in one eye than in both eyes at once — if the physician were that concerned about the risk of blindness, he would not have allowed any of the students to participate. You may not exercise a different “standard of care” in allowing a student with a disability to participate than you do with nondisabled students.

This does mean that you are not allowed to exercise a prudent standard of care is assessing the risk to ALL students wishing to participate in the activity. If your team physician has recommended that someone who manifests significant existing heart damage not be allowed to participate in a strenuous activity, and if all students must take a physical to be cleared for participation, then the fact that this excludes a student athlete who has a chronic heart condition is not discriminatory. More on this topic can be found in the section be low entitled “Eligibility Criteria and Technical Standards.”

It is NOT reasonable if making the modification means making a substantial change in an essential element of the curriculum.

It is the institution’s responsibility to demonstrate BOTH that is a substantial change AND that it is an essential element in this student’s curriculum. It is under this category that a discussion of prerequisite courses or course substitutions for required courses would be entertained. This caveat applies specifically to academic endeavors.

It is NOT reasonable if making the modification means making a substantial alteration in the manner in which the program/service is provided.

This harkens back to the civil rights/equal access nature of the law. The ADA does not re quire institutions to create programs that are specifically designed for persons with disabilities — only to provide persons with disabilities access to the programs and services it provides to all students. If the requested modification substantially alters the delivery, focus, or method of participation in the program, then it would probably not be seen as reasonable. For example, the institution is not required to provide an opportunity for wheel chair athletes to compete in intercollegiate play.
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Not hinder the postsecondary institution from taking appropriate steps to protect institutional community.

The more frequent (typically inappropriate) application of this rule in the context of advising comes with attitudinal barriers of advisors who believe that because of a disability the student should not be pursuing a given field (presumable because of “direct threat” to others). Too often, this translates into taking steps to exclude the possibility of the student moving forward in his/her personal objective or using the position and influence of the role of advisor to guide the student away from that endeavor. It is one thing to discuss the reality of the barriers to be faced by a blind student who wants to be a physician. It is quite an other to tell a student with cerebral palsy that be cause of his limited mobility and slurred speech he would not make a good role model for children and thus doesn’t belong in the filed of education! More on this topic can be found under the heading of Eligibility Criteria and Technical Standards.

It is NOT reasonable if making the modification means making a substantial change in an essential element of the curriculum.

It is the institution’s responsibility to demonstrate BOTH that is a substantial change AND that it is an essential element in this student’s curriculum. It is under this category that a discussion of prerequisite courses or course substitutions for required courses would be entertained. This caveat applies specifically to the curricular aspect of institutional programming and thus would not apply to persona) counseling, but might be a topic of conversation for academic advisors. The precept is a firm one, but three follow-up questions must be asked. When is a change substantial? What is essential to a given field of study? Does the academic advisor have the obligation or right to be making judgments/decisions about the appropriateness of a student with a given disability pursuing an area of interest? More about this under Eligibility Criteria and Technical Standards.

It is NOT reasonable f making the modification means making a substantial alteration in the manner in which the program is provided.
This harkens back to the civil rights/equal access nature of the law. The ADA does not re quire institutions to create programs that are specifically designed for persons with disabilities only to provide persons with disabilities access to the programs and services it provides to all students. If the requested modification substantially alters the delivery, focus, or method of participation in the program, then it would probably not be seen as reasonable.

In college counseling centers, this question seems to arise most often in the context of what services, and what level of service, should be pro vided to students with psychological disabilities. If the institution does NOT provide intensive, long- term, personal counseling for students at the institution, it is not required to change the nature of its counseling services to provide those intensive ser vices to students with psychological disabilities, no matter their level of need for such support. It would be appropriate, however, to make referrals to professionals who could assist with such needs, as would be done for any other student

Finally, it is NOT reasonable f making the modification creates an undue financial or administrative burden. HOWEVER...

Title II of the ADA (which would encompass all public postsecondary institutions) indicates that a modification is not reasonable if it is an undue financial burden but indicates that when examining the cost of provision for auxiliary aids and services the government will be looking at the total resources available in the situation. In other words, it will not be the budget of the Biology Department, or the School of Science, or State University that is evaluated, but the budget of the State of _______ against which the yardstick of “undue financial burden” will be measured.

In 20 years of case law and findings under Section 504 (which includes public and private institutions), the federal government has never allowed an institution of higher education to refuse to provide auxiliary aids or services solely on the basis of cost.
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NEVER

The only time undue financial burden is successfully offered as a defense is generally in the context of making structural changes to facilities—building ramps, installing elevators, knocking out walls, and so on. Since the law clearly allows for compliance to be effected by moving activities to facilities that ARE fully accessible, there is no need to rely on architectural changes as a means of assuring programmatic access. Unless the modification needed to allow participation is dependent on such structural adaptations, cost is not likely to be recognized as a reason for denying participation. The possibility of undue administrative burden MAY be a legitimate reason for denying access. Be careful, however, that you are talking about a burden, and not an inconvenience!

A Word About Confidentiality

The handling of information regarding someone’s disability and their status as a person with a disability is a very sensitive issue in the disability community. Generally, information regarding disability is considered highly confidential, is maintained in separate, secure files with limited access, and is shared on a need-to-know basis. In this context, need-to-know could be defined as “needing to have knowledge in order to be pre pared to take specific action.” If the individual would not do anything differently as a result of knowing the information regarding disability, then it would probably be inappropriate to share such information. These rules are drawn from statements within the ADA and Section 504 and from years of experience in trying to assure compliance with both the letter and the spirit of the laws.

In part, the concern about confidentiality stems from the fact that one is not considered a person with a disability and entitled to protection under federal law unless s/he chooses to identify as such and request that protection. This is the only federal civil rights law that acknowledges the right of the individual not to be included within the protected class. Moreover, too often in the past people with disabilities have been excluded from opportunities because someone else has decided that it is not safe for them to participate, or because someone believes they are not capable of participation, or because someone decides it will be too difficult or too expensive to have them participate. Others have been excluded out of the public’s fear of being in contact with someone with that particular disability. If people don’t know the person has a disability or the nature of that disability, such exclusion cannot occur. Hence, the emphasis on confidentiality.
Disability-related information shared in the context of staffing sessions in a counseling center (that is, between professional counselors in an effort to gain further insight or information about how to assist a client) would fall outside the realm of the concerns expressed above. However, academic advisors who share information with each other or with faculty members about a student’s disability without getting express permission from the student are acting inappropriately.

What if you would — or should! — do something differently as a result of knowing about the disability? Need-to-know is determined on an individual basis and may vary with circumstances or over time. More importantly, if there is concern about the safety of others, the institution’s obligation to take adequate care is no less a priority than confidentiality for the person with a disability. A concern about confidentiality and protecting the rights of persons with disabilities is no excuse for not using common sense in applying the regulations, using good sense and in good faith. However...

Information about a student’s disability might influence your counsel and advice to that student, but that information is only going to come to you from the student (or with student permission). Even then, what you have a need to know is limited to the information you need because you would be expected to act differently because of it. Let’s use some specific examples. A student with epilepsy is planning to major in Early Childhood Education. As the Academic Advisor, you do not need to know that the student has epilepsy. A faculty member supervising the student in a practicum situation may have need to know that very information if it alters the arrangements being made regarding the student’s placement and supervision in order to assure the safety of the children in the class. 
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As the Academic Advisor, however, the only reason you would act differently in advising such a student if you knew he/she had epilepsy is if you counseled that student to consider a different field because of the potential interference of the disability. That is discrimination on the basis of disability, and that is what the law prohibits. You do not need to know that the student has epilepsy because you should not be treating the student any differently with that knowledge than without it!

On the other hand, let us suppose you are working with a student with a learning disability who is a Social Work major. The student is taking pre-requisite courses to qualify for acceptance into the School of Social Work — and needs a 3.2 GPA in those prerequisite courses to be considered for admission. The student is approaching the term in which prospective social work students do their field placement observations and write up those observations for submission and review. If the student’s disability is in the area of math processing, you do not need to know anything about that disability to advise the student in course selection. On the other hand, if the student’s disability is in written language then it is reasonable to expect that doing a good job on the written tasks involved in this field work experience will be both taxing and time-consuming for this student. It is not a good time for this student to be taking three other courses simultaneously that require a great deal of written work. Your knowledge of the student’s disability may make a difference in your recommendations for course selection. Recognize, however, that you will only know about this student’s problems in this area if the student shares that information with you directly. Your ability to establish rapport and trust will make the difference between being in a position to offer sound advice or not.

Determine What You Have to Offer — To ANYONE!

The first step in reviewing how appropriately your program is responding to its mandate for access under the ADA is to clarify what opportunity/program(s) you are providing. This may sound vague, but it is important to establish what it is you provide to everyone before you can establish whether you are providing equal access for the individual with the disability. It also may be come important in making decisions about the scope of modifications necessary; the law mandates that the program, when viewed in its entirety, must be equally accessible to persons with disabilities.

If your Counseling Center offers limited personal counseling to students and appropriate referrals to private professionals in the area for those needing more in-depth support, that is all you need be prepared to provide to students with disabilities. However, you need to be prepared to do the same level of counseling with all students in need. Do you have access to a sign language interpreter who could assist in your doing counseling for a deaf student? Does the space you use for such individual counseling provide the same appropriate level of privacy (and accessibility)? Occasionally one hears stories about deaf students being counseled in open areas (where passers-by can see, and thus eavesdrop, on the conversation, or students in wheelchairs who are limited to seeing only one counselor in the office because only that one person’s office is wheelchair accessible.

Moreover, it may be appropriate to expand your referral listing to include outside professionals who are knowledgeable about dealing with these issues specifically for persons with disabilities (for example, being prepared to refer to an In dependent Living Center or to counselors skilled in sign language). The accommodation, in this case, is not in doing more for students with disabilities than you do for nondisabled students, but rather providing those referrals in a way that demonstrates your knowledge and sensitivity to their issues of disability. By the way, are the offices for all of the people on your referral list wheelchair accessible? You don’t need to stop referring to those professionals if the offices are not accessible

— you just need to make sure that students for whom physical access IS an issue are aware of the limitations of some of the folks on your list!

5

In the area of academic advising, the cautions are more philosophical than practical. When you discuss career goals and aspirations with nondisabled students, those discussions probably begin with some probing about what the student is interested in pursuing and why. You want to know what experience the student has had in a given area so that you know whether the decision to major in “x” is a well-informed decision. You want to know what the student perceives as his or her talents, because those are the areas of expertise that will be critical to future success.

That freedom to explore may be unnecessarily limited by the student with a disability if you are not skillful in your interviewing and advising. Students with disabilities often seem to make decisions about what field to pursue based on their disability, rather than their ability. “I can’t do this, I can’t do this, I can’t do this... there is nothing about my disability that keeps me from doing ______ so _______ will be my major!” Students without disabilities decide what they want to do with their lives based on their strengths. Students with disabilities are prone to deciding based on their limitations! In recognizing that the goal of your activities is to help students make good decisions based on sound reasoning, your skill as an advisor is challenged in trying to make that happen equally for ALL students, regardless of disability.

Eligibility Criteria/Technical Standards

The development of eligibility criteria and technical standards that are appropriate, comprehensive, and legally defensible (from an ADA standpoint) has been of great concern to administrators and service providers since the implementation of the ADA. The discussion always begins with a review of the legal concept of an “other wise qualified” person with a disability. Someone is considered to be otherwise qualified if, with or without reasonable accommodation, they meet the same standards — academic, professional, technical, and behavioral standards — as do others. Successful pursuit of, or participation in, an activity or program should be dependent on the individual with a disability meeting all the same standards

established for pursuit or participation by others. That having been said, there are some caveats which must be considered in establishing such criteria or standards.

This is an issue for Academic Advisors to consider carefully in assisting students with disabilities in career and course selection. The ADA prohibits implementation of eligibility criteria (and, by extension, technical standards) which screen out, or tend to screen out, persons with disabilities on the basis of that disability. The law does not say that technical standards cannot be applied to persons with disabilities, even if those standards involve physical requirements that may be impossible for someone with certain disabilities to meet. It simply says that the criteria/standards applied must not focus on disability or the status of having (or not having) a disability.

It is not appropriate for eligibility criteria or technical standards to be based on the status of not having a disability. Sometimes, such standards are obvious, requiring that the individual have “nor mal hearing” or “normal vision”. In other cases, the discriminatory nature of the criteria/standard is more subtle. “The individual must be able to walk, bend, and kneel” — a statement which translates to “People in wheelchairs need not apply!” The problem is not in setting up standards that include physical qualifications, but rather in making the assumption that if the individual is “normal” they will be able to meet those qualifications, instead of focusing on the task that must be per formed. It is not acceptable to say, “the individual must have normal hearing.” It is acceptable to say, “the individual must be able to communicate in conversational speech from a distance of up to 40 feet.” The same people may be screened out, but now they are being screened out because they cannot perform a necessary function and not because they are not “normal.” In the second example, it is not acceptable to say that the individual must be able to walk, bend, and kneel, but it is acceptable to say that the individual must be able to perform x, y, and z tasks (which are typically done by walking, bending, and kneeling).

Another problem arises when there is an attempt to use exit criteria as entry criteria. It is
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fitting and appropriate for a program to develop clearly-established goals for knowledge and skill acquisition during the course of a program of study, and there is absolutely no requirement within the ADA for those legitimately-established exit standards to be lowered or limited in any way when judging the performance and achievement of a student with a disability. The problem arises when these exit criteria are used as a screening mechanism to determine who will be allowed to participate in the learning experience. An example would be a nursing program that attempts to screen out potential nursing students by stating that candidates for the College of Nursing must be able to “monitor heart and breath sounds using standard hospital equipment.” As exit criteria, there is no problem with this statement (providing reasonable accommodations are made to find adapted equipment that accomplishes the necessary goal). However, at the point of application, it is safe to assume that none of the applicants can yet monitor heart and breath sounds using standard hospital equipment

—if they could, they wouldn’t be applying to the nursing program! The only way to use this statement as a screening device is to say to the applicant with a hearing loss, “You might not be able to do this successfully at the end of the program. Therefore, we have to save the few slots we have in the program for those individuals who we think have a better chance of successfully meeting our exit criteria.” That is discriminatory on the basis of disability.

Another problem is created when the material standards are applied only to someone with a disability. If the task involved or the practical experience that the student will be engaged in requires certain physical abilities for safe participation, it may be appropriate to state those from the beginning and screen out individuals who cannot meet those requirements. However, to do such screening one would need to test every applicant in these areas, and not simply make assumptions about a student with a disability. Atypical example would be a requirement that the individual be able to lift and carry up to 30 pounds. That may be a defensible requirement for a given field of study, but you cannot exclude people from participation on the basis of that statement unless every applicant is given a 30-pound sack and told to carry it across the room before their application process is considered complete! If you do not or cannot test the skill for everyone in the applicant pool, you may not apply it as screening criteria only to those with disabilities whom you assume (presume?!) will not be able to manage. Another classic example Speech/Language Pathology is a requirement that applicants be able to establish good rapport with a variety of clients. You can make judgments about the successful performance of this goal while ob serving a student in training, but you cannot make presumptions about whether students will be able to comply with this requirement before the fact. There is no way to test for this skill for student before they have had an opportunity to try.

It appears that problems arise most frequently when there is an attempt to use technical standards to screen out potential candidates instead of to measure achievement of participants. Often, in such cases, the decisions are made on the basis of assumption and stereotype instead of observation and fact. In some areas of endeavor, there will always be subjective judgments required in the assessment of performance (such as evaluating success of a nursing candidate in communicating with patients or the ability of a teacher education candidate to control the classroom). The clash with ADA requirements does not stem from a need for all assessment to be objective in nature, but rather that subjective evaluation not include disability as an element in consideration.

Many programs have moved to eliminate concerns of bias in the application of eligibility criteria and technical standards by developing clearly articulated exit criteria to be presented to students upon application and admission to the program. Faculty are encouraged to carefully determine the necessary skills for a successful graduate of their program. These skills are stated as specific tasks to be performed or accomplishments to be demonstrated. This information is then made available to all potential candidates to the program and reiterated to all students entering the program. The message is clear. “We do not compromise on the standards of excellence arid performance we
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demand of students who successfully complete our program. We encourage all interested and qualified students to attempt to meet those high standards but we insist that everyone meet the same requirements in the end.” Thus, students are encouraged to self-select into or out of a given pro gram of study and the technical standards become a benchmark of achievement rather than a barrier to participation.

Employ Case-By-Case Consideration...

Simply put, never say never! As stated, one of the inherent principles of the ADA for Title II and Title III entities is that reasonable modifications must be made to policies, practices, and procedures so that they are not, in themselves, discriminatory. In other words, if it is a rule that the institution made, it is a rule that the institution can modify — and the institution must be ready to consider whether modification is necessary to provide access and is reasonable in the specific circum stances presented.

The ADA covers such a broad group of individuals, with such varied disabilities, limitations and needs, that it was more appropriate to insist that a possibility always remain for exception than to try to detail the specific circumstances in which exception should be made. Any discussion of policy/procedure that includes the idea (through word or intent!), “we never make exceptions” is almost certainly in violation of the ADA. The law doesn’t say you must make exceptions in specific circumstances, but it does insist that consideration be given to the possibility.

A non-specific example of such a benign rule change might come from an academic advising center or counseling center that sees students on a walk-in basis. In other words, each student sees whatever advisor or counselor is free at that given point in time; students do not necessarily see the same person each time they come to the office. For students with disabilities, the continuity of working with someone who is familiar with their disability, and the process of decision-making al ready employed can be critical in their success. It would be appropriate to make an exception to the

rule of “no appointments possible” for such students.

And Use Common Sense!

When you examine the request for modification or the idea of participation in your program by a student with a disability, if your immediate response is, “This makes no sense!” then there is a strong possibility that it doesn’t.., and that you should be looking at why, given the rules stated above, you should be saying “no” in this circum stance. The ADA is not grounded in the idea that a person with a disability should be allowed to do anything or pursue any option they want to because they are disabled. Rather, the law is all about making sure that individuals who are qualified and capable of doing something or pursuing options not be turned away because their disability prohibits them from doing it in the typical fashion. The process of accommodation/modification is about making sure that they have a chance to try what others have the chance to try if it is appropriate for them to do so. It is not about pretending that the disability doesn’t exist!

On the other hand, if your immediate response when confronted with a request for participation or modification is either “this is going to cost too much” or “this will be a real nuisance”, BEWARE!!! You have just started down a road you don’t want to travel! With the limited exception of a modification that is shown to be an undue financial or administrative burden (as defined above) it is not appropriate to refuse participation because of the price of the accommodation or the possibility of extra work for you or your staff. If the individual is otherwise qualified to participate, you have an obligation under Section 504 and the ADA to make it possible.

A Word About Accessing Facilities and Programs...

The ADA and Section 504 require that institutions of higher education be accessible to per sons with disabilities. The regulations and explanatory guidelines listing requirements for physical/
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architectural access (ramps, elevators, signage, alarm systems, and so on) are lengthy and detailed. The individuals to whom this booklet is addressed will rarely have working knowledge of the full ramifications of the physical access requirements, they are not the people responsible for physical access on their campuses, and they do not have access to budgets that can be used to bring facilities into compliance. That doesn’t mean that the readers of this text are not responsible for assuring physical access to their programs.

Your role is to assure that the program or activity you are providing is accessible to every one who chooses to use it. In some cases, that simply may mean making sure that the room in which a meeting or activity is being held is accessible. In some cases, it may mean moving an activity to another, more accessible location. In some cases, it may mean being the primary impetus be hind seeing that moneys are appropriated to as sure that space being used for your activity or pro gram becomes fully accessible. This booklet is addressed to student services personnel in the areas of counseling and advising. Your mission is not to deal separately with two groups — students at the institution and students with disabilities at the institution. Students with disabilities ARE students at your institution. As you examine the facilities in which your activities or program are con ducted, remember that you have not fulfilled your stated mission until you have made your services available to all who would like to avail themselves of what you have to offer. If that means making a little noise along the way, so be it! Be sure to consider issues such as the availability of accessible bathroom facilities and water fountains while you are looking at the availability of ramps and elevators. What about tactile signage, availability by text telephone (for deaf students), and having brochures and materials regarding your services available in alternate media (Braille, or large print, or on tape, and so on). It isn’t just a question of being able to reach you physically — will the student feel comfortable and welcome being in your office/area?

ISSUES SPECIFIC TO

COUNSELING AND ADVISING

It is specifically prohibited under federal law to direct someone with a disability into a more restrictive career path because of that disability. This is the danger for academic advisors in trying to fulfill their role in the institutional response to this population. It is a danger that is heightened by stereotyping of people and of fields of endeavor.

For many years, people with various disabilities were stereotyped as being best suited for certain pursuits. Blind people must have heightened abilities in hearing, so they make excellent piano tuners. Deaf people ought to go into a field in which there is a lot of noise present in the environment, because it will neither distract nor bother them (for many years, most vocational education programs for deaf students were directed toward teaching them to work in print shops). People with physical disabilities ought to go into fields such as social work or rehabilitation so that they can work with other people with disabilities — they would be much more sensitive to the needs of such individuals having overcome the same obstacles them selves! While this is such blatant stereotyping that we have hopefully moved beyond it in recent years, there is still all-too-real a tendency to encourage a student with a disability to pursue a given field because the last student seen who had that same disability was successful in that area

Stereotyping fields of endeavor may be a more serious obstacle for students with disabilities because it can result in well-meaning people giving very bad advice with the best of intentions. Typically, the problem comes from defining a given field either too broadly or too narrowly. Either the belief is that in order to be an “x” you must be able to do all the things an “x” might do in any circum stance or that in order to be an “x” you must be able to do this specific thing and if you cannot do that thing you cannot do any of the things that are important in functioning effectively in that field. Neither view is realistic; both may be unnecessarily restrictive for students with disabilities.
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What Should I Do As an Academic

Advisor for Students with Disabilities?

The easy answer to this question is to do the same things, for the same reasons, that you do with students who do not have disabilities. Yet this is a response that is easier to discuss intellectually than to put into practice. When you are sit ting face-to-face with a student who either looks very different from the students you are used to seeing before you, or appears to function very differently from the students you typically see, your assumption is that the advice you give should be different because of these differences in the student. Your assumption is what leads to mistakes in advising students with disabilities.

I would suggest that there are only two rules to remember as you approach your interactions with students with disabilities. The first is that you should base your advice and recommendations on interests rather than limitations. The second is that your counsel should be given based on evidence and not supposition.

Anecdotal reports suggest that many students with disabilities are less mature in their career decision-making than their nondisabled peers. Too many students with disabilities decide to major in special education because their primary role models for the world of work were the myriad of special ed teachers they worked with throughout their schooling. If that is all you know about the possibilities that are out there, that is likely to be where your interest is directed! Then, again, I had a roommate in college who went through some interest inventories and testing to see what kind of field might be a good match with her personality. The results indicated she was perfectly suited to be a mortician. She was depressed for a week then decided to ignore that and pursue her dream of being an interior decorator. She is a very good interior decorator today, because she did what she wanted to do based on her interest and not on some outside assessment of what her interest should be. Students without disabilities may use such interest profiles as a starting point in their career exploration and do what my roommate did — ignore it if it doesn’t give you good information. Students with disabilities are much more likely to accept an outside assessment of their ability and their future — whether based on a standardized instrument or on the well-meaning input of a respected counselor and advisor. The danger is that your suggestions will be viewed as edicts. The opportunity is to help students with disabilities explore their options in a way that you may not get to do with other students who come to you with their minds made up.

Then, too, make sure your advice is based on the evidence before you rather than your assumptions about the student. Do not assume, because the student is deaf, that the student will want to stay away from areas that require good communication skills. Academy-award winning actress Marlee Matlin has shown that you can break into nontraditional arenas with the skills you have if you are good enough and persistent enough. Do not assume that a student in a wheelchair will want to pursue a field that is sedentary. John Hockenberry, the wheelchair-using TV reporter who covered the Gulf War for CNN could tell you otherwise. Do not assume that because a student has a learning disability and has great difficulty with written language that the student should, or would want to, gravitate toward areas that allow them to talk or work with their hands instead of relying on an area of weakness. I understand that Agatha Christie was neither a gifted nor a sought- after public speaker, but she was one of the most prolific writers of the 20th century even though she had a learning disability in the area of writing (dysgraphia) and dictated everything to a secretary who wrote it down for her!

Not every deaf student has the potential to be the next Marlee Matlin, and not every wheel chair-user can succeed as dramatically as John Hockenberry. But then, not every nondisabled student is destined to become the next William Hurt or David Brinkley. Students should be free (and encouraged!) to pursue their goals as far as their skills will take them. Too often the problem is not that they fail, but that they are never given a chance to try! Think about that the next time you consider steering a blind student away from a science course (because you cannot imagine how they will manage the lab work) or a learning disabled student away from an expository writing course and into a debate course, instead.
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Are There Specific Things

I Need To Know to Advise Students with Disabilities?

Maybe. Earlier, it was suggested that you treat students with disabilities in the same way, and for the same reasons, that you treat nondisabled students. While philosophically this is a sound policy, it ignores the fact that you do not treat all students alike regardless of their status as a student with a disability! Students are individuals and one of the greatest challenges (and joys!) of working in the role of advisor is to stretch yourself to meet the individual needs of individual students. Instead of proposing that you treat students with disabilities just as you do their nondisabled peers, perhaps it would be better to suggest that you treat them as students first—and as “students with disabilities” only as an afterthought.

Your focus in working with students is to help them achieve their goals while at the same time fostering student development and independence. That is true for students with and without disabilities. However, what constitutes development and what engenders independence may be different for the student with a disability. Their road to independence may include learning how to advocate for their own disability-related needs and how to identify the accommodations they need in order to successfully compete with their nondisabled peers. Depending upon the institutional arrangements, teaching these skills may or may not be part of your purview for students with disabilities, but allowing them to practice these emerging skills with you is most certainly a ser vice you can and should provide.

The good news is that it is not necessary for you to become an expert on all disabilities and how they impact learning, working, and career choice. You don’t even need to become an expert on the specific disabilities experienced by the students on your immediate caseload. Unless you have been hired specifically to advise students with disabilities, your role is to advise students at your institution and that is what these students should represent to you. If their disabilities impact on the advice you give, it is the students’ job to let you know that and to tell you what you need to know in order to make sure that your input is as useful and appropriate as it can be for their particular circumstances.

Beware the Double Standard!

Have you ever gotten into a discussion with colleagues about the appropriateness of allowing a student with a disability to start down a career path that you, as an advisor, feel is unrealistic? Usually the discussion begins by someone suggesting, “Wouldn’t it be a good idea, when we are looking at admitting students with disabilities to a given field of study, to determine whether they will be able to meet all the requirements for that field? If we don’t, and we let them get all the way to the end only to find out that they cannot get past one hurdle or another that we could foresee from the beginning, they will have wasted all that valuable time and energy when we could have prevented them from having to deal with this frustration.” The same argument is used, all too often, by faculty seeking to deny a given accommodation to a student with a disability because “no one will ever do that for them in the ‘real’ world, so they will never get a job in this field. Aren’t we setting these students up for a fall?” The question that must be asked is whether admission for other students is based on their potential for completion of the course of study, or on the previous completion of all the eligibility criteria as established for admission.

This kind of well-meant protectionism is really a form of discrimination. We do not protect students without disabilities from the consequences of their decisions, yet we are prone to want to do just that for students with disabilities “for their own good.” We do not base decisions regarding students without disabilities on our pit-conceived notion of whether they can or should be majoring in a given field, yet as caring individuals there is a

11

tendency to want to do just that for students with disabilities. Is that caring, or is that being over protective? Either way, it is wrong!

(the preceding passages were excerpted from “The Americans with Disabilities Act, Students with Disabilities, and the Role of the Academic Advisor”, author Jane E. Jarrow, Ph.D., NACADA Journal, 16(2), pp. 6-10, 1997)

Cross Cultural Communication with Students with Disabilities

Perhaps the most serious issue of concern for professionals attempting to counsel students with disabilities is the issue of communication. Does the student truly understand what you are saying and vice versa? Is the student able to fully process the information and counsel you are pro viding? While communication is always a concern for counselors, there clearly are additional considerations when counseling students with disabilities.

For students who are deaf and whose primary language is some form of sign language, the counselor faces all the same issues (in conveying information, in establishing rapport, in developing an atmosphere conducive to helping the student) faced with any other student for whom (spoken) English is a second language. While acknowledging that not all deaf students use American Sign Language (ASL), many of them do. Do not be misled in the belief that ASL is simply a different form of expressing the English that you use and thus using pencil-and-paper or reverting to the use of a keyboard and a computer screen will allow you to communicate fully.. Sign language interpreters don’t simply transliterate spoken English to manual (signed) symbols — they interpret what is said and translate it into a symbol system usable by someone who is fluent in manual communication. There is also a recognized Deaf culture; the boundaries and rules of that culture, and the ramifications for the student you are counseling are just as real and just as important as are the implications of being from any other diverse population on a majority campus.

Moreover, even without the specific issues of language difference, there are concerns about communication when working with some students with disabilities. Students with Attention Deficit Disorders (ADD) may have difficulty maintaining a train of thought and thus reasoning through a problem or a concern in the manner in which you typically hope to assist the students you counsel. Students with short term memory deficits (which may include students with ADD, learning disabilities, head injuries, and those with medical problems taking certain kinds of medication) may understand what is said while in a counseling session but not be able to retain that information — or the logic behind it — within a few hours after the session ends. As a counselor, it is appropriate to make sure that the student not only understands but is able to act on the information and decisions that come from your time together.

It is also important to remember that most of the counseling issues brought to you by students with disabilities will have nothing to do with their disability (that is, these are issues faced by students in college, not issues of blind students in college or of students in wheelchairs who are in college). Do not assume that being disabled is the central focus of the individual’s personality or actions. While the impact of the disability cannot and should not be ignored, if the ADA is working as we hope it will, students should be able to consider their disability apiece of who they are rather than the primary component of their identity.
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