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ABSTRACT

Many post-secondary institutions now have programs for special admission
considerations for students with learning disabilities (LD’s). These programs review
information to determine the eligibility of students with disabilities who may not
otherwise meet minimum standards for admissions. This study examines the academic
success of students with LD’s admitted through a Special Admissions Committee (SAC)
when compared to students admitted through the “normal” process. An analysis of
documentation of 45 undergraduate students submitted to an SAC indicates that they
have lower high school GPA’s and lower standardized test scores than their non-LD
counterparts, but have similar levels of success (as measured by comparing cumulative
college GPA’s, number of failed courses, and outcome status three semesters after
matriculation).



STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES WHO ARE ADMITTED TO THE
UNIVERSITY USING ALTERNATIVE CRITERIA: HOW DO THEY FARE?

As a growing number of young adults with learning disabilities (LD) seek post-
secondary schooling as a means of achieving their occupational and educational
aspirations, college admissions committees are increasingly faced with decisions
regarding admission procedures for these special students. Since the passage of Section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, the number of students with disabilities on college
campuses has been steadily increasing (Bursuck, Rose, Cohen, & Yahaya, 1989).
Currently, students with learning disabilities are the fastest growing group of college
students with disabilities, comprising 40% of those reporting a disability (Heath Resource
Center, 2001). Today, approximately one in eleven students enrolled in post-secondary
studies has a disability. This is a three-fold increase over the number reported in 1978
(Rothstein, 2003).

To comply with Section 504 and encourage enrollment of students with
disabilities, many post-secondary institutions have developed and implemented programs
for special admission considerations for students with disabilities. These programs are
designed to review information to determine the eligibility of students with disabilities
who may not otherwise meet minimum standards for admissions. Often times, these
programs are comprised of a committee of university or college employees who are
knowledgeable in the field of disabilities, such as faculty members or admissions
administrators (Mcguire, Madaus, Litt, & Ramirez, 1996). These program committees
search for evidence from voluntarily submitted information (e.g., psychoeducational
reports, letters of recommendations) that indicate that the applicant has the potential for
success in post-secondary education, in spite of the disability. Once admitted, students
with disabilities may voluntarily take advantage of various accommodations and
academic services tailored to fit their academic needs.

The issue, however, remains that disproportionately fewer high school graduates
with LD’s have college aspirations (67%) when compared with the non-LD population
(84%) (Rath & Royer, 2002). The number of students with LD’s enrolled in college has
been increasing in recent years due to the availability of accommodations and services
and a rise in special admissions committee recruitment (Rath & Royer, 2002). Research
shows various rates of post-secondary graduation for this population. Sitlington and
Frank (1990) reported that in a survey of 911 high school graduates with LD’s, 50%
enrolled in a post-secondary education program, but only 7% were still in school one year
later. Rath and Royer (2002) found lower graduation rates for the LD population (24%)
as compared to the non-LD student graduation rate (43%) after six years of enrollment.



Murray, Goldstein, Nourse, and Edgar (2000) had even more depressing findings: the
graduation rates for their studied LD population were only 3.6%, compared to 62.1% for
students without disabilities. Ruban, McCoach, McGuire, and Reis (2003) found that
students with LD’s enter college less academically prepared, with lower SAT scores, and
lower rates of achievement than their non-LD counterparts. Interestingly, however, they
graduate at about the same rate and within the same time frame.

Availability and use of support services are thought to be factors facilitating
success in post-secondary education for the college LD population (Vogel, 1986),
although internal factors (e.g. motivation) may also contribute to the students’ success or
failure (Vogel, 1986). Raskind, Goldberg, Higgins, and Herman (1999) determined that
powerful predictors of academic success include self-awareness, determination, activity,
emotional stability, goal setting, and the use of support services.

The purpose of the current study is to examine the academic success of college
students with LD’s who are admitted to the post-secondary institution through a special
admissions committee. Students with LD’s admitted through this process were compared
to students who were admitted through the “normal” process (i.e., they met the
university’s admission criteria) in order to determine if the students with disabilities
experienced comparable success as their non-LD counterparts, despite not having met
normal admission criteria. Data were collected to determine differences between the two
groups in grade point average (GPA), number of failed classes, and status (e.g. still
enrolled, dropped out, graduated) three semesters following admission. In addition, for
students with LD’s admitted to the university, data were collected on the rate of usage of
accommodations. More specifically, we investigated whether LD students take advantage
of course waivers and course substitutions and whether the waivers and substitutions that
they received coincide with their documented disabilities.

Method

Participants

This study was conducted at a large Southeastern university that offers special
admissions consideration to students with documented LDs. Participants consisted of 45
undergraduate students with a diagnosed learning disability admitted to the university
under special consideration by the Special Admissions Committee (SAC). All students
who were admitted through the SAC with various matriculation dates from September
1997 to January of 2002 were included in the study. Applicants can voluntarily submit
information regarding their disability to the SAC at the time of admission. This five-
member team, comprised of two university faculty, the director and assistant director of
the university’s Student Disability Resource Center (SDRC), and one administrator from
the admissions office, meets quarterly to review the applicants’ folders. If the applicant
with LD is not qualified according to university standards (e.g., high school grade point
average, SAT/ACT scores), the SAC examines supplemental documentation (e.g.,
psychoeducational reports, letters of recommendation, personal statements) to search for
evidence that the applicant can succeed in college despite the LD. Once admitted,



students may voluntarily register with the SDRC to take advantage of accommodations
(including course substitutions and waivers) designed to meet their specific learning
needs. The applications of students who already meet the university’s standard criteria
for admission are reviewed via the normal admissions process (i.e., they are not reviewed
by the SAC).

Of the 45 student participants, 23 (51%) were female and 22 (49%) were male.
Participants had various matriculation dates ranging from September 1997 to January of
2002, and they enrolled in the university at various points: 12 participants entered in the
summer semester as Freshmen (indicating first time in college), 17 entered in the fall or
spring semester as Freshmen, and 16 entered in the fall or spring semester as transfer
students (indicating previous enrollment at another college or university). Participants
had various matriculation dates ranging from September of 1997 to January of 2002. An
additional 45 undergraduate students (18 female and 27 male) at the same university
without a diagnosed LD or any special admissions considerations were utilized as a
comparison group. This sample was selected randomly from a database of students
admitted under normal admissions procedures. Participants were matched with the
control group based on their starting semester and incoming status (i.e., freshmen starting
school in the summer semester; freshmen starting in the fall or spring; transfer students
starting in the summer; transfer students starting in the fall or spring).

Procedures

Documentation that was voluntary submitted at the time of application as part of
the student’s application was reviewed for all 90 participants. General data gathered
consisted of university matriculation date, type of LD (for the LD sample only), high
school cumulative GPA, SAT scores (verbal and quantitative), and ACT scores (English,
mathematics, reading, science, and composite).

University transcripts were reviewed and semester information was gathered for
three consecutive semesters, not including summer. Data were collected for cumulative
GPA and number of courses failed. To determine college success, outcome statistics were
taken following the third consecutive semester of enrollment, not including summer. This
outcome semester was unique to each participant as it depended on the student’s
matriculation date. For example, a student with a matriculation date of September 1998
would have his or her status examined for January 2000, following the fall (1998); spring
(1999); and fall (1999) semesters. Status upon completion of the third semester was
indicated as one of five outcomes: re-enrolled, graduated, withdrawn/dropped, on
academic probation, or dismissed for academic reasons.

Results

For the sample of students with LD’s, the following diagnoses were indicated in
order of frequency: 14 (31.1%) mathematics LD; 9 (20%) writing LD; 5 (11.1%) reading
LD; 9 (20%) co-morbid LD’s; 5 (11.1%) diagnoses classified as “other”; 8 (17.8%)



Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD); and 15 (33.3%) diagnoses of
unknown type.

A series of independent t-tests were used on the following pre-college variables
(see Table 1) to determine group differences in academic performance prior to university
admission: high school GPA (for freshmen only), transfer GPA (for transfer students
only), and all SAT and ACT scores. A Bonferroni correction was used to control for
family-wise error (a0 = .05/10; corrected a = .005). When compared to the non-LD group,
the LD group had lower high school GPA’s, #(56) =-6.97, p = .000. The LD group also
had lower standardized test scores in the following areas: SAT Verbal #62) =-4.29, p =
.000; SAT Quantitative #62) = -4.96, p = .000; SAT Total #62) =-5.33, p =.000; ACT
English #(45) = -3.56, p = .001; ACT Math #(45) =-4.27, p = .000; ACT Science #(45) = -
3.47, p=.001; and ACT Composite #(45) = -4.06, p = .000. No difference was found
between the two groups in the area of ACT Reading #45) = -2.80, p = .008 or transfer
GPA’s #(27)=-1.95, p = .061.

After determining that the LD group entered the university with lower GPA’s and
test scores than the non-LD group (with the exception of transfer students’ GPA), t-tests
were used to compare the university success of the two groups, as indicated by their
cumulative GPA and number of failed courses. Again, a Bonferroni correction was used
to control for family-wise error (o = .05/2; corrected a = .025). Results indicated that the
students with LD’s did not have significantly lower cumulative college GPA’s than the
students admitted through normal admission procedures #88) = -2.18, p = .03. There
were also no significant differences in the number of failed courses between the two
groups #(88) =1.87, p =.07.

Only 11 (24.4%) of the students with LD’s received course substitutions or
waivers. All substitutions/waivers were for math, and all recipients of these
accommodations had a documented math LD. The remaining 34 (75.6%) students with
LD’s passed all core courses (i.e. math, writing, and reading related courses) without the
use of substitutions.

To assess overall college success, data were collected on enrollment status three
semesters after the matriculation date (Table 2). Each participant was assigned to one
outcome status: Reenrolled, Voluntarily Withdrawn, Placed on Academic Probation, and
Dismissed for academic reasons by the university. In this analysis, Chi-square tests were
used to compare the outcome status of each of the two groups. Results indicated no real
difference between the two populations for any of the outcomes [Reenrolled, y* (1, N =
90) = .91, p = .34; Withdrawn, y* (1, N = 90) = .00, p = 1.0; Probation, y* (1, N = 90) =
.00, p = 1.0; and Dismissed, y° (1, N = 90) = 2.05, p = .15]. This indicates that in this
sample, students with LD’s succeeded at the same rate in post-secondary education as did
the non-LD students. Therefore, despite not having met normal admission criteria, there
was little that differentiated the college student with an LD admitted under special
conditions from the non-LD student three semesters after matriculation.



Discussion

College admissions committees today are faced with a dilemma: they must decide
whether to alter the entrance requirements for students with disabilities seeking
admission into their university without simultaneously jeopardizing the standards upheld
by the school for the general student population. In order to justify accepting this select
group of students through special admissions procedures, college admissions committees
must seek to understand whether students with LD’s can succeed in college despite their
disability. As an increasing number of students with learning disabilities apply for
acceptance into universities, finding an answer to this issue becomes more and more
vital.

In an attempt to understand the population of college students with LD’s, this
study examined the academic success of those who were admitted through a special
admissions committee. We compared this population to students who were accepted into
the university under “normal” procedures in an attempt to determine differences in the
college success of the two groups. Specifically, we looked at differences in GPA, number
of failed classes, and enrollment status three semesters following admission.
Additionally, for students with LD’s, we collected data on the rate of usage of
accommodations coinciding with their documented disabilities such as course waivers
and course substitutions.

When compared to the non-LD group, the LD group had lower high school
GPA’s and lower standardized test scores on all areas of the SAT and ACT except for
reading. However, after having been enrolled in college for three semesters, students with
LD’s did not have significantly lower cumulative college GPA’s, and nor did they have a
significantly higher number of failed courses. Furthermore, there were no significant
differences in enrollment status three semesters after the matriculation date. These results
suggest that although there are significant differences in academic credentials between
the two groups upon entering college, the students with LD’s seem to be able to keep up
with their peers by achieving comparable academic success. Additionally, of these
students admitted through the special admissions committee, only 24.4% took advantage
of course substitutions or waivers. This indicates that the remaining majority are able to
pass classes related to their disability without the use of course waivers, ensuring that the
standards of the university are not being unduly compromised to accommodate students
with LD’s. We are not saying that students with disabilities should not have such
accommodations made available to them, but simply that their curriculum is largely
similar to that of their non-LD peers.

The findings of this study are significant in that they demonstrate that despite not
having met normal admission criteria, there seems to be little that differentiated the
college student with an LD admitted under special conditions from the non-LD student.
This is promising information for university programs with these types of special
admissions committees because it indicates that student applicants with LD’s, while they
may have lower high school GPA’s, transfer GPA’s, and standardized test scores, are
entirely capable of producing college level work that is comparable to the general student
population. These findings were similar to those of Ruban et al. (2003) who also found



that students with LD’s succeeded in college to the same degree as their non-LD
counterparts.

One limitation of this study is that we cannot conclusively say why students with
LD succeeded. For example, perhaps this group of students availed themselves of the
classroom accommodations, tutors, note-takers, readers, and other services offered to
them free of charge through the Student Disability Resource Center. If so, this may have
helped them to compensate for, or overcome, their academic weak areas. On the other
hand, a recent study by Canto, Proctor, and Prevatt (2004) found no differences in
academic performance between students with LD who do register for services following
an evaluation, and those who don’t, implying that the type of aforementioned
accommodations and services are not imperative for the success of the college student
with LD. Rather, the unexplained success of our students could be attributed to hard
work, careful course selection and choice of a major, good academic advising, and
students’ own motivation. They may also be applying study skills and other strategies
learned in high school while still under the watchful eye of concerned parents and
teachers. Finally, the review process and acceptance rate of the Special Admissions
Committee may be a causal factor, as the SAC members are very selective in their
decisions regarding which students demonstrate evidence of academic potential in spite
of their not meeting normal admissions criteria. On average, the SAC committee accepts
only 20-30% of all applications reviewed, therefore ensuring that they are admitting only
that minority of students with LD who have a very high probability of succeeding in
college. It is hypothesized that we would have found much different results if the SAC
had imposed less stringent criteria for admissions.

Further research is desired in order to further compare the similarities and
differences among students with LD’s and non-LD students. Specifically, it would be
interesting to follow both groups of students for a longer period of time in order to
explore their rates of graduation, cumulative GPA’s upon completion of their academic
programs, and employment/graduate school placements after college graduation. As
evident by the current study, only a low percentage of students with LD’s use course
waivers and substitutions. Future studies may wish explore reasons for this and possible
effects of not using waivers and substitutions in the area of their LD. Furthermore,
universities offer a wide variety of other support services for students with LD’s to help
them achieve in college. For this reason, more research is needed to determine the types
of services offered, the rates of usage of these services, and the success of students with
LD’s who use these services. It would also be interesting to compare the academic
success of students with LD’s that were admitted as transfer students versus students
admitted as freshmen. Finally, future research is needed to compare the success of
students entering college with a prior diagnosis of LD versus those diagnosed for the first
time while in college.



Table 1

High School and College Data for Students With and Without Learning Disabilities

High School GPA
Transfer GPA
ACT English
ACT Math

ACT Reading
ACT Science
ACT Composite
SAT Verbal

SAT Quantitative
SAT Total
Cumulative GPA
Number of failed courses

Table 2

M
2.81
2.78

18.38
17.52
19.62
18.62
18.62

480.34

464.48

944.83
2.38
1.56

LD

6
9
14

SD

44

47
4.33
4.29
5.11
4.10
3.99
9.05
1.91
2.59
0.73
1.66

Outcome Data for Students With and Without Learning Disabilities

Re-enrolled
Yes
No
Withdrawn
Yes
No
Probation
Yes
No
Dismissed
Yes
No

LD

31
14

n M
29 3.66
13 3.11
21 22.77
21 22.88
21 23.58
21 22.42
21 22.92
29 553.14
29 569.43
29 1120.57
45 2.75
45 0.96
Non-LD

35
10

Non-LD

SD
48
45

4.10
4.28
4.72
3.41
3.27
66.50
77.28
121.24
0.89
1.38

29
16
26
26
26
26
26
35
35
35
45
45



Number of Student:

I
o

Status of Learning Disabled and Non-Learning

Disabled Students After Three Semesters of

Enroliment

= N W
o O O O
| | |

.l__

Reenrolled

Voluntarily =~ Academic Academically
Withdrawn Probation Dismissed

Outcome Status

Figure 1

mLD
@ Non-LD




REFERENCES

Blackburn, J. C., & Iovacchini, E. V. (1982). Student service responsibilities of
institutions to learning disabled students. College and University, 57, 208-217.

Brinkerhoff, L.C., Shaw, S.F., & McGuire, J.M. (1992). Promoting access,
accommodations, and independence for college students with learning disabilities.
Journal of Learning Disabilities, 25, 417-429.

Bursuck, W. D., Rose, E., Cowen, S., & Yahaya, M. A. (1989). Nationwide survey of
postsecondary education services for students with learning disabilities. Exceptional
Children, 56, 236-245.

Fairweather, J. S., & Shaver, D. M. (1991). Making the transition to postsecondary
education and training. Exceptional Children, 57, 264-270.

Ganschow, L., Coyne, J., Parks, A.W., & Antonoff, S.J. (1999). A 10-year follow-up
survey of programs and services for students with learning disabilities in graduate and
professional schools. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 1, 72-84.

Greenbaum, B., Graham, S., & Scales, W. (1996). Adults with learning disabilities:
Occupational and social status after college. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 25,
475-487.

Heath Resource Center (2001). 2001 College Freshman with Disabilities: A biennial
statistical profile. Washington, D.C.

Keim, J., McWhirter, J., & Bernstein, B. (1996). Academic success and university
accommodation for learning disabilities: Is there a relationship? Journal of
College Student Development, 37(5), 502-509.

McGuire, J.M., Madaus, J.W., Litt, A.V., & Ramirez, M.O. (1996). An investigation of
documentation submitted by university students to verify their learning
disabilities. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 29, 297-304.

Mellard, D.F. (1990). The eligibility process: Identifying students with learning
disabilities in California’s Community Colleges. Learning Disabilities Focus, 5,
75-90.



Miller, M. (2002). Resilience elements in students with learning disabilities. Journal of
Clinical Psychology 58(3), 291-298.

Murray, C., Goldstein, D. E., Nourse, S., & Edgar, E. (2000). The postsecondary school
attendance and completion rates of high school graduates with learning
disabilities. Learning Disabilities: Research and Practice, 15(3), 119-127.

Putnam, M. L. (1984). Postsecondary education for learning-disabled students: A review
of the literature. Journal of College Student Personnel, 68-75.

Raskind, M. H., Goldberg, R. J., Higgins, E. L., & Herman, K. L. (1999). Patterns of
change and predictors of success in individuals with learning disabilities: Results
from a twenty-year longitudinal study. Learning Disabilities: Research and
Practice, (14), 35-49.

Rath, K. A., & Royer, J. M. (2002). The nature and effectiveness of learning disability
services for college students. Educational Psychology Review, 14, 353-381.

Rojewski, J. (1996). Educational and occupational aspirations of high school seniors
with learning disabilities. Exceptional Children 62(5), 463-476.

Rojewski, J. (1999). Occupational and educational aspirations and attainment of young
adults with and without LD 2 years after high school completion. Journal of
Learning Disabilities, 32(6), 533-552.

Rothstein, L. (2003). Students with disabilities and higher education: A disconnect in
expectations and realities. Retrieved August 2, 2003, from
http://www.heath.gwu.edu/Publicationspage.htm.

Ruban, L. M., McCoach, D. B., McGuire, J. M., & Rice, S. M. (2003). The differential
impact of academic self-regulatory methods on academic achievement among
university students with and without learning disabilities. Journal of Learning
Disabilities (36), 268-284.

Shaywitz, S. E., & Shaw, R. (1998). The admissions process: An approach to selecting
learning disabled students at the most selective colleges. Learning Disabilities
Focus, 3(2), 81-86.

Sitlington, P. L., & Frank, A. R. (1990). Are adolescents with learning disabilities
successfully crossing the bridge into adult life? Learning Disability Quarterly, 13,
97-111.

Vogel, S. A. (1982). On developing LD college programs. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 15, 518-528.

10



Vogel, S. A. (1986). Levels and patterns of intellectual functioning among LD college
students: Clinical and educational implications. Journal of Learning Disabilities,
19(2), 71-79.

Vogel, S.A., & Adelman, P.B. (1992). The success of college students with learning
disabilities: Factors related to educational attainment. Journal of Learning

Disabilities, 25, 430-441.

Woods, P. A., Sedlacek, W. E., & Boyer, S. P. (1990). Learning disability programs in
large universities. NASPA Journal, 27(3), 248-256.

Zigmond, N., & Thornton, H. (1985). Follow-up of post-secondary age learning disabled
graduates and dropouts. Learning Disabilities Research, 1, 50-55.

11



BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Katie Allison, M.S./Ed.S. received her B.S. in Psychology from Florida State
University in April of 1999. She earned her M.S./Ed.S in School Psychology from
Florida State University in April of 2005. She is currently working on her internship at
the Florida State University Multidisciplinary Center where she serves as a School
Psychology Intern for the Taylor County School District.

12



