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History and Requirements Regarding Disability Services on College Campuses  

 Before 1973 the services given to students who had a disability were determined 

by what each college or university wished to provide for those students.  Since 1973 

federal laws have shaped and dictated what services and accommodations need to be 

provided to students with disabilities.  Now many websites, including just about every 

college and university, have web pages outlining what are the laws and what is required.  

A good summary of the law is found on the following web page: 

  Two laws primarily superintend the offices of disability services on  

  colleges and university campuses and extend protection to students with  

  disabilities; the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, specifically Section 504, and  

  the ADA of 1990.  The Rehabilitation Act of 1973 was an expansion of  

  the 1964 Civil Rights Act, extended to qualified individuals with   

  disabilities the rights of a protected class and prohibiting discrimination  

  based on disability status.  The ADA further extended that protection to  

  persons in private agencies and defined the nature of “a qualified   

  individual with a disability.”  According to the ADA, an individual with a  

  disability is defined as “a person who has a physical or mental impairment 

  that substantially limits one or more major life activities, a person who has 

  a history or record of such impairment, or a person who is perceived by  

  others as having such impairment.” (Rehfuss & Quinllin, 2005) 

  

 Having a qualifying disability is just the first step in receiving some 

accommodations through disability services.  “An individual with a disability is not 

automatically entitled to any specific accommodation.  In order for an accommodation to 

be required the student must make his or her needs known (Lissner, 1992).”  As it is not 

legal for a higher educational institution to discriminate against someone with a disability 

regarding their admission to the institution, in almost all cases the institution is not aware 

of a student’s disability unless it is disclosed by the student.  As I discovered in my 

interview with John Palmer, Coordinator for Students with Disabilities at the University 
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of Wisconsin – Oshkosh (questions and answers are furnished at the end of this paper), 

the institution first becomes aware of a possible need for accommodation services when 

an admitted student sends a form and documentation to the disability services office on 

campus. 

 The documentation a student submits in order to receive accommodations is quite 

specific and detailed.  “In order to establish that an individual with a disability is covered 

under the ADA, the documentation of the disability must indicate that it substantially 

limits a major life activity, including learning (Miami University website).”  The 

documentation must be done by an expert who is familiar with the student or the 

institution can question the documentation (Duffy, 2004).  The documentation must be 

comprehensive and needs to include specific information. 

  Regardless of format used, quality documentation includes a clear   

  diagnostic statement that describes how the condition was diagnosed,  

  provides information on the functional impact, and details the typical  

  progression or prognosis of the condition.  Assessment reports should  

  include information about the student’s presenting concerns, history  

  (developmental, family, medical, psychological, education, employment),  

  educational assessment, psychological functioning, and a    

  summary/recommendation (Miami University website). 

 

If the information submitted to the institution in not supported by data or is in other ways 

not complete or sufficient, the institution can insist on sufficient information before they 

do any action to provide accommodation (Duffy, 2004). 

 When a student has proven a disability worthy of accommodations through 

appropriate documentation, the student is entitled to receive “reasonable 

accommodations.”  The accommodations, in order to be reasonable, must not 

“fundamentally alter the student’s program or present the institution with an undue 
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burden (Lissner, 1992).”  In order to alter the student’s program the accommodation must 

bypass “knowledge or abilities that are critical to the programs stated goals and purpose 

(Lissner, 1992).”  An example of an accommodation potentially altering a critical 

program is covered in a section covered below involving foreign language and math 

requirements.  For an undue hardship or burden to be proved, the institution must show 

how the cost or implementation of the accommodation is unreasonable.  Most 

accommodations are reasonable so the institutions must have good documentation of the 

undue burden. 

 The law’s purpose is to even the playing field.  “[T]he laws are designed to insure 

an equal opportunity for individuals with disabilities.  This includes an equal opportunity 

to have their skills, knowledge, and abilities honestly and accurately evaluated (Lissner, 

1992).”  The purpose of the law is not to give an extra advantage to a disadvantaged 

group of individuals in the form of affirmative action.  The institutions of higher learning 

“face the ethical dilemma of how to balance the rights of students with learning 

disabilities with the academic integrity of a course of study (Mott, 2004).”  The laws 

governing the fair treatment of individuals with a disability is the guide that the 

institutions follow in addition to clarifications made through court cases. 

 Even with many substantial benefits to gain, many individuals with disabilities 

who would qualify for accommodations do not ask for services.  In my interview with 

John Palmer, he estimated that only 10% to 20% of individuals with disabilities ask for 

assistance.  The reasons he gave for their reluctance to disclose their disability for 

accommodations matched what I found in the research.  With the disclosure of a 

disability or the acceptance of special assistance these students are faced with additional 
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difficulties, “often involving labels which carry significant stereotypes and social 

stigmatization (Johnson, 2006).”  Some of these students are embarrassed to ask for 

assistance and some do not want to face the harassment they faced earlier in their 

education.  Others may try their first semester or first year without accommodations to 

see if they can make it “on their own.”  Still others may not know they are eligible or do 

not feel entitled to such services (Rehfuss & Quinllin, 2005).  Whatever the reason for a 

student’s hesitation to disclose their disability, the student service professional is not able 

to assist the student unless the disclosure is made. 

 

Services Given for “Hidden” Disabilities 

 The greatest growth in disabilities that qualify for accommodations and the largest 

number of accommodations that need to be given are for students who have “hidden” 

disabilities.  These disabilities are those that involve learning disabilities, ADHD, mental 

disorders, and other cognitive deficiencies that are not usually noticed visually.  

According to Mr. Palmer in my interview with him, 90% to 95% of the accommodations 

that are served at the disability service center at UWO involve students with these 

“hidden” disabilities.  Even as more students enrolling at institutions of higher learning 

are reporting disabilities, studies show the greatest growth is in these “hidden” 

disabilities.  “The report found that 9 percent of all full-time, first-time freshman 

enrolling in 1998 reported having at least one disability, compared to 3 percent in 1978.  

Forty one percent (41%) of those reporting disabilities said they had a learning disability, 

as opposed to fifteen percent (15%) in 1988 (Mott, 2004).”   
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 The need to give services to this growing population of students with “hidden” 

disabilities is vital when one considers the all important retention rates.  A study has 

“found that 80% of students with learning disabilities in post-secondary settings failed to 

graduate within 5 years of entering their respective programs while only 56% of students 

without disabilities failed to graduate within the same time frame (Rehfuss & Quinllin, 

2005).”  A strong effort is needed to provide services to students with these disabilities. 

 Landmark College is a two year private institution that specializes in serving 

students that have learning disabilities and they have developed a model that other 

institutions could use to improve the services given to these students.  This model stresses 

the importance of training instructors regarding the learning disabilities their students 

have in order to better understand what is needed to assist these students to learn 

effectively.  The students are also taught in this model to become more self-determinate.  

Before the college environment these students had resources delivered to them and they 

now need to learn how to go out and get the services they need on their own.  Advisors of 

students in this model need to take a closer look at what resources are being referred to 

these students to make sure these resources will meet the student’s individual needs.  It is 

important in this model to also give attention to the student’s social and emotional needs 

by providing support groups and other means of socializing (LRP Publications, 2006).  It 

is common to see that students without a good support network often find it difficult to 

complete their higher educational goals. 
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Disability Services Given for “Hidden” Disabilities in Higher Education Differs 

Significantly from Services Given in Prior Educational Experiences 

 

 Disability students entering postsecondary institutions (and their parents) often 

expect the model of special education services they have received in the K-12 setting.  

They are often surprised and upset when they learn what institutions of higher learning 

offer for disability services (Harris & Robertson, 2001).  The disability service 

professional in student service will find this a growing problem as more individuals with 

disabilities are entering college and parents are becoming more involved in their 

children’s postsecondary education.  These trends were found both in the research and in 

information provided to me in my interview with Mr. Palmer. 

 Universities and colleges are required to provide equal access to students with 

disabilities to complete a degree from their institutions; each university and college of 

higher education set their own standard of what it takes to get a degree from their 

institution.  What is required in K-12 education is different: 

  Section 504 requires a school district to provide a free appropriate public  

  education (FAPE) to each child with a disability in the district’s   

  jurisdiction.  Whatever the disability, a school district must identify an  

  individual’s education needs and provide any regular or special education  

  and related aids and services necessary to meet those needs as well as it is  

  meeting the needs of students without disabilities. 

 

  Unlike your high school, your postsecondary school is not required to  

  provide FAPE.  Rather, your postsecondary school is required to provide  

  appropriate academic adjustments as necessary to ensure that it does not  

  discriminate on the basis of disability.   

  … 

 

  In providing an academic adjustment, your postsecondary school is not  

  required to lower or effect substantial modifications to essential   

  requirements.  For example, although your school may be required to  

  provide extended testing time, it is not required to change the substantive  

  content of the test. (U.S. Department of Education, 2007) 
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In K-12 education, therefore, the public school must determine what the student’s 

educational needs are and provide any accommodation and service to meet those needs.  

In postsecondary education, the institutions must provide reasonable accommodations in 

order that a person with a disability can fairly compete with those that do not have 

disabilities for a degree that has the certain standards set by the institution.  The 

institution does not need to alter those standards for the student with disabilities; and if 

the student cannot complete the degree with accommodations that level the opportunity 

then the student would not get the degree. 

 More information needs to be given to disabled students and their parents prior to 

admission to institutions of higher education in order to limit these inaccurate 

expectations.  To be successful, a disabled student in a college environment needs to have 

“a good degree of motivation, maturity, and insight into his or her disability (Harris & 

Robertson, 2001).”  The high rate of failure to complete degrees by disabled students can 

often be traced to this lack of understanding about the postsecondary environment.  

“Once the students are on campus, they are often disadvantaged not by their disability as 

such but by their expectations of what people are going to do for them (Harris & 

Robertson, 2001).”  Harris & Robertson (2001) have developed a useful 9 step guide for 

students with disabilities which includes forms needed for documenting the disability for 

institutions of higher education.  They also propose a very useful suggestion of 

developing more ties between secondary special education instructors and postsecondary 

disability service coordinators to reduce some of these incorrect assumptions of college-

bound disabled students and their parents. 
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Accommodation v. Altering Academic Requirements 

Institutions Vary on Direction 

  

 The law as stated by “[t]he United States Supreme Court has made it clear that 

institutions of higher education are not required to fundamentally alter their programs or 

substantially modify academic requirements” in order to accommodate disabled students 

(Wilhelm, 2003).  It was interesting to me that this issue of altering foreign language 

requirements and math requirements was both brought up by Mr. Palmer in my interview 

and was noticeable in the research I did.  Mr. Palmer indicated that although some 

universities did alter their course of study to allow disabled students to get a degree 

without passing a foreign language and/or math requirements, UWO considered those 

requirements as inherent and fundamental to the degree that they award.  He even related 

a difficult story of a senior who has all credits for graduation except for the basic math 

requirements which he has been unsuccessful in completing despite numerous tries.  Mr. 

Palmer indicated that student was aware of the need to pass that requirement when he 

began his study at UWO.   

 UWO believes the integrity of their degree requires the completion of these 

requirements and it would be an unreasonable accommodation to substitute for these core 

requirements.  Court cases have supported this position (Wilhelm, 2003).  In a case where 

the court ruled that Boston University could mandate a foreign language requirement for 

its degree, the university president, Jon Westling, said the decision was “a victory for 

everyone who depends upon the integrity of American universities.  By preserving the 

right of universities to set and maintain educational standards, the court allows us to 
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guarantee the credentials of our graduates, for their benefit and for the benefit of their 

future employers (Selingo, 1998).” 

 Not all universities hold policies that they will not alter math and foreign 

language requirements in order for a disabled student to receive a degree.  A balancing 

act needs to take place for institutions between awarding modified degrees which might 

affect the overall prestige of the degree with being able to accommodate disabled 

students to meet requirements which they believe indicate the student deserved a degree 

from their institution.  The laws only state institutions “are not required to alter those 

requirements for students with disabilities (Rehfuss & Quinllin, 2005).”  Some 

institutions, such as the University of Connecticut, do have a formal course substitute 

policy for disabled students regarding foreign language and math courses (Gelb, 2002).  

It is up to each institute of higher education to determine its own standards and 

requirements as long as they are reasonable and based on the institution’s mission and 

emphasis. 

Online Obstacles and Aids 

 Just as the internet and online websites have benefits and drawbacks for non-

disabled individuals, disabled individuals (especially those that are visually impaired) 

have even greater difficulties and potential rewards through the use of online resources.  

The growth of fancy websites with fancy graphics has blossomed in recent years but they 

have not always been accessible for the disabled.  Text reading programs often used by 

visually impaired individuals most often have no idea how to translate the fancy graphics 

on websites (Carnevale, 1999).  Many disabled students, even though familiar with 
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computers, have become frustrated and have given up trying to navigate websites that are 

poorly designed in regards to their accessibility (Young, 1998).   

 It is believed that online courses will have the same general requirements to 

follow as other courses regarding accessibility according to the ADA.  In order to avoid 

potential problems or lawsuits, some universities are trying to be proactive in designing 

their websites to be more accessible.  Just as it is less expensive to build a ramp when one 

plans for it when constructing a new building, it is less cumbersome and costly to design 

accessible websites from the beginning (Carnevale, 1999).  The need to make these 

websites more accessible is not only to assist learning for disabled students, but also to 

help these students become better equipped for employment after graduation in a world 

that is increasingly more dependant on online communication (Young, 1998). 

 The development of accessible websites is an important priority and can be a 

good source of information for students with a disability.  Step-by-step guides have been 

developed to help colleges incorporate a broad web accessibility program (Irwin & 

Gerke, 2004).  Institutions also make great use of their websites to provide information 

and assistance to their disabled students from information about how they can be 

successful as a student on campus (Schneider, 2007) to information on how to build their 

self-esteem (Voigt, 2007).  The World Wide Web is not going to be put back into a box.  

It is important for institutions of higher education to make this highway accessible to 

their disabled students. 

Conclusion 

 Disability services in higher education are becoming an important and growing 

area of student services.  Through my informative interview with Mr. Palmer, I gained a 
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great perspective on this area of student services.  Much of what he passed on to me was 

right on point as I noticed when I completed my research.   

 With the apparent great disconnect between what disabled students expect when 

they enter higher education and what they actually are faced with, the proposal described 

above which partners high school special education teachers and disability service 

coordinators at colleges is a great idea.  This liaison would also help pave the way for 

minority students who are overrepresented in special education classrooms (Oesterreich 

& Knight, 2008).  Minority students with disabilities already have been shown to be 

reluctant to disclose disabilities at colleges as they already struggle with discrimination 

based on their minority status (Johnson, 2006).  This potential liaison between high 

schools and disability services in college is an idea I plan on hanging on to as I enter 

student services. 
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Questions and Answers from interview with John Palmer, Coordinator for 
Students with Disabilities at the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh 

 

[The answers given to my questions will be in bold letters; the questions are 
not in bold.] 

 

Number of students served? 

He serves about 270 students.  Not all of these students are disabled.  
Some of the students he works with are in Project Success which helps 
students that might need extra help whether or not they have a learning 
disorder and whether or not they are receiving accommodations for a 
specific disability. 

How do you become aware of a student in need? 

He indicated it is not legal prior to admission to find out if a student might 
have a disability.  This is so no discrimination can occur regarding 
admitting a student with a disability.  After admission it is up to the student 
to disclose the disability. 

The most common and usual way he becomes aware that a student is in 
need of disability services is that the student has filled out and submitted a 
form asking for disability services.  The student is not required to disclose 
their disability, but if they wish to have some disability services from his 
office they need to disclose their disability to his office.  Once in awhile 
someone with possible disabilities might be asked if they might have a 
disability that they would care to disclose in order to receive services.  
Most times, however, the student must take the first step and submit the 
form. 

He says only about 10% to 20% who are disabled disclose that they are 
disabled and ask for services.  Many of these individuals do not believe 
they need services, and others do not wish for other people to know that 
they have a disability.  Some feel uncomfortable to get special treatment 
and feel they should not need the services.  A number of students come in 
after the first semester that they may have struggled in and ask at that time 
for some disability services. 

He indicated that almost all that come in for disability services are those 
with mental disabilities or sight or hearing disabilities.  Those with physical 
disabilities (movement) almost never come in for accommodations as the 
University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh (hereafter UWO) is set up much better 
than most environments they face out in the public.  One exception will 
happen more this fall as all the elevators on campus are being replaced 
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this summer and some will not be done by the start of classes.  He will 
need to change some classrooms to the first floor to accommodate these 
students (it already happened for a student in a summer class). 

 

What is the range of disabilities that assistance is available for? 

Mr. Palmer indicated there were 4 main areas of disabilities that students 
come in and request accommodations for:  medical disabilities such as 
sight, hearing, kidney problems, etc that make up about 5% to 10% of the 
students served; learning disabled students with problems such as 
dyslexia make up about 25% of students served; those with Attention 
Deficit/Hyperactive Disorders make up about 30% to 40% of the students 
served and they usually only need accommodations regarding testing; and 
the rest of the students served have a psychiatric mental health issue or 
brain injury and that accounts for 20% to 30% of those served. 

 

 

Is there regular communication with those that are differently abled? 

Most of the communication Mr. Palmer has with the students is early on in 
the process.  There is an intake process which would confirm that there is 
a disability that needs accommodations.  He would then work with the 
student to determine what accommodations are needed.  The reasonable 
accommodations are listed and this list is given to the professors.  The 
students do not need to tell the professors about the disability and are told 
not to tell them, they just need to give the list of accommodations needed 
and the professor could contact Mr. Palmer if they had questions.  After 
this intake and set up of accommodations, Mr. Palmer rarely has contact 
with the student unless problems arise and he is made aware of the issues. 

 

Are students open and accepting of assistance? 

He indicated the students are pretty open to receiving assistance once they 
come in.  He restated that many students with mental health issues are 
reluctant to come in because they do not want others, even Mr. Palmer 
himself, to know about their disability. 

 

Is there much education of faculty/administration regarding the needs these 
students have? 

He indicated that every semester a brochure is sent to all faculty indicating 
what needs to be done (or not done) in order to provide accommodations 
to those students who qualify.  When new faculty arrives to teach for UWO 
they are given special training on what to do for students with disabilities. 
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Mr. Palmer rarely gets calls from professors asking him why the student 
needs the accommodation.  Most questions come from ad hoc instructors 
who are not as aware of UWO’s policies and procedures. 

 

Is funding for meeting the needs of students difficult? 

It is very difficult to budget for the needs of students with disabilities 
because each semester one does not know what accommodations are 
going to be needed ahead of time; and when the needs are known they 
must try to meet those needs.  The budget he has to meet the disability 
service needs is inadequate.  UWO knows this going in and any shortfall is 
met under the Chancellor’s budget.  He gave an example of how an 
interpreter for a student could cost $50,000 (for sign language) and one 
does not always know when the college is going to need to supply 
something like this.  He often can get into the red (over his budget) by 
$64,000 to $130,000. 

What is difficult is that the university needs to provide the accommodation 
under the Americans with Disabilities Act regardless of cost and that is 
hard to estimate.  Some of the highest cost besides sign language 
interpreters are the costs associated with giving the student alternative 
texts (audio, Braille, etc.) for the student with a certain disability (dyslexia, 
blindness, etc.). 

 

 

 

 

Is it difficult to run assessments to help reveal how much the assistance aids 
these students? 

It is not the responsibility of the university to do any assessments.  The 
students need to provide documentation of their qualified disability and a 
list of requested accommodations.  [I found out in my research the 
university can do their own assessment if they wish to.]  It was in answer to 
this question that Mr. Palmer talked some of what is required by the 
university.  He indicated that the university is only required to provide 
equal access to all students.   If the students do not have the ability to meet 
the requirements with accommodations, the university does not need to do 
extra to change what is required of all students.  In K-12 the schools need 
to do whatever they can to make the education equal to all those with 
disabilities.  In college the students are only guaranteed equal access. 
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Are there specific resources that you wish you had in place for the students you 
serve? 

He wished that all of the door openers, especially in bathrooms, were the 
pad type and not the smaller red button.  He said the pad is easier for all 
those with physical disabilities to use.  He said he has support from the 
physical plant people as these pads are easier to service as well.  The 
problem is that it would cost $500,000 to replace all the door openers on 
campus.  What is occurring is that anytime a button needs to be replaced it 
is replaced with a pad. 

Another thing he wishes was changed was the paving of new streets 
around the campus.  This is the city’s responsibility and the university 
cannot do it, but the very poor roads affect access to the university. 

 

Are accommodations ever not possible to be made under certain circumstances? 

Mr. Palmer indicates that there are many accommodations that cannot be 
made and this is difficult to explain to students and their parents.  Often 
times the parents have a mistaken belief that the same accommodations 
available in K-12 would be available at college and this is not the case.  
Sometimes parents or students ask for accommodations that are not 
required or which would alter the primary objectives of the class and this is 
not something the university needs to do.  One parent, for example, asked 
for their child that had Asperger syndrome to have someone regularly 
check to make sure they were doing their homework.  He indicated there 
was no way someone could be assigned to do that.   

On the bottom line, sometimes students are not ready and may never be 
ready to enter into the university due to their limitations from their 
disabilities.  He said this is a very difficult thing to tell parents and 
students.  One example involves UWO’s requirement that every student 
passes a certain amount of math and that they have two years of foreign 
language.  If a student even with accommodations is unable to pass these 
two requirements then they cannot graduate.  He told me of a senior 
disabled student who has all the requirements met except for math and he 
cannot graduate because of this failure.  He said some universities do 
make switches on requirements so that some students with deficiencies 
(specifically math and foreign language in some cases) can graduate with 
their degree.  But he said the university does not need to change its 
standards (and UWO does not) in order for a disabled student to graduate if 
those requirements are an important part of what qualifies for someone 
having a degree from that institution [I saw in my research the courts 
uphold this]. 
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Do students receive accommodations for participating in non-academic activities 
on campus such as participation in a student group, entertainment on campus, 
career services? 

These types of accommodations are often available for students on 
campus.  They are specifically offered for some activities such as medical 
attention and counseling when the student may have sight or hearing 
impairments.  Often times the student with hearing loss read lips well 
enough that they do not need an interpreter for most activities. 

Facts on the overall institution:  

There are about 11,500 students on campus.  It is the third largest 
university in the state behind Madison and University Wisconsin – 
Milwaukee. 

 

History of the program area: 

UWO was one of the first universities to work with students with learning 
disabilities especially regarding problems like dyslexia.  Their work with 
these disabilities predates the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 
(hereafter ADA) and even predates the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  UWO 
has had programs like project success and tutoring for students with need 
before these legal mandates.  The ADA has put focus on the requirements 
that are needed. 

Number of employees of the program area: 

Including himself, there are two full time employees involved in disability 
services (although he has other responsibilities as well).  There is also a 
fair amount of student help from other students on campus. 

 

Overall structure of the program area: 

His office is under the Dean of Students regarding how it fits in with the 
structure on campus. 

 

Job title and duties performed as part of their job: 

Mr. Palmer is an Assistant Dean of Students.  He is a coordinator for 
students with disabilities on campus.  He is also responsible to make sure 
the university is compliant with making sure the students are not 
discriminated against and are receiving appropriate accommodations when 
needed and when they are called for.  He has other job duties for other 
responsibilities on campus. 
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What is a typical day like?   

There is not a typical day.  In the beginning of the year and semester, as 
well as just before school starts, a lot of time is spent with disability 
services and determining if they need accommodations and what those 
might be.  He meets with those students and discusses what can be done.  
He also is involved with more serious student conduct matters (lesser 
issues are handled by student life) which can include criminal matters or 
suicidal issues.  He also overlooks the money going to student 
organizations on campus.  He is also involved in judicial affairs, emergency 
student risk management, AODA services and other activities. 

 

 

 

Highlight key responsibilities. 

Mr. Palmer’s primary responsibility is managing disability services (about 
60% of his work).  The rest of his work (about 40%) is secondary except in a 
campus emergency almost all if his attention is directed in that area. 

 

What are the most satisfying aspects of this job?  

Some of the most satisfying parts of Mr. Palmer’s job are when the 
students he helps have success in the classroom.  He also enjoys seeing 
them grow in confidence in their abilities.  He also enjoys his work student 
organizations on campus like the LBGT group and others that he can 
advise and give direction.  Overall he enjoys seeing how the students grow 
and develop from freshman year to senior year. 

 

The most challenging aspects of the job?  

Among the most challenging parts of his job is working with students who 
do not take advantage of the opportunities that are available to them.  It is 
frustrating for him to see all of the great things they can do are laid out in 
front of them and they do not take the opportunity and they do not 
advance.  It is also challenging for him in that he works with the extremes 
of students and does not get to work with the average college students.  He 
works with those that need extra assistance and those that get into serious 
trouble on one end, and then he works with highly motivated leaders of 
student organizations on the other end.  By working with students at the 
extremes he feels he loses some perspective on the overall campus 
experience of the average student. 

 



  Disability Services on Campus     21 

What stresses should one look out for? 

Mr. Palmer first off mentioned student deaths as something to watch out 
for regarding stresses.  He did not mention suicides, but I imagine that 
would be some of the more difficult losses.  He mentioned in particular 
someone dying in a car accident and someone dying in a dorm room 
without any apparent cause of death. 

He also mentioned it can be difficult dealing with students who need to 
withdraw from school for medical reasons.  He said the students often 
come in crying and stressed out.  Mr. Palmer is the only person on campus 
who needs to know the reason why they need to withdraw and he is often a 
dumping ground for emotional students who need to get things off of their 
chest regarding the need for the withdrawal.   

 

What are the best ways of coping with these stresses? 

The biggest thing to do, he said, was to leave everything at work and not to 
take it with you back home.  He also said the stress is something one 
grows to learn how to handle.  At first it was hard to avoid stress and over 
the years he has learned better ways of letting things not get to him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How did their program of study (college) help prepare them for this position?   

He had a bachelor’s degree in political science and a master’s degree in 
student personnel services.  He felt his master’s degree provided some 
needed information on how to counsel and how to incorporate student 
development theories.  He also keeps up with current advances in journals 
and that is something he also developed in his program of study. 

 

What added experiences would they recommend that would help in getting hired 
for this position?   

He indicated that it would be valuable to work in an area that assisted 
individuals with disabilities.  He also suggested working in a counseling 
center if possible.  He also suggested having an experience in residence 
life, like he did, as he found that a valuable learning experience for doing 
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anything in student services.  In doing work with residence life and 
housing one is faced with issues that cover almost all other areas on 
campus.  Part of why he feels comfortable in doing different roles on 
campus stems from the experience he gained while working for residence 
life.  [My meeting with the residence life director confirmed the value of this 
type of experience.]  What helped him transition into this position is that he 
was a liaison between the students with disabilities and the administration 
of residence life. 

 

What are the typical hours for this job?  

The hours for the job are pretty standard and regular: 7:45 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. 
Monday through Friday.  There are occasional nighttime commitments 
which might be one time a week now (when he started it was more like 4 to 
5 nights a week). 

 

Typical salary range for entry level people or for more experienced people?  

Mr. Palmer indicates that the university system has a pay scale range for all 
positions.  He said usually UWO starts out more toward the bottom of that 
scale as they can get away with it easier here where the cost of living is 
less than some other areas like Milwaukee and Madison.  He said a 
disabilities service coordinator would get between $28,000 and $40,000; 
and that a director of disabilities coordinator would get between $38,000 
and $50,000; and that an assistant dean of students would get between 
$40,000 and $60,000. 

 

What experience or background do most people have when entering this field? 

Most of those that get into this field have a degree in counseling or college 
administration. 

 

 

What are the trends and developments in the field?   

Parents are becoming more involved than they used to.  [This was told to 
me by the director of residence life as well.] 

 

 

What trends do you see in student services? 

Students are expecting more services than they used to. 
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What other information should I know about this field? 

Some college and universities have positions that just focus on disability 
services.  He believes this would be boring.  He likes it that this university 
has the disability services under the dean of students part of the university.  
By being in the dean of students, he works on other matters as well.  

 

What initiatives are happening on your campus revolving around counseling 
college students or student services? 

Some of the new initiatives include working with the Veteran’s 
Administration to help students receive services as they are coming back 
from service duty.  The services offered include assistance for those who 
may suffer from post-traumatic stress disorders or other trauma that may 
have caused a disability. 

 

What are the top three issues that you see are affecting college students today? 

Mr. Palmer gave me four issues: 

1) Alcohol and its use/abuse remains a major problem on campus. 

2) Students’ inability to cope with the fast paced society has led to 
problems with anxiety and other coping problems. 

3) Students are not breaking their bonds with parents like they used to.  
Work needs to be done to help keep them moving forward to 
adulthood and not remain dependant. 

4) Being able to finance one’s education is becoming a major issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


