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The purpose of this study was to explore college students with disabilities’ (SWDs) 

experiences in courses that use Open Educational Resources (OER). Specifically, 

students at Plymouth State University who have enrolled in the first-year required course, 

Tackling a Wicked Problem (TWP). A qualitative study informed by Critical Disability 

Studies was used to capture the participants’ voices and lived experiences. Key informant 

interviews were conducted with 8 participants. The results from this study showed that 

while using OER may promote initial access to course materials, their use was not 

sufficient nor central to a positive classroom experience for the participants. Rather, they 

cited these conditions needed to feel successful in school: positive relationships, 

engagement, and self-esteem. When these three areas are integrated into the design of a 

course, SWDs describe a sense of care and comfort that allows them to feel less othered 

than traditional classroom environments. Findings from this study may be used to inform 

the design of future iterations of TWP and the General Education program for which it is 

a cornerstone. Beyond Plymouth State, these findings might encourage stakeholders to 

embed Care and Comfort into their programmatic design to ensure equity for students 

from marginalized population. 
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Chapter One: Problem of Practice 

Introduction to the Problem 

Students with disabilities who attend college graduate at an 11-15% lower rate 

than non-disabled peers (Barnes et al., 2016). This phenomenon does not stem from a 

single issue; rather, a growing body of research indicates that accessibility at the college 

level is compromised for myriad reasons, some institutional and some by the individual 

students. 

From an institutional standpoint, unlike their K-12 counterparts, most higher 

education institutions lack requirements for faculty preparation and ongoing professional 

development in reaching diverse learners. While faculty members are often brilliant 

scholars in their individual disciplines, specific training in pedagogy does not tend to be 

prioritized (Brown et al., 2003). 

In addition to this lack of faculty training, students in higher education institutions 

bring with them experiences and perceptions that might inhibit their ability to persist to 

graduation (Brown et al., 2003). For example, many students perceive seeking 

accommodations as a sign of weakness and this stigmatization of support impacts the rate 

at which students utilize available resources. In the classroom, some students with 

disabilities feel alienated because they learn differently from their peers. Many also lack 

the confidence to contribute to classwork, which can manifest as anxiety that prevents 

participation, an element that is often a contributing factor to their overall course grade 

(Brown et al., 2003). 

Overarching efforts to increase retention at institutions of higher education (IHEs) 
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for all students tend to focus on social inclusion but lack specific targeted programs for 

students with disabilities and their unique needs. Through successful extracurricular 

programming, many of these initiatives have proven effective to increase the sense of 

belonging students experience in terms of connection to their campus communities but 

neglect those experiences that happen within the walls of the classroom. (Freeman, 

Anderman, & Jensen, 2007; O’Keefe, 2013; Vaccarro, Daly-Cano, & Newman, 2015). 

Global Perspectives 

Over the past decade, a new approach to increasing access to education has gained 

global prominence in conversations around retention, persistence, and pedagogical 

innovation at IHEs (Coughan, Farrow, & Pitt, 2019). This approach, called Open 

Education, combines the use of free, openly-licensed materials (OER), some of which are 

co-created by students and faculty, with pedagogical practices that might be enabled by 

using OER. These practices allow for multiple means of presentation and assessment, as 

well as shared responsibility for curricular development (Conole, 2012). David Wiley, 

often considered the pioneer of OER, describes Open Educational Resources, and the 

pedagogy they might enable, as having five essential qualities (5Rs)—the ability to 

remix, reuse, retain, revise, and redistribute the content under open licensing, rather than 

traditional copyrighted publishing practices (Wiley & Hilton, 2018). 

Wiley’s definition of OER remains prominent, yet many scholars within the Open 

Education community have offered more expansive definitions of Open Pedagogy, which 

Wiley insists centers on the use of OER. One alternative, offered by Dr. Maha Bali 

(2017), focuses less on the OER and more on the philosophical approach and practices 

associated with their use: “Open Pedagogy is an ethos that has two major components: a 
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belief in the potential of openness and sharing to improve learning [and] a social justice 

orientation—caring about equity, with openness as one way to achieve it” (Bali, 2017, 

para. 6). Other scholars have critiqued Wiley’s restrictive definition directly. Suzan 

Koseoglu’s (2017) article calls for a more inclusive definition than Wiley’s—one not 

centered on the 5Rs: 

Open pedagogy may include the 5 Rs of OER (Retain, Reuse, Revise, Remix, 

Redistribute content), or it may not; the discussion on 5Rs to me is simply an 

issue of method, not methodology (the broad philosophical orientation to the 

methods used). Open pedagogy might enable many methods, in other words ways 

of doing things, to achieve its goals (Koseoglu, 2010, para. 7).  

Despite new scholarship continually emerging about Open Education, its evolving 

definition, and its impact on students’ experience, Wiley’s definition is included for its 

historical significance. 

Aside from the clear benefit of providing a textbook (or other learning materials) 

free of charge for students, the ability to remix and rewrite these materials has broader 

curricular implications. Among them is the implicit design innovation. When educators 

(and learners) have the freedom to make choices about, and contribute to, the course 

content, the class has the potential to become a more inclusive learning environment 

(Woodward, 2017). Often, courses that use OER enabled pedagogy are mirroring the 

practices of UDL (Universal Design for Learning), a tried-and-true approach by k-12 

educators around the globe, but one that is still novel to many higher education faculty 

who do not benefit from the pedagogy-centered professional development of their peers 

who teach in elementary and secondary schools. For students with disabilities (SWDs), 
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the implication is that accommodation is baked into the curriculum rather than retrofitting 

accommodations for individual students (Woodward, 2017). 

On a less theoretical level, there are pragmatic benefits to OER adoption for 

students with disabilities. For one, the fact that the majority of OERs are digital means 

that they are more compatible with assistive technology than a traditional textbook. 

Digital resources are compatible with most screen readers, speech to text, and screen-

enlarging software, which benefits both students with learning disabilities and students 

with blindness or low- vision. Additionally, the ability to remix and rewrite these 

resources means the Lexile level can be adjusted and names and images can be changed 

to be more representative of the learners in class, a particular asset for students from 

marginalized populations (Davidson, 2019). 

Local Contexts 

 

The site of this study, Plymouth State University, is a small, rural campus enrolling 

approximately 4000 undergraduates, where I am employed in both staff and faculty roles. 

Set in a quiet New England village, the college is the lifeblood of the surrounding area, 

both culturally and economically. The physical layout of the university—buildings 

scattered amongst rolling hills, aging brick walkways between them—does not lend itself 

to access for students with mobility or visual impairments. While we do occasionally 

have visits from prospective students with these diagnoses, the challenging landscape is 

often a deterrent to their enrolling. Therefore, most students with disabilities who enroll 

at PSU have learning disabilities or psychiatric diagnoses, rather than diagnoses related to 

physical accessibility. 

At some IHEs, specific programs exist (often with additional cost beyond tuition) 
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to support students with disabilities. Plymouth State lacks such a program but does have a 

few supportive resources. The office designated to support students with disabilities at 

Plymouth State is Campus Accessibility Services (CAS). Staffed by just two 

professionals, the office serves approximately 725 students who have disclosed a 

disability diagnosis, half of which are learning disabilities. The CAS office is responsible 

for providing academic accommodations for students who request them, such as 

additional time on exams, flexible attendance, and acquiring digital copies of traditional 

textbooks (Personal Communication, L. Page, 2019). 

Another layer of support for some students with disabilities is TRIO, a federal 

grant-funded program that provides academic counseling and peer mentorship, as well as 

tutoring to students with identities traditionally seen as at risk for not persisting to 

graduation. Plymouth’s TRIO program is open to first-generation college students 

(neither parent graduated from a four-year institution), students who have low-income 

families of origin, and students with disabilities, or some combination of the three. At 

Plymouth, most of the students who participate in TRIO meet more than one criterion. 

The TRIO program does commendable work but is not without limitations. Per rules of 

the federal grant, they only have the capacity to serve 180 students per year, a small 

fraction of the number of Plymouth State students who meet their criteria (Office of 

Postsecondary Education, 2022). 

For those students who disclose a disability and seek accommodations, the role of 

the faculty has historically been limited to receiving a letter at the beginning of the 

semester describing the required accommodations—carrying out those accommodations 

often falls to the CAS staff and the students themselves. For example, it is not uncommon 
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that when a student’s letter states that faculty should provide that student with a copy of 

lecture notes or slides, the student often must approach the faculty member to ask them to 

do so, and sometimes are met with reluctance, despite it being stated as a requirement on 

the accommodation letter. Currently, there are no institutional policies in place to assure 

faculty compliance with accommodations. If a student feels their rights have been 

violated, they may opt to file a complaint with the Office of Civil Rights, but the process 

is lengthy and initiated by Plymouth students at a rate of .16 complaints per year 

(Personal Communication, L. Page, 2019). 

Advocacy and Ethics 

 

For the past several years, Plymouth State has been in the process of reorganizing 

its academic structure, with the intention of moving away from traditional majors to 

integrated clusters. The purpose of this shift is to prepare more interdisciplinary-minded 

graduates for the rapidly changing landscape of the modern workplace. This transition 

has been slower and more fraught than administration had hoped. Challenges have 

included budget woes, faculty and staff buy-in, and the added unexpected complications 

of the Covid-19 Pandemic (Personal Communication, L. Page, 2019). 

To address some of the difficulty emerging from the task of a complete academic 

restructuring, the institution created a new entity, named The Open Learning and 

Teaching Collaborative, or CoLab, as it is known colloquially. At the CoLab’s helm is 

Dr. Robin DeRosa, a former English faculty member who is now a global leader in Open 

Education. 

In 2019, the CoLab launched a large-scale and ambitious initiative called the 

Cluster Pedagogy Learning Community (CPLC). In its first year, 70 faculty and staff 
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members joined this praxis-oriented initiative. The CPLC focused on three intertwined 

areas of innovation: project-based learning, interdisciplinarity, and Open Education. As 

the CoLab began to promote the adoption of OER and Open Pedagogy throughout the 

university, they developed a partnership with Campus Accessibility Services to ensure 

that accessibility was a consideration as new curriculum and teaching methods were 

being explored. 

Open Education has since become a central focus of conversation at the university 

with widespread administrative support, and growing interest from faculty. In addition to 

the professional development opportunities (and small stipend) offered to faculty 

participating in the CPLC, each year Plymouth State funds ten to fifteen faculty 

members’ participation in the Academic Technology Institute (ATI), a state-wide 

meeting with five participating institutions. During ATI, faculty hear from national 

leaders in Open Education and spend a few days developing new Open Education 

projects that they will carry out in the upcoming academic year. Beyond the two days of 

workshops at ATI and the CPLC, Plymouth State is aiming to make itself the hub of the 

Northeast for resources related to all things Open. The growing enthusiasm across the 

University System of New Hampshire and beyond for OER adoption and its 

accompanying pedagogy indicates the importance of evaluating how these changes 

impact learners. 

As one of the most vulnerable populations in terms of retention and persistence, 

and overall satisfaction with their academic experience, students with disabilities (SWDs) 

are of particular interest. During academic counseling sessions with Campus 

Accessibility Services staff, students often report struggling to connect to their 
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curriculum. They cite frustration with teachers who they perceive as not understanding 

their learning style or attempting to meet their needs. Students with disabilities also often 

express reluctance to advocate for themselves with their teachers to receive the 

accommodations to which they are entitled for fear of being seen as having academic 

weaknesses. At Plymouth, while there is not yet widespread administrative leadership 

support for increasing the capacity of Campus Accessibility Services (CAS) to meet the 

needs of these students, the CoLab is well supported and committed to working with 

CAS to promote a successful academic experience for all students, including those with 

disabilities. 

Focused Problem of Practice 

 

At many higher education institutions, including Plymouth State University, 

particularly in the last five years, there has been a swell in interest from faculty in 

exploring Open Education as a possible method of retaining more students as well as 

improving teaching and learning (Coughan, Farrow, & Pitt, 2019). As a field, Open 

Education is new, emerging only in 2001, and still very much in its developmental stages 

(Hu, Huang, Li, & Li, 2015), but already researchers are beginning to explore how the 

two main components of OE, open pedagogy and open educational resources (OER) 

might positively impact students’ academic experience (Conole, 2012). However, we do 

not yet know how SWDs, who often struggle with feeling included in academic settings 

and are at risk for course withdrawal and non-completion of degrees, perceive their 

experience in Open Education classes (Coughan, Farrow, & Pitt, 2019). 

Central Research Question 

 

How do college students with disabilities at Plymouth State University describe their 
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experience in the required first year course, Tackling a Wicked Problem, which uses  Open 

Educational Resources? 

Key Terms 

Students with Disabilities (SWD): According to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 

(1973) a disability is a condition that interferes with one or more major life activities. The 

list of potential interrupted activities is extensive, but can be categorized into three main 

areas: cognitive processes, mobility, and personal wellness (i.e. sleeping, eating). A SWD 

in this study refers to a part-or full-time college or university student who meets the 

criteria for disability according to Section 504. 

Open Educational Resources (OER): Any course materials, including but not limited to 

textbooks, syllabi, course websites, and lesson plans that are free to the public and openly 

licensed. Users may reuse, revise, rewrite, and redistribute these materials (Wiley, 2018). 

Open Pedagogy: From a pragmatic perspective, Open Pedagogy refers to classroom 

practices, norms, and activities that result from using OER and their freedom to reuse, 

revise, rewrite, and redistribute (Wiley, 2018). Philosophically, these practices, norms, 

and activities are learner-centered and designed for inclusivity (Sinkinson, 2018). 

Tackling a Wicked Problem (TWP): This is the title of the first-year course required of all 

students at Plymouth State University. The course is intended to begin building habits of 

mind that will help students to succeed in college. All sections of this course use a 

common Open Educational Resource (Plymouth State University, 2021). 
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Chapter Two: Review of Knowledge for Action 

Introduction 

 

Students with disabilities (SWDs) who attend college graduate at an 11 -15 % 

lower rate than non-disabled peers (Barnes, Fischer, Kilpatrick, Magnussun, & 

McLennan, 2016). Drives to narrow this gap and increase retention for SWD manifest as 

broad diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts but lack specific targeted programs for 

students with disabilities and their unique needs. These initiatives tend to have an 

extracurricular focus, and do not pertain to SWD’s time spent in the classroom (Freeman, 

Anderman, & Jensen, 2007; O’Keefe, 2013; Vaccarro, Daly-Cano, & Newman, 2015). 

My intention for this study was to explore the potential of Open Pedagogy, a practice of 

learning and teaching for which inclusivity is one of its hallmarks, to level the playing 

field for SWDs (Sinkinson, 2018). Specifically, I wanted to learn how using Open 

Pedagogy impacts the classroom experience, or if it does at all, for students with 

disabilities in a higher education setting. 

Theoretical Analysis 

 

The research studies, theoretical papers, and legal statutes examined for this 

review encompass multiple disciplines including open education, higher education, 

disability studies, social psychology, diversity and inclusion, social justice, and political 

science. The process for resource retrieval centered on large databases—primarily 

Academic Search Premier and ERIC, but also included newer methods such as Google 

Scholar to reflect the non-traditional publication practices often employed in the nascent 

Open Education field, due to flexible licensing. Across all databases and search engines, 

resources were selected from results lists using the following terms: disability and higher 
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education, inclusive teaching, open educational resources and accessibility, open 

pedagogy and accessibility, retention and persistence and disability, student experience 

and disability in higher education, and sense of belonging and disability. Open Education 

is still an emerging discipline with only a decade’s worth of studies to draw from, and 

while this review addresses much of the available research since the emergence of the 

field, it was necessary to look at pedagogical innovation and students with disabilities 

through a wider lens and attempt to make connections between new and older work. 

While much of the literature about Open Education highlights student experience, the 

focus is largely on access in terms of limiting prohibitive costs of learning materials. 

Little work in Open Education has addressed the specific implications for college and 

university students with disabilities, which is why this study was necessary. The literature 

review first provides an overview of disability law as it pertains to higher education, 

followed by a discussion of barriers to success for SWDs at the college and university 

level. The remainder of the review examines recent studies in the field of Open Education 

and defines Open Pedagogy, its philosophical aims, and potential impacts for students 

with disabilities. 

Disability law as it pertains to education in the United States is a relatively 

modern notion—the first legislation to address the needs of SWDs was passed little more 

than forty years ago, later than many civil rights laws protecting other marginalized 

populations. The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975) guaranteed all U.S. 

citizens between the ages of 3 and 21 or the completion of 12th grade, whichever comes 

sooner, the right to a free, appropriate, public education. The educational rights 

introduced in the new act did not extend to students who might attend college. Further, 



PERSPECTIVES OF STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES                                                         12  

while this law was a step forward towards inclusion for SWDs, the services available for 

these students were limited, and the word ‘appropriate’ loosely interpreted, which 

contributed to the continuation of a large discrepancy in successful educational outcomes 

between SWDs and their non-disabled peers (Butler & Singer 1987). 

Fifteen years after that landmark legislation, the Individuals with Disabilities in 

Education Act (1990) replaced its predecessor and expanded services for qualifying 

students. Improvements included the introduction of the least restrictive environment, an 

addition that allowed more SWDs to be educated alongside their non-disabled peers, and 

professional development requirements for teachers that targeted the needs of SWDs. Co- 

curricular support services, such as occupational and speech therapy were also included 

to better serve these learners (The Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act, 1990). 

Still, gaps remained, including the absence of any language regarding what happens when 

a student reaches age 21 or completes grade 12 and is no longer eligible for services. 

A reimagining of the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act, 

approximately fifteen years after its creation, finally addressed the needs of students who 

were approaching the end of their K-12 experiences. (The Individuals with Disabilities in 

Education Act, 2004). The revised language in this Act mandated that all students 

approaching twelfth grade or their 21st birthday, whichever came first, were provided 

transition services. This expansion allowed students and their families to engage in future 

planning with the guidance of school personnel. As more attention was given to life after 

high school, the number of students considering higher education as a viable next step 

increased, and colleges began admitting more and more students with disabilities (Bielke, 

Pak, & Yssel, 2016). 
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While the IDEA is credited with helping many young people transition out of 

high school, and many of those into higher education, the legal protections from which 

they benefited over their lifetime in public schools do not follow them to colleges and 

universities. Instead, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) becomes the relevant 

law. Section 504 guarantees that SWDs have the right to access programs via reasonable 

accommodations—this, however, does not allow for specialized instruction or alternative 

paths to meeting competencies for graduation, unlike the IDEA. In addition to this shift in 

focus, perhaps the largest transition between the two laws is that once in college, the onus 

of seeking accommodations becomes the responsibility (and choice) of the student, rather 

than a mandate for schools to provide services through an Individualized Education Plan 

(Wasielewski, 2016). 

This study uses Critical Disability Theory(CDT) as its primary lens, combined 

with the specific CDT concept of the Social Model of Disability, which were the basis for 

developing a new conceptual model described in the last chapter. Critical Disability 

Theory (CDT), while a new discipline, emerges from historic theoretical models that 

address power and oppression such as Critical Race Theory and Feminist Theory. Like its 

predecessors, Critical Disability Theory is less a subject and more a method that centers 

the experience of the disabled person and their interaction with their environment. Thus, 

the focus of studies that use CDT are not about the physical or psychological constitution 

of the individual with the disability but rather how the individual and society interact, and 

the power dynamics present in those interactions (Schalk, 2017). Theorist Michael 

Oliver (1990) was one of the first to name a perspective under the umbrella of CDT 

called the Social Model of Disability. Prior to his work, people in the helping professions      
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ascribed to the medical model of disability. The medical model views disability as a 

problem or deficit in the individual, which ought to be mitigated or cured (Oliver, 1990). 

The social model of disability stands in opposition to this conceptualization, and instead 

asserts that systems and environments are disabling to people while the individuals’ 

condition is a legitimate way of being in the world (Oliver, 1990). 

In the medical model, access to support services relies on external expert 

diagnosis. In contrast, the social model centers the impacted individual’s lived experience 

(Oliver, 1990). Instead of aiming to ‘cure’ or ‘fix’ disability, as the medical model 

prescribes, the social model advocates for institutional, systemic, and cultural change to 

eliminate disabling external barriers (Oliver, 1990). When applied to education, the social 

model of disability emphasizes inclusive teaching practices rather than accommodations 

and modifications for individual students (Matthews, 2009). Since Oliver’s work is 

essential to the understanding of disability studies, the social model of disability is the 

social justice lens through which my study will operate. My research focuses on students 

with disabilities and how their learning environments, course design, and class materials 

impact their experience. Finally, the study will use methodology that allows 

understanding to emerge through the process of interaction with those with lived 

experience in the phenomena in question, rather than driven by hypotheses of the 

researchers. In this case, it is the students’ voices that will be central to the study 

(Thornberg and Charmaz, 2012). 

Empirical Analysis 

 

Evolution in the laws governing access and participation in Higher Education for 

SWDs has resulted in a significant body of research examining the academic performance 
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of these students when compared to their non-disabled peers. The majority of these 

studies center on GPA as the key indicator of academic performance, and most existing 

studies are quantitative. A key historical study by researchers Belch and Hall (2000) 

provides context for the necessity of my research. Belch and Hall (2000) provide an 

overview of disability law as it pertains to higher education and then follows by 

connecting this timeline to demographic shifts in enrollment and the impact (or in some 

cases, lack thereof) on attitudinal and institutional shifts in the wake of an increase in 

diversity among learners. They conclude that while many disability-based barriers to 

enrollment have declined, the experience of these students is comparable to that of other 

historically-marginalized populations in that access alone does not pave the way for a 

successful academic experience (Belch and Hall, 2000). 

The discrepancy between the academic success of SWDs and their non-disabled 

peers is perhaps most succinctly studied in terms of GPA comparison. While this 

methodology is not as nuanced as those that explore underlying factors of the 

phenomenon, it provides an essential baseline and rationale for further scholarship. One 

recent study that contributes to this knowledge base and is relatively local to my research 

context, concluded that differences in GPA between disabled and non-disabled peers 

continues to emerge in side-by-side comparisons. Dr. Laura Wasielewski (2016) from St. 

Anslem College conducted a quantitative, ex post facto study which examined the GPAs 

of 56 students who had previously identified with their accessibility office, via de- 

identified archival records. While the small size of the private, New Hampshire, 

institution limited the available population for the experimental group, the findings are 

consistent with all the previous research that indicates lower performance amongst 
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SWDs. Recommendations for further study include exploring nuances in the data such as 

gender differences as well as identifying protective factors to support the academic 

achievement of SWDs (Wasielewski, 2016). 

Nationally, between 11 and 15 percent of students have a documented disability 

on file with their colleges and universities, though there is evidence that this number may 

represent as little as half the actual number of students with disabilities (Bielke, Pak, & 

Yssel, 2016). The lack of voluntary self-identification of a disability is a significant 

barrier to SWD’s ability to persist to graduation or otherwise enjoy a meaningful and 

fulfilling college experience. Research suggests that this unwillingness to disclose 

disability stems from students’ perception that seeking accommodations is stigmatized or 

indicative of weakness (Brown, Higgins, & Pierce 2003). 

The aim of much of the existing research regarding disability and stigma among 

college and university students is to identify the factors that lead students to choose not to 

disclose disability or access support. Marshak et al. (2010) explored this in a study of 16 

participants at a large Mid-Western U.S. university who had identified with their 

institution’s Office of Disability Services. Their study was rooted in grounded theory and 

utilized a semi- structured interview instrument to identify themes. The most consistent 

amongst those themes were: lack of knowledge regarding how to access accommodations 

at the post-secondary level; reluctance to be identified as a person with a disability as 

well as the resulting stereotype threat in doing so; perceptions of efficacy of 

accommodations offered; and negative interactions with faculty surrounding compliance 

with accommodations. The study concludes that the sum of these experiences often leads 

students to try to navigate their academics without support, under the guise of self-
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sufficiency, when, in actuality, seeking accommodations and advocating  for oneself 

promote the very self-sufficiency the students find important (Marshak et al., 2010). A 

case study by U.K. researchers Riddell and Weedon (2014) corroborated this idea that 

disclosing disability is beneficial to university students with disabilities. To justify their 

particular case study, the researchers analyzed data from a large, national project 

(n=10,000) which provided information on the types of disabilities with which students 

identified and whether or not they sought accommodations, and how that connected to 

degree attainment. The team then followed one student throughout their four years at 

university and into the workplace and compared their experience to the larger data set. 

They concluded that identity-based stigma is still pervasive as a deterrent to accessing 

accommodations (Riddel & Weedon, 2014). 

Some of this perceived stigma is the result of individual colleges’ and 

universities’ cultures around serving students with disabilities and might be addressed by 

more robust initiatives to promote a fully inclusive environment. To provide current 

insight into attitudes towards SWDs and elevate student voices, researchers Bielke et al. 

(2016) replicated their foundational 1997 study exploring students’ perceptions of the 

impact of faculty-student relationships and other institutional culture factors on their 

academic success. Bielke et al. (2016) used purposeful sampling to identify 12 SWDs to 

participate in semi-structured interviews. The researchers’ goal was to understand 

participants’ perceptions of faculty and university attitudes towards their disability. 

Because many students refrain from disclosing or talking openly about their disability, 

the number of participants was a limitation of both the original and replicated studies. 

The interviews were coded thematically and the following consistencies emerged: student 
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willingness to seek out accommodations; faculty willingness to provide accommodations 

and their follow through in doing so; student desire to blend in with peers academically; 

and teachers’ lack of training in effective classroom strategies (Bielke et al., 2016). 

One of the complicating factors the researchers indicate is that for SWDs, the 

academic expectations and the instructional methods at the higher education level differ 

from what they experienced in the K-12 environment. At the lower grade levels, teachers 

are mandated to participate in continuous professional development addressing best 

practices in pedagogy, including those practices most effective in reaching diverse 

learners. Therefore, many SWDs are accustomed to having their learning needs met 

consistently and holistically (Bielke et al., 2016). Once these students enter college, they 

are met with a faculty largely comprised of experts in their fields of study, but who 

possess significantly less experience in pedagogical training than their elementary and 

secondary education counterparts. While one would be hard-pressed to find a teacher at 

any level who does not identify student learning as one of their priorities, many faculty 

simply have not been trained in strategies to help SWDs access the curriculum and thrive 

in their classrooms (Bielke et al., 2016). 

Bielke et al.’s (2016) newer study confirmed previous findings in terms of what 

students viewed as essential tools to help them navigate college-level academics with a 

disability. They built on those findings and shed greater light on how the culture of 

academia shapes student experience: The researchers concluded: faculty certainly play a 

dominant role in creating the context for the delivery of instruction and in developing 

systems that support knowledge acquisition and understanding. Moreover, their role in 

establishing a caring, mentoring relationship within the context of the classroom is of 
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utmost importance (Bielke et al. 2016) 

Due to the different methods in which k-12 and college and university faculty are 

prepared for teaching, student self-advocacy becomes essential in higher education. Self- 

advocacy requires that students be willing to approach their teachers to discuss their 

specific learning needs and feel empowered to express difficulties to faculty when they 

feel their needs are not being met. Vacccaro et al. (2015) developed an emergent 

theoretical model based on their research in self-advocacy amongst SWDs. Using 

grounded theory, the researchers analyzed narratives of eight SWDs as part of a larger 

study of students from marginalized groups, in order to create an understanding of the 

processes by which a sense of belonging in the college environment is developed. Many 

factors were consistent among the identity groups interviewed, which, beyond disability, 

included students of color, LGBTQ + students, and students with minority religious 

identifications. However, the following themes were unique to students with disabilities: 

self-advocacy, mastery of their role as students, and student-faculty relationships. They 

concluded that these elements are intertwined, and that students can’t master self- 

advocacy without supportive relationships and understanding of their position within the 

university (Vaccaro et al., 2015). 

While faculty and student interactions bear significant impact on the academic 

experiences of SWDs in higher education, their peers are equally, if not even more, 

influential community members than faculty. Vaccarro et al. (2015) concluded that when 

students are aware that they learn differently from their peers, this might increase feelings 

of self-consciousness that inhibit their ability to fully engage with classroom experiences. 

For example, if a student lacks confidence in their academic ability, they may avoid 
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participation in classroom discussions or contribution to group projects. This can result in 

further feelings of alienation and otherness that manifest as anxiety that prevents 

successful course completion. 

Patrick O’Keefe (2013), whose research centers on discovering reasons for high 

attrition rates, gleaned from a robust meta-analysis that marginalized populations, 

including SWDs, are perhaps more in need of classroom interventions to prevent 

alienation than even their comparator groups such as students of color and LGBTQ+ 

identified students. While some of these students might be able to develop a sense of 

belonging based on social programming, negative academic experience can be 

dichotomous to the connections built outside the classroom. O’Keefe identifies this as a 

concern at the organizational level: “it is the higher education institution which must seek 

to create a welcoming environment, where care, warmth and acceptance are promoted” (p 

612). He concludes that social inclusion programming is not going far enough to reverse 

trends in attrition, and claims that increased, positive, faculty-student contact is a key 

strategy that should be more widely applied (O’Keefe, 2013). 

To better understand the impact of the academic experience of SWDs, as opposed 

to focusing on social connection, the latter of which is often central in research regarding 

marginalized populations and degree attainment, Vickerman and Blundell (2010) sought 

out the voices of SWDs to identify protective factors in their academic environment that 

would level the playing field and allow them opportunity to attain degrees at rates closer 

to those of their non-disabled peers. This mixed-methods study out of the UK began with 

504 participants responding to a questionnaire. Areas of inquiry included demographic 

data, pre-college academic performance, off-campus support structures, and experience 
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with test-taking. Following the initial phase of collection, researchers interviewed four 

randomly chosen participants for the explanatory interview phase of the study. A key 

insight that emerged was the rate at which SWDs perceive their teachers’ instructional 

and assessment methods to fail to meet their needs—a rate nearly four times as high as 

their non-disabled peers. The students reported this discrepancy to be a result of 

inflexible assessment methods, lack of adaptive equipment, and very limited discussion 

between teacher and student about barriers to learning. While the study is limited by its 

focus on one university, the researchers aimed to use this project to identify factors to be 

generalized for a larger, future study (Vickerman & Blundell, 2010). 

In order to mitigate the failure to connect academically that participants in the 

Vickerman and Blundell study identified, some researchers have questioned what 

classroom and instructor-student characteristics are necessary to improve outcomes. 

Freeman (2007) surveyed 238 first-year students at a public university in the southern 

U.S. to assess their sense of connection within the classroom, with the ultimate aim of 

determining that connection’s correlation to overall satisfaction with their academic 

experience. The participants were administered Makeachie’s (1994) Student Perception 

of Teaching and Learning Questionnaire, a Likert scale survey with items regarding 

perceived instructor characteristics, motivational factors, and identity as a member of the 

college community. Regression analysis indicated that the factors most closely tied with 

students’ connection to their academic experience were as follows: perception of value in 

performing the academic task, instructor warmth and flexibility, and a classroom 

environment that values discussion and student voice (Freeman, 2007). 

Navigating college with a disability comes with a host of challenges unique to this 
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population, but when addressing the needs of any marginalized group, it is necessary to 

acknowledge intersectional barriers to full inclusion (Kincaid & Sullivan, 2017). Many 

SWDs entering college are first generation students and/or come from families with 

limited income, or racial minority groups. In the United States, for example, Black 

students are 2.7 times as likely to be identified with a disability as their White peers, and 

this disproportionality is even larger across the categories of Emotional Disturbance: the 

latter statistic should not surprise those familiar with the racist tendency to assign 

aggression to Black children, especially Black boys (Sullivan, 2013). 

In a qualitative study of Black students’ parents navigating the special education 

system that draws on recent work in Critical Race Theory (Tomlinson, 2014), David 

Gillborn (2015) describes the ways that structural inequity inhibits the availability of 

resources to support Black students with learning disabilities. Central to this particular 

form of oppression is teachers’ low expectations of Black students’ academic 

performance (Gillborn, 2015). Socioeconomic status also plays a role: Black students 

from middle-class families are more likely to receive necessary services than their lower- 

income peers (Gillborn, 2015). This is significant because while across all race 

categories, students from low-income families of origin are identified with learning 

disabilities at a rate two times greater than that of higher-income students. This rate 

increases again by two-fold when race and socioeconomic status are considered together 

(Sullivan, 2013). The intersection of these identities further highlights the need to 

systemically remove barriers that inhibit the retention and persistence of students with 

disabilities in higher education (Kincaid & Sullivan, 2017). 
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Stakeholder and Organization Data 

 

One potential way to mitigate the impact of disability and associated 

intersectional challenges is through the systemic implementation of Open Education. 

Open Education is comprised of two primary elements: Open Pedagogy and Open 

Educational Resources (OER). OER is the most widely known aspect of Open Education 

amongst college and university students, faculty, and staff. OER refers to free, openly-

licensed, typically (but not always) digital resources, including but not limited to 

textbooks. Other OER could be course websites, sharable syllabi, and other learning 

materials, often which are co-created by students and faculty (Mishra, 2017). 

Open Education is a relatively new field, emerging only in the 21st century (Hu, 

Huang, Li, & Li, 2015). The first widespread use of the term, Open Education, was 

associated with MOOC, or Massive Open Online Courses. While Open Education 

slightly pre-dated the advent of MOOC in 2008, these free courses with upwards of 2,000 

enrolled students per course, drove the conversation around access to knowledge 

generally reserved for those at elite institutions such as MIT and Harvard—both amongst 

the initial creators of these revolutionary courses (Moe, 2015). 

Open Education, on a more micro level than the aforementioned MOOCs, began 

to emerge around 2010. Many colleges and universities began to acknowledge the impact 

of the financial burden of college students, not only those reflected in ever-increasing 

tuition, but also the non-tuition costs of attendance, such as high-priced textbooks. As a 

result, many institutions introduced initiatives to reduce the cost of education for students 

through the creation and distribution of OER (Hu, Huang, Li & Li, 2015). And while the 

number of colleges and universities with OER initiatives has increased steadily over the 
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past decade, support and enthusiasm has varied widely amongst stakeholders as is 

common with newly emerging practices. Therefore, these new initiatives, however 

hopeful, have met some barriers to institutional adoption. Woodward’s (2017) case study 

describes the benefits and challenges of adopting Open Educational Resources (OER) at 

one, large, Mid-Western, public university. This study draws on existing knowledge of 

the cost savings for students and the resulting expanded access to courses. The researcher 

explores the inhibitive factors for institutional adoption and uses the results to advocate 

for faculty use of OER as part of their institutional strategic plan. This case study 

indicates lack of awareness of OER’s existence among the university community as one 

barrier. Faculty distrust of the legitimacy of OERs, possibly due to conflating cost-free 

with the absence of rigorous review—a false notion as many OERs undergo a review 

process just as rigorous as for-profit publications—is another factor that might limit 

wider-scale OER use. To mitigate this, the researcher recommends partnering with 

centers for teaching and learning and leveraging student voices to sustain advocacy 

around OER adoption (Woodward, 2017). 

To influence wider spread OER adoption, field leaders have begun to collect, 

synthesize and provide unrestricted access to emerging research. The Open Education 

Group, in partnership with the William and Flora Hewlett Charitable Foundation, is the 

primary OER research organization in the U.S. Their team of educators, administrators, 

librarians, and business partners have developed a framework for evaluating the impact 

of OER adoption. The framework’s acronym, COUP, encompasses four focal areas of 

research: Cost, Outcomes, Usage, and Perception. Cost here refers not only to the 

replacement of traditional textbooks with free, openly-licensed materials, but other 
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measures of financial impact such as developing resources to fund OER initiatives, and 

changes in tuition revenue due to fewer textbook-cost based course and institutional 

withdrawals. The second category of research, outcomes, evaluates OER efficacy in 

terms of GPA impact and course throughput, as well as persistence milestones. Research 

around OER usage, the third element in the COUP framework, focuses on how faculty 

and students are adapting materials to fit the needs of their courses. The final category is 

perception. Research in this area seeks to understand how both students and faculty 

perceive of the efficacy and quality of OER in comparison to traditional learning    materials 

(Open Education Group, n.d.). 

OER initiatives such as those championed by the Open Education Group, as well 

as smaller, localized efforts, have paved the way for scholars to begin considering not 

only the impact of low and no cost course materials, but the accompanying changes to the 

ways we learn and teach. Grimaldi et al. (2019) make clear the need to move beyond 

merely studying access to course materials to determine the efficacy of OER. Instead, a 

wider lens is needed that includes pedagogical impacts of OER. Grimaldi et al (2019) 

completed an experimental simulation study to test the notion of the access hypothesis— 

that is, the notion that simply having the textbook on hand (or on screen, more likely) 

improves course outcomes for students. This study illustrated that access rates need to be 

examined prior to determining impact of OER adoption, and the researchers criticize 

existing studies for lacking attention to this variable. The study concludes that while most 

studies based on this access hypothesis return null results regarding efficacy of OER over 

traditional textbooks, much more work needs to be done to understand the impact of the 

changes to the overall academic experience catalyzed by the replacement of traditional 
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textbooks with OER (Grimaldi, Mallick, & Waters, 2019). 

The U.K. counterpart to the Open Education Group, known as OER Hub, serves 

as a research repository and houses a massive data set from which researchers can draw 

in their inquiries. A recent summary report using these data found a number of significant 

impacts on educational outcomes as reported by their more than 6000 participants. Some 

of the areas of impact assessed include: learner satisfaction, improved test scores, 

adaptability of resources, and cost-based decisions to enroll in a particular course. The 

researchers suggested that the sum of this data implies advantages for OER users in terms 

of improved student performance and innovative instruction, amongst many others 

(Farrow, Pitt, de los Arcos, Perryman, Weller, & McAndrew, 2015). 

To better understand the effect of OER on students’ academic experiences, new 

research is emerging that uses course throughput as measure of impact. Course 

throughput rate is calculated by an equation that includes drop and withdrawal rates as 

well as grades of C (or its equivalent) or higher (Hilton, Fisher, Wiley, & Williams, 

2016). A recent case study analyzed the course throughput rates for a new zero textbook 

cost program (hereafter “Z courses) at Tidewater Community College in Florida. The 

researchers sought to determine the difference in withdrawal rates among traditional 

versus Z courses, the difference in drop rates among traditional versus Z courses, and the 

differences in the number of students earning a grade of ‘C’ or higher in traditional 

versus Z courses, and finally, the collective impact of these three factors. When looking 

at any individual one of the three factors mentioned above, the statistical significance 

varied widely. However, when all three factors were combined, the higher rate of 

students remaining in their course and earning above ‘C’ grades in Z courses over 
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traditional courses is noteworthy (Hilton et al., 2016). 

Educational leader, David Wiley, often considered the founder of our current 

definition of Open Education, refers to Open Pedagogy as the sorts of experiences that 

are enabled by adoption of OER (2013). In his explanation of OER, Wiley stresses the 

importance that these materials encompass five “Rs”: remix, reuse, revise, rewrite, and 

redistribute (2013). The practice of these five Rs encapsulate Open Pedagogy. By nature, 

these practices center student contributions and elevates their voices, which in turn 

subverts traditional, faculty-driven classroom approaches (Wiley, 2013). A recent case 

study sought to define specific ways in which OER accomplishes the sort of innovation 

that Wiley describes. A team of researchers conducted a case study using a post-project 

analysis of Bridge to Success, a multi-national OER initiative. Using interviews and 

documentation from the project and data from various institutions involved in Bridge to 

Success, areas of innovation were identified across the use and adoption of a particular 

OER on academic skills with adult learners as the target audience. The case study found 

multiple opportunities for flexibility in content, lesson delivery, and student participation 

in classes that used Bridge to Success’ OER which were aligned with the practice of 

Open Pedagogy previously described by Wiley (Coughlan, Pitt, & Farrow, 2019). 

While Wiley’s foundational work focuses on the operationalizing of his definition 

of Open Pedagogy, other researchers highlight its philosophical aims, access and equity. 

At its core, Open Pedagogy seeks to reduce systemic barriers to inclusion based on 

socioeconomic status, disability, race, and family background (Sinkinson, 2018). Three 

elements of Open Pedagogy that contribute to this cause are: community and connection, 

agency and ownership, and risk and responsibility (Sinkinson, 2018). Community and 
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connection focus on shared work and collective learning. Within this goal, successful 

outcomes are defined by producing work that is a product of group effort and that reaches 

audiences beyond the classroom walls (Sinkinson, 2018). The next themes, agency and 

ownership, seek to empower and center the voice of students. Students, rather than 

teachers, determine their level of participation and the impact of their contributions based 

on their perceived strengths and sense of self-worth (Sinkinson, 2018). Finally, the 

concepts of risk and responsibility factor heavily into Open Pedagogy. Students and 

teachers alike must cultivate a willingness to try non-traditional approaches to learning 

and avoid measuring success by traditional grade metrics, and instead center authentic 

learning (Sinkinson, 2018). It is noteworthy that while Sinkinson advocates for alterative 

assessment, he does not address the issue that at minimum, final grades will still be 

required at most institutions. 

When an academic institution chooses to adopt an OER initiative, the above Open 

Pedagogy concepts are part of the package: much of the emerging research in Open 

Pedagogy delineates processes for training faculty to engage in practices that center the 

students’ learning (Amaral, 2018). Faculty whose prior professional development has 

been field-centric attend workshops and seminars in co-creating syllabi and course 

materials with students, backwards design, Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and 

fostering student agency (Amaral, 2018). 

To engage students, Open Pedagogy capitalizes on the flexibility of OER. 

Because students and faculty are encouraged to use the 4Rs Wiley defines, there is more 

room for sharing, collaboration, and ultimately learning (McKernan, Skirko, & West, 

2015). Intrinsic to the practice of Open Pedagogy is the honoring of new ideas as well as 
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constructive feedback. Such interactive processes contribute to elevating scholarship as 

well as practicing essential interpersonal skills, which benefit teachers and students alike, 

long after a course is complete. (McKernan, Skirko, & West, 2015). 

When faculty embrace the philosophical aims of Open Pedagogy, they are making 

design decisions that are by nature more inclusive than traditional course delivery 

methods. Often, the rethinking of their teaching leads faculty to incorporate UDL, or 

Universal Design for Learning. As a practice, UDL benefits students with disabilities 

because the approach builds access and accommodation into the curriculum rather than 

adding accommodations reactively for specific students (Woodward, 2017). 

On a less theoretical level, the OERs that are used in Open Pedagogy tend to be 

more accessible than traditional textbooks. Because they are primarily produced 

electronically, their format is inherently compatible with screen readers and zoom text, 

which is essential for blind or low vision students (L. Page, personal communication, 

2019). The ability to “remix” the course materials also allows adjusting for Lexile level, 

as well as identity representation, such as including names and images of people from 

historically marginalized populations (L. Page, personal communication, 2019). 

A broad content analysis conducted in 2018 identified themes in the current 

literature about Open Pedagogy and SWD. Limited by the narrow scope of available 

research in this new field, the study attempts to connect the advantages proponents of 

OER adoption claim to the necessary conditions for success for SWDs. The researchers 

concluded that using OER and practicing Open Pedagogy led to flexibility in 

assignments, adjustable formatting for various disabilities, and student-instructor 

connection (Altinay et al., 2018). 
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Encompassing both the tangible and philosophical aspects of Open Pedagogy is 

the broad shift in focus of teaching and learning from a teacher-centered to learner- 

centered approach (Mishra, 2017).  In doing so, individual student strengths are elevated, 

which in turn contributes to their sense of belonging in the classroom. Through multiple 

modes of assessment, collaboration with peers, and concrete, real-world applications of 

their learning, the playing field is leveled for students with disabilities (Mishra, 2017).  

Summary 

 

The number of students with disabilities seeking post-secondary education is 

steadily increasing, and consequently, so is the need to ensure these students a pathway to 

success on a level playing field with their non-disabled peers. The evolution of disability 

law since the 1970’s, and updates to laws such as Section 504 and the ADA have 

improved access to a university education. Now, institutional accessibility offices are 

mandated to provide reasonable accommodations for students with disabilities, but still a 

discrepancy exists between successful outcomes for SWD in comparison to the general 

population. 

Significant research has been conducted to identify barriers to success for students 

with disabilities. These barriers include student perception of stigma around seeking 

accommodations, faculty compliance with accommodation plans, and limited 

pedagogical training for college level instructors. Feelings of alienation amongst SWDs 

as well as the intersections of disability with other marginalized identities are also noted. 

To address these barriers, promoting equity and inclusion requires pedagogical 

innovation. Open Pedagogy philosophically encompasses elements that mitigate some of 

the barriers SWDs face. However, existing research centers heavily on the cost-saving 
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potential of OER and to a lesser extent the efficacy of these texts and the Open Pedagogy 

they enable. This study will help address the gap in the available literature which so far 

has not explicitly focused on SWDs and will serve as an important step in exploring the 

potential impact of Open Pedagogy for students with disabilities in Higher Education. 
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Chapter Three: Methods and Design for Action 

 

Study Purpose and Design 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore college students with disabilities’ 

(SWDs) experiences in courses that use Open Educational Resources (OER). 

Specifically, this study engaged SWDs at Plymouth State University who have enrolled 

in the first-year required course, Tackling a Wicked Problem. This study captured the 

voices of a marginalized population. This is important because much of the existing 

research is from the perspective of individuals with institutional power or center on 

quantitative measures such as cost savings or grades. Rajiv Jhangiani (2016) writes, 

“Overall, relative to studies of OER efficacy and perceptions, comparatively few studies 

have investigated how students use open textbooks.” Most existing studies are 

quantitative, and those few that are qualitative focus on teachers’ experiences more so 

than those of students. Studies that do exist regarding student perception do not yet focus 

on marginalized groups. 

My intention at the onset of this study was to understand these perceptions in 

terms of SWD’s classroom experiences, successes, and struggles to contribute to the 

currently limited knowledge base of the interplay between OER and accessibility for 

SWDs. On a local level, findings from this study could inform future practices related to 

OER initiatives at the study site, Plymouth State University. Currently, Plymouth State is 

developing a new educational model called “cluster learning” and I hope that the results 

of my study, discussed in chapter four, will help stakeholders involved in its development 

to consider the experiences of SWDs as they move forward with this initiative. And 

finally, student voice is essential to understanding their experiences, and administrators 
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and faculty benefit from this richer perspective on their students’ academic worlds. 

Participants and Data Sources 

 

In my original study design, I estimated that I would be able to recruit between 15 

and 20 participants, however only eleven responded to outreach. Three of those 11 

needed to be eliminated in order to remove bias, as I had worked with them in either an 

instructional or academic support capacity in the past. These participants were all 

currently-enrolled students at Plymouth State University who have disclosed a learning 

disability to the Campus Accessibility Services office. All participants had enrolled in a 

first-year course called Tackling a Wicked Problem, a requirement of the university’s 

general education program. All participants were between 18 and 23 years of age. Given 

the homogenous racial landscape of the site’s population, all 8 participants were white 

and speak English as a first language. 

 Data Analysis and Evaluation 

The data collection instrument is a set of eleven interview questions. The 

questions are intended to be open-ended in order to allow the participants’ experiences to 

emerge organically, as is consistent with recommended practices when using grounded 

theory. The questions were crafted in such a way that descriptive language was 

encouraged, but they are not so unstructured as to drift far from the data that is needed for 

the study. After initial rapport building and context questions, actual sample interview 

questions included: Take me on a tour of your class: where would I sit? How was it set 

up, what happened? What did class participation look like or feel like for you? These 

interviews were recorded and transcribed. After transcription was performed the mp4 

recordings were permanently deleted. All transcriptions, notes, or other electronic 
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artifacts were stored in a password-protected file on my computer. During the data 

analysis process, I assigned code names to the participants to maintain confidentially. 

Paper documents (my notes) are stored in a locked file cabinet inside my office. 

Targets and Timeline 

The first step in designing this set of procedures for data collection was to obtain 

consent from the Campus Accessibility Services director, Lindsay Page, to send a 

recruitment email to potential participants. Ms. Page’s consent was given in June of 2020 

and confirmed her sustained interest on March 15th, 2021. The recruitment email was sent 

by Ms. Page on 4/27/21 to 184 students who have disclosed learning disabilities and 

entered their first year of college no earlier than the fall 2019 semester. Interested 

participants were asked to fill out a three question Google form with their contact 

information by May 4th. 

After the participants were identified, I reached out via email to schedule each 

interview. Interviews took place during the month of May 2021 via Zoom video 

conference due to the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. At the start of the interview, the 

informed consent form was read aloud by the researcher and the participants had an 

opportunity to ask questions and affirm their continued interest. After consent was 

confirmed, I began by talking a little bit about the study, and then proceeded with 

questions and discussions based on the established 11 interview questions. The final 

question left open the opportunity for students to discuss anything they felt was relevant 

that I had not anticipated. Interviews lasted approximately one hour in length. The 

conversations were recorded and then transcribed for data analysis. Following the close 

of the interview period I sent thank you notes as well as invitations to debrief the process. 
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Because of my mixed roles at the study site and my desire to contribute research of value 

to my field, I have been conscientious about potential biases and mitigating them. One 

strategy I used was to mitigate bias was to ask the director of Campus Accessibility 

Services to compile the original recruitment list, even though I have access to the same 

information. When participants responded with interest but I had worked closely with 

them in either an advocacy or teaching capacity, they were excluded from the study. 

Limitations 

The limitations of the study are primarily around sample size—with fewer than 

ten participants, it is important to note that the lived experience of these individuals is not 

representative of the population of all college students with learning disabilities. A 

second limitation is simply that the study of OER, Open Pedagogy, and its interaction 

with marginalized populations remains nascent. Additionally, since this is an entirely 

qualitative study, common quantitative metrics used to evaluate a successful class 

experience, such as course throughput—a term that considers persistence and withdrawal 

rates as well as average grades, were not used. However, since so much of the existing 

literature relies on those metrics, choosing a qualitative methodology fills an existing 

knowledge gap and amplifies the voices of specific members of this marginalized 

population. Common themes were revealed, most notably the role of care and comfort, 

which will be addressed in detail in chapter four. Stakeholders should consider these 

themes when making decisions that impact students with disabilities, or better, offer them 

a seat at the table when policies and practices that impact them are being developed or 

changed. 
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Chapter Four: Description of Findings and Recommended Actions 

Introduction 

The following chapter tells the stories that eight participants revealed during 

interviews regarding their experiences in their Tackling a Wicked Problem classes. A 

narrative detailing the themes that emerged from their stories and the process of 

codifying those themes opens the section, followed by the development of a new 

conceptual model centered in Care and Comfort, as well as a visual model of the data, 

and finally a discussion of the implications for educational leaders and future research. 

Discussion of Findings 

 

Using Saldaña’s (2021) methodology for grounded theorists, distilled from earlier 

work of foundational theorists such as Glasser, Strauss, and Charmaz, the initial coding 

process employed in vivo and process coding. In the next cycle, these codes were 

grouped into categories, and finally the categories were tied together to develop an 

emerging grounded theory. Below is a tree chart that depicts the coding process. The 

chart’s shape is not intended to imply hierarchy so much as it is an attempt to visualize 

the rootedness of the new conceptual model in the participants’ words and lived 

experience. Thus, in vivo and process codes share the base level of the tree, and they are 

aligned in columns according to positive or negative attributes. Each of these codes is 

then attached to one of the three main categories, or branches, of the tree: Relationships, 

Identity, and Engagement. Again, the structure is limiting in the sense that these 

metaphorical branches  do overlap in the participants’ descriptions. Finally, these three 

categories merge to create the top level of the chart, the canopy if you will, of Care and 

Comfort. 
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Self-Esteem 

 

For many SWDs, the relationship between their disabilities and their self-esteem in 

the classroom setting is clear. Years-long struggles to feel they are accessing and 

understanding course content and expectations at the same level as their peers have made 

these students frustrated and underconfident. One participant described the visceral 

expression of issues of confidence tied to their disability when called upon in class as 

“feeling like you’re getting heavier and heavier. Everybody staring, waiting” (Participant 

B, personal communication, May 2021). In these moments, students feel separate from 

their peers and teachers as though they are being observed, analyzed, and othered. 

The relationship between self-esteem and identity as a student with disabilities 
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emerged repeatedly throughout the series of interviews. “For me it built up over the years 

because I’ve always had a serious lack of confidence in my skills, or being smart in 

general, so the second I get in the room, I get distracted…or I can’t understand…it’s like, 

okay, everyone else is getting it but me…it’s just so embarrassing.” (Participant A, 

personal communication, May 2021). This sense of under-confidence, while common in 

students’ descriptions of their general, past academic experiences, seemed to be 

alleviated in their Tackling a Wicked Problem courses. Participants did not tie their sense 

of comfort to Open Education specifically, but described their TWP courses as 

comfortable and engaging, for the most part. 

  Notably, all participants described the challenges that come with their 

diagnosis(es), even though the question was worded neutrally. They shared their 

difficulty with focusing in class and understanding the material, and their hesitation to 

ask questions or be perceived as unprepared: “The second they call you; you don’t know, 

you stutter” (Participant C, Personal Communication, May 2021). While this discomfort 

was a repeated refrain, one participant also shared a more positive perspective on their 

identity as a student with a disability, stating that there are occasionally strengths they 

associate specifically with their diagnosis: “Having ADHD allows me to come at 

different problems from a different angle and problem solve in a unique way” (Participant 

A, Personal Communication, May 2021). This sentiment is echoed in another participant’s 

perception of their academic skills, who stated that the “way [their] brain works means 

forming connections between seemingly obscure subjects” (Participant E, Personal 

Communication, May 2021). This same participant also shared that their diagnosis has 

brought them a new sense of community in the college setting, stating that “the number 
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of people that I have found here at school with ADHD astounds me” (Participant E, 

Personal Communication, May 2021). While experiences amongst participants are diverse 

in terms of self-esteem and their identity as a student with disabilities, the impact of being 

marked as different from their peers was a consistent thread throughout their stories.  

 

Relationships 

 

One participant’s poignant reflection on their experience in their Tackling a 

Wicked Problem (TWP) class highlights the importance of relating to others as they 

engage in their academic experiences, whether this be in terms of developing peer or 

student-teacher relationships. “Even though we have different backgrounds, we had an 

opportunity to humanize     the other person, even if we might disagree” (Participant C, 

Personal Communication, May 2021). That a participant remarked about the sheer 

number of others they had met with similar diagnoses and educational histories is 

unsurprising given the importance of relationships and how they impact the classroom 

experience. 

All of the participants contributed insights into how they interacted with teachers 

and peers, both in general and in the context of their TWP course and while one shared 

matter-of-factly that they had “an occasional mediocre bad experience (Participant A, 

Personal Communication, May 2021), overall they described their classroom 

relationships in a positive light. When asked to describe what makes a classroom setting 

positive, one participant shared “when a professor can just relate to me and we can laugh 

about something” (Participant D, Personal Communication, May 2021). This connection 

links to the opening quotation of this section as an example of humanizing those with 

whom we share space. The same participant regarding their TWP instructor stated they 
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“liked her from day one.” Multiple participants shared that feeling comfortable in their 

relationships in class means they do not want to feel singled out or othered: “He or she 

doesn’t judge me” and “no judgment coming my way” were two such examples from 

different participants. One particularly insightful moment was when a participant shared, 

with some surprise, that their TWP teacher “took time to talk about how we are feeling, 

which none of the other professors did.” This moment again highlights the importance of 

relationship building and humanizing one another. 

In terms of peer relationships, all participants mentioned “working on projects 

together” or the like. This should be considered in the context of TWP in which project- 

based learning is expected. Still, there was consistency amongst participants’ descriptions 

of classes in which they feel comfortable being those where they feel part of the 

community and on equal footing: “I like classes where we get to know each other and 

share ideas” (Participant F, Personal Communication, May 2021). Participants further 

reflected that the building and maintaining of positive relationships directly impacted 

their success in the class because they were more engaged and “eager to make sure [they] 

know what is going on” (Participant C, Personal Communication, May 2021). The 

interconnectedness of these teacher and peer interactions is enhanced by designing 

courses that are highly engaging and utilize activities and materials that encourage the 

aforementioned building of relationships. 

Engagement 

It is unsurprising that students whose diagnoses are attached to issues of focus and 

reading comprehension would share this sentiment, as was true of all participants in this 

study. On participant stated: “It’s not that I lacked intelligence, it is just that I have never 

liked to sit down and study a book for hours; I need hands-on approaches.” (Participant F, 
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Personal Communication, May 2021). 

 Students described their challenges to remain engaged, particularly in large, 

lecture-style courses, where in one case, a student reported their instructor “practically 

screaming at us to get us to pay attention.” Participants also expressed difficulties with 

engagement that are specific to the time and place of this study, as half of them had their 

first-year academic experience largely online due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Unique 

challenges that were described included issues with technology, screen-time fatigue, and 

a general sense of disconnection that comes from “having a weird first-year” (Participant 

G, Personal Communication, May 2021). The impact of the pandemic cannot be 

overlooked in contextualizing the results of this study. Their faculty were learning new 

technology to continue educating students through the pandemic—a challenge in its own 

right—as well as attempting to build the community necessary for students to invest 

precious time and energy into creating and sharing solutions to their wicked problems. 

Aside from the intrinsic motivation to engage in their coursework while experiencing the 

shared trauma of the ongoing pandemic, some participants spoke of difficulty with access 

to the proper technology and quiet workspaces needed to feel successful. Even for 

courses that did have a face-to-face component or that were fully in-person, engagement 

could be as struggle if students did not feel that their instructor was engaging with them 

or providing a valuable experience. In describing one of their first-year courses, a face-to-

face math class, a participant lamented that they were required to purchase electronic 

course resources, and that the entirety of class time was spent listening to the instructor 

reiterate the textbook. As a result, this participant shared that they “just stopped going 

and got through it on my own” (Participant B, Personal Communication, May 2021). 
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While participants readily identified challenges with engagement, they also were 

able to articulate details about environments and practices that make them more likely to 

be able to successfully engage with the material and their classmates. Some of these were 

based in self-awareness of strategies that have helped throughout their academic 

experiences: “I sit close to the front of the class which is good for locking out 

distractions” (Participant D, Personal Communication, May 2021). They also listed 

approaches from the instructor that increase the likelihood of engagement. Notable 

among these practices were: mixing delivery methods, pairing up together, checking in, 

and being willing to offer help and answer questions. 

Organization and Field Impacts 

 

Scholarship that highlights the importance of care and comfort in higher 

education pedagogy is historically slim but more robust in other helping professions—I 

consider teaching, done well, a helping activity, even if it is not always included 

alongside other helping professions such as social work and nursing. If we look to these 

other areas, there are lessons to be learned. Jean Watson (1979) is a foundational scholar 

and nurse whose life’s work centers care in her profession—not as an afterthought but as 

essential. As higher education professionals, we can benefit from applying some of her 

key concepts, such as care as a communal activity and the nurturing of students’ 

development of dispositions that allow them to practice care (Watson, 1979). And some 

current conversations around pedagogy are encouraging these caring practices. While 

higher education pedagogy still contains some (falsely dichotomous) tension between 

rigor and care, some transformational educators are doing excellent work to bring care to 

the forefront of our interactions with students. In the opening to Who Cares: How to 
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Reshape a Democratic Politics (2015), Joan Tronto describes the practice of caring as an 

act that is both deeply personal and communal—a practice so ingrained in being humans 

in community that we sometimes do not notice the giving or receiving of care. She 

writes: “care is a complex process, and it also shapes what we pay attention to, how we 

think about responsibility, what we do, how responsive we are to the world around us, 

and what we think of as important in life” (p. 9). As educational leaders, we would do 

well to acknowledge, and leave space to practice, the act of giving and receiving care. In 

professional development for faculty in higher education, if we center care as a tenet of 

our pedagogy, we might help develop educators who are empowered to create more 

inclusive environments for all students, and specifically those with disabilities. 

Recommendations for Advocacy 

 

In my new conceptual model, three categories converge to create an environment 

of care  and comfort (self-esteem, relationships, and engagement). These categories are 

derived from the participants’ generous sharing of their lived experiences. On a local 

level, these three attributes must be considered within the context of Tackling a Wicked 

Problem, the first-year course that seeks to develop foundational skills of academic and 

community participation. If we build Care and Comfort into our course design, we might 

better situate students with disabilities to succeed in this setting, specifically, and in Open 

Education classes, in general. While my participants may have experienced Open 

Education outside of TWP, for the sake of consistency it makes sense to use this 

particular course for focus as it is an experience shared by all participants. 

While some participants mentioned boredom due to the sudden shift to online 

learning, and occasional discomfort associated with being a first-year student in a new 
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environment, for the most part, participants considered their TWP courses to be a “really 

positive experience” (p7). Much of their description was focused on classroom activities 

and the personalities and teaching styles of various instructors, but noteworthy was this 

insight about the course in general, that “students had a lot more control of what they’re 

learning” (p2). This sense of control being situated within the participant rather than 

centered in the instructor is connected to self-esteem and feeling like they have 

something to contribute to the class. Another participant shared with pride that they had 

assumed a leadership role in their group and felt confident about making connections in 

class, which was a contrast from previous classroom experiences. 

Many participants shared the kinds of class activities that took place during their 

TWP courses. Their descriptions were robust and varied, but the following were shared 

by multiple people: group work, project-based learning, hands-on activities, and multi- 

media experiences. In terms of relationships, consistent threads were division of labor, 

demonstrations of care between students and faculty, and teachers being accommodating 

to student needs. 

Conspicuously absent from their descriptions was the use of OER or explicit 

mention of related pedagogy. When asked specifically about their textbook (an OER 

shared across course sections and available online for students) there was a lack of 

certainty about its role in the course, or whether a textbook existed in the first place. One 

participant shared “I don’t remember her like, assigning textbook pages to read or 

anything like that” but acknowledged that they “think they had it on a website 

somewhere” (Participant C, Personal Communication, May 2021). Another participant 

said with authority “Nope, no textbook for that class” (Participant E, Personal 
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Communication, May 2021) and still another mentioned, with slightly less surety: “I 

don’t think we had a book” (Participant F, Personal Communication, May 2021). For the 

two participants that did recall the existence of an OER, it was clear from their 

descriptions that they did not consider it a focal point of their experience, and only 

recalled it vaguely when directly asked to do so. This was true not only of the OER but of 

Open Education, in general. Only one participant stated that they had heard of Open 

Education, and that was from a separate experience, not their TWP course. Despite 

students not knowing the terms related to Open Education, nor recognizing their course 

materials at OER, they did describe engaging in the practices of active and project-based 

learning, which encourage the pedagogical aspects of Open Education such as agency, 

access, student voice, and the sharing of ideas with an audience outside themselves and 

professors. However, if students are not explicitly taught that what they are doing is Open 

Education, it will be difficult for stakeholders to analyze its efficacy. Moreover, if 

educators are not explicitly taught that using an OER does not equate to doing Open 

Pedagogy, we lose some of the potential agency and access that Open encourages. 

Beyond the specific context of Plymouth State University and this first-year 

course, educational leaders who seek to improve access and equity must learn from the 

stories students share about their lived experiences. We know that students with 

disabilities are less likely to be retained and persist to graduation, which is a detriment to 

the individual as well as the institution. The introduction of OER into the limelight of 

conversations around academic equity has come with much praise, as the cost of 

textbooks is inarguably a barrier for many students, and since we know that intersectional 

issues of marginalization are common, improving access to course materials for SWD 
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and other underrepresented groups is of particular importance. However, as we have 

learned from this study, free resources in and of themselves are not what creates a 

positive academic experience. 

For stakeholders, such as those responsible for faculty development and curriculum 

decisions, it is important to note the absence of any mention of OER or Open Education 

amongst the participants’ descriptions. This is not to say that providing free resources is 

not an important in-road to access, but the materials in and of themselves do not create to 

an inclusive academic experience. Rather, explicit training in how to leverage the 

accessibility of these resources is essential if instructors are going to provide  an 

experience that is truly equitable for students with disabilities. 

Reflective Summary 

 

Open Education is an area of research that is still very much evolving, with many 

pathways of inquiry yet to be explored. We know from this research that students with 

disabilities do not report the availability of free course materials as having a significant 

impact on their experience inside the classroom yet describe their experiences in classes 

that use OER as generally positive. Why? Do the faculty that choose to use OER possess 

certain dispositions that lend themselves to creating inclusive learning environments? 

Beyond the cost-savings and the compatibility with assistive technology for SWDs, are 

there other reasons for encouraging faculty to use Open Educational Resources? Does 

student perception differ between those who co-create a resource alongside their 

instructor and those who use a teacher-created/selected textbook? Do the experiences of 

SWDs in these courses mirror those of other marginalized populations? In the long-term, 

does using OER help retain more students with disabilities? And locally, how do faculty 
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perceive my proposed Care and Comfort model? How might we develop our TWP course 

and other Open Education initiatives in such a way that incorporates care and comfort? 
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