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The number of students with learning disabilities (LD) attending
postsecondary institutions with the intent of graduating and pursuing
employment is progressively increasing. This paper was developed
from the experiences of Mitchell’s (a pseudonym) participation in a
four-year research study with nine other college students with LD. At
the end of the four years at the university, all the students graduated.
After graduation, Mitchell transitioned to employment by a govern-
ment agency. He was diagnosed with multiple LD and his transition
to and persistence in college and into his first year of employment
where his LD influenced his day-to-day college and work activities are
discussed. Mitchell’s experiences were singled-out from the other nine
students who participated in the study because he was diagnosed with
dyslexia, dysgraphia, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. He
majored in and graduated in two disciplines plus declared a minor in a
third, used very few university accommodations and still managed to

graduate with honors and earn success in the workplace.

Growing numbers of students with disabil-
ities are attending colleges and universities after
graduating from high school. During the 2008-
09 academic year, 99% of 2-year and 4-year
public-medium-sized and 100% of 2-year and
4-year public large-sized institutions reported
enrolling students with disabilities (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2010). A large
percentage of the students that entered the
institutions self-identified as having specific
learning disabilities (LD), attention deficit
disorder (ADD) and attention deficit hyperac-
tivity disorder (ADHD). Learning disabilities
(LD) is a comprehensive term for a variety of
conditions including dyslexia and dysgraphia
that may influence students’ learning perfor-
mance. Dyslexia and/or reading problems is
the most commonly identified LD and ADHD
is the second most identified disability among
college students (Dipeolu, 2011). Dyslexia is

a learning disability that affects the student’s
development and usage of reading, writing
and spelling skills. Students with dysgraphia
may show very poor handwriting and accuracy
skills, struggle to firmly grip pencil/pens and
to put thoughts on paper due to the intricate
disorder of the LD (Bashe and Kirby, 2001).
The condition of ADHD relates to the student’s
ability to stay on task. ADHD is a syndrome
that is often identified with LD, specifically
dyslexia, and/or emotional and behavior dis-
orders (EBD) (Lee, 2011). The student usually
has trouble concentrating for long periods of
time, is easily distracted, and can quickly feel
overwhelmed. ADHD is a clinical diagnosis
and can cause major problems in education and
social and occupational functioning of college
students as well as in their after college work
setting (Dipeolu, 2011; Reilly, 2005). Dunn
et al. (2012) reported that students with LD
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have been under-represented in the science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) fields for many years. Reasons for
this include low academic expectations for
students with LD, limited exposure to pre-
requisite courses, absence of mentors in the
field, and minimal access to individualized
supports. Students with LD are considered
one of the most “underprepared” populations
increasingly enrolling in postsecondary edu-
cation (Mirele et al., 2011).

Although the enrollment of this student
population continues to grow, students with
LDs’ graduation rates from 4-year institutions
is lower than students without LD (DaDeppo,
2009; Madaus, Grigal, & Hughes, 2014). Two
major factors that may interrupt students with
LD’s persistence in postsecondary education
is their unwillingness to disclose their disabil-
ity and their reluctance to communicate their
needs to others (Hale et al., 2013; Skinner &
Lindstrom, 2003; Smith, English, & Vasek,
2002). Even though students with LD may
show low self-esteem and poor interpersonal
skills, the college environment does not pro-
vide the level of academic support required
by high school settings. Additionally, there
are significant legal differences between the
secondary and postsecondary school systems
that impact the level of services provided to
students with LD. According to the National
Center for Education Statistics (2010), ser-
vices in postsecondary settings may include,
but are not limited to classroom note-takers,
adaptive equipment, audio textbooks, and
tutors. Upon arriving to the college campus,
unlike high school, students with LD need
to seek the support of the Office for Stu-
dents with Disabilities (OSD) and advocate
for accommodations and services (Hadley,
2009; Hadley, Twale, & Evans, 2003; Hale et
al., 2013). Dunn et al. (2012) described this
process as the student being able to identify
their learning disability and understanding the
functional limitations of it.

Purpose of the Study

This paper presents the 4-year college ex-
perience of Mitchell (a pseudonym) who was
diagnosed with multiple LD in his childhood.
He transitions to college and graduates with
honors in Engineering and Political Science
and a minor in Philosophy. He then accepts
a government job after multiple offers by a
government agency. Mitchell participated in
this four year study with nine other students
and his experiences are worthy of sharing
because, in addition to a diagnosis of mul-
tiple LD, he majored in multiple disciplines
and declared a minor in a third discipline, he
graduated with honors and he used very few
accommodations while in college.

Theoretical Framework

Wiersma and Jurs (2009) submitted that
the role of theory is to provide a guide for sys-
tematizing and connecting the various aspects
of the research. Hadley (2009) and Hadley,
Twale, and Evans (2003) updated version of
Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) develop-
mental theories provides the theoretical con-
text for the study. According to Evans et al.
(2010), Hadley’s (2009) and Hadley, Twale,
and Evans’ (2003) assessment of students
with LD through the lens of Chickering and
Reisser’s vectors assisted in the evaluation of
the transition to college of students with LD.
The stages of growth for this 4-year study
were: developing competence, managing
emotions, developing autonomy, establishing
identity, freeing interpersonal relations, de-
veloping purpose and establishing integrity.
Developing competence is the student’s abil-
ity to attain the academic skills necessary for
the college environment. Managing emotions
describes the student’s inclination to express
and control his/her feelings appropriately.
Developing autonomy is the student’s move-
ment toward more independent behavior. Es-
tablishing identity has to do with the student’s



sense of gender issues. Freeing interpersonal
relations relates to the interacting with others,
developing purpose considers vocational in-
terests, and establishing integrity examines
how the student’s personal beliefs guides his/
her behavior. Developmental theory allowed
for the researcher to combine ideas and infor-
mation into a set of constructs that provides
for deeper understanding, broader meaning
and more relevance. The theoretical overview
of this research is that transitioning is chal-
lenging for most students enrolling in college.
But the move can become more difficult for
students with LD because of their high school
educational experience that provides them
extensive support required by the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act
(IDEIA) of 2004. Developmental theory can
provide a helpful framework for viewing and
understanding issues students with disabil-
ities may encounter as they transition from
one stage in their development to another.
Through a series of participation in focus
group interviews and individual interview
sessions conducted over a 4-year period,
Mitchell and the other 9 students responded
to the following research questions: (1) What
types of academic experiences challenge stu-
dents with dyslexia or reading problems on a
selective, residential, college campus as they
transition from PK-12 to higher education
(developing competence)? (2) How does tra-
ditional-age, first-year students with dyslexia
or reading problems adjust to specific expec-
tations to complete academic assignments
such as homework, term papers, and other
writing assignments (managing emotions)?
(3) What services do students with dyslexia or
reading problems need to meet the academic
requirements of the university environment
(developing autonomy)? (4) How do students
with dyslexia or reading problems perceive
themselves as students (establishing iden-
tity)? (5) How do students with dyslexia or
reading problems relate to and interact with
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their professors and classmates (freeing inter-
personal relations)? (6) How do students with
dyslexia or reading problems formulate and
prioritize career plans (develop purpose)? (7)
What beliefs and values influence the career
plans and goals of students with dyslexia or
reading problems (establishing integrity)?

Method
Participants and Sampling Procedures

The student’s multifaceted experiences
reviewed in this paper provide many con-
structs to assess his transitions (Wiersma &
Jurs, 2009). This paper was developed from
the experiences and perspectives of Mitchell’s
participation in a four-year research study
with nine other college students with LD. The
students began participating in the research
project their first year of college and ended
four years later when they were preparing to
graduate. The qualitative study (see Hadley,
2009; Hadley, Twale and Evans, 2003) was
conducted on the campus of a private, selec-
tive, coeducational, four-year-college in the
Midwest. When the study began there were
100 students identify as having a LD on that
campus. Dyslexia or reading-related issues
were documented as the learning concerns for
most of the students with LD. Students were
invited to participate in the study through
a letter sent to them by the Director of the
Office for Students with Disabilities (OSD).
Students were expected to meet the criteria
of entering that university directly from high
school and submitting diagnostic test results
defining their LD as dyslexia or reading-re-
lated problems. The student’s academic expe-
riences were reviewed through their writing
artifacts (i.e. homework, term papers) since
all the students identified as having dyslexia.

The students represented each of the four
academic units on campus: arts and sciences,
business, education, and engineering. Mitch-
ell was a member of the school of engineering.
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The 10 student participants included 8 fe-
males and 2 males who were chosen from a
total population of the 26 (16 females and 10
males) first-year students with LDs enrolled
in the class. Although he professed that he
“needed” and “wanted” a lot of academic
assistance, Mitchell was critical of the univer-
sity resources, so he rarely used any of them.
In addition to dyslexia and ADHD, he was
also diagnosed with dysgraphia. He said due
to his dysgraphia he was unable to take notes
for long periods of time, so he “memorized”
his class lectures.

Data Collection

Over the four year period, student arti-
facts, yearly focus group interviews, and
yearly semi-structured interviews were
the means for ensuring triangulated data.
Triangulation means collecting numerous
pieces of data through various methods
(Patton, 2002). Student artifacts included
class schedules, copies of written assign-
ments (which included grade and faculty
comments), faculty comment sheets (forms
professors used to give students feedback on
writing assignments), class syllabi, tutoring
reports, and a list of student activities such
as organizations and/or clubs to which they
belong. Focus groups and semi-structured
individual interviews provided an opportu-
nity for students to discuss their transition
to college. Focus group interviews were two
hours long and the semi-structured individ-
ual interviews were one hour long and both
were audio-taped. The inductive analysis
process of going through the transcripts and
giving meaning to phrases and scenarios that
continually emerged from the students were
used to interpret the data (Patton, 2002). The
researcher then theorized how the answers to
the research questions did or did not fit with
Chickering and Reisser’s (1993) and Had-
ley (2006) and Hadley, Twale and Evans’
(2003) vectors of developing competence,

managing emotions, developing autonomy,
establishing identity, freeing interpersonal
relations, developing purpose, and establish-

ing integrity.

Results
Developing competence

Mitchell reported that one of the major
challenges he faced when transitioning from
high school to college was the substantial
amounts of writing assignments, in particular,
and learning to complete his academic assign-
ments without the assistance of a personal
adult tutor. He elaborates:

I was so overwhelmed by the num-
ber of assignments that I dropped
the course! I plan to pick it up later
because writing accommodations for
the university are not adequate. The
tutors in the Writing Center are able
to fix the tenses and change grammar
and mistakes on my papers. But I need
help with constructing my papers. For
example, if I am missing a paragraph
in a paper, I want that pointed out and I
want to talk about it.

Managing emotions

Mitchell identified feelings of frustration
when complaining that professional note-tak-
ers were not available for his classes in the
college environment. He said:

I was led to believe before coming
to the university that there would be
professional note-takers that would at-
tend class with me, take notes for me,
and after class, me and the note-taker
would sit and go over the notes. I later
found out that on the first day of class-
es, I was expected to ask someone in
the class to take notes for me. I was not
comfortable asking a student that I do
not know to take notes for me.



He also shared that he had concerns about
how reliable peer students were: “I did not
know whether or not the student would show
up for classes and take good notes in legible
handwriting.”

Rather than ask classmates himself, he
convinced some of his professors to ask stu-
dents in the class to take notes for him.

Developing autonomy

Mitchell shared that in his move from high
school to college he anticipated that the transi-
tion would be more difficult than it had been.
He, nevertheless, still assessed his writing skills
as problematic: “I came to college planning to
do more work than I actually have to do. There
is less busy work to keep me aware of how I am
doing in my classes, but I like that!” He shared
that in one of his classes he was supposed to
have four assignments to determine his grade
for the semester, but because his professor had
to go to Chili for a couple of weeks, the profes-
sor cancelled one of the assignments. Mitchell
seemed bothered by this and commented on
how individual professors’ schedules could in-
fluence class assignments and progress. He said
he expected his classes to be more demanding,
but that they were challenging enough because
of the writing requirements.

Establishing identity

In discussing his perception of his self as a
student, Mitchell said:

I'am a good student with bad study and
organizational habits. I am a good stu-
dent but not diligent. I received a “D”
grade in English during my freshman
year and that was hard for me.

As he reflected back to that time he shared
the following. “I know that my professors
probably think that I am less than studious,
but a good student. My papers were disorga-
nized and I took bad notes when I would take
notes in my classes.”
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He referred to his dysgraphia as limiting
his note-taking ability. Because of this, he
made it a point to let his professors know that
he had several LD. According to Mitchell, his
writing skills are such an issue that he always
needs to let his professors know what is going
on with him.

Freeing interpersonal relations

Mitchell believed that his writing skills
were so poor that it was obvious to both his
professors and classmates. That was the main
concern he expressed when talking about his
interactions with his professors and class-
mates. Although early on he disclosed his di-
agnosis of multiple learning disabilities to his
professors, he did not share that information
with his classmates. Even though he did not,
he still though that they might have suspected
something was going on with him. He said the
following.

Because of my bad writing a lot of my
classmates knew something was weird.

He continued by revealing that despite
the fact that he had interacted well with his
professors and classmates, he was not pleased
with the services the university had provided
to him.

When comparing his high school and
college experience, he made the following
comment: “The university does not help all
that much. I got far more help in high school
in stuff that I needed like my writing. Here I
get none of that.”

To make his point, he reflected back to
when he received the “D” in the freshman
English class. At that time, according to him,
he was getting tutoring support from the uni-
versity Writing Center.

Developing purpose

Mitchell was very concerned that his writ-
ing issues would surface in the work environ-
ment when he discussed moving on to a job
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setting. He offered that his decision to attend
graduate school or work after graduation was
dependent upon whether or not he found a
job. This is what he said: “I am anxious to
start doing something rather than homework.
I am leaning away from Engineering for grad-
uate school and I am not sure what I would
be interested in majoring in if I attended a
graduate program.”

He also said that even though he had not
given graduate school a lot of thought, he
would expect it to be different. In thinking
ahead to a work setting and contemplating
discussing his LD, Mitchell was convinced he
would need to self disclosed to a supervisor.
He had also thought about the possibly that
there would be “kind of a lot of writing” for
the direction of Engineering he wanted to
move in. He summed up his strategy to deal
with the demands of the job and how to be
a team player in the following statement: “I
would try to do less of the writing parts and
more of the other parts.”

Establishing integrity

When Mitchell discussed his academic ad-
justment issues in the context of establishing
integrity, he said he felt he had to give more
time to his classes because of the volume of
work. In reflecting back on his work ethic
freshman year and comparing it to his senior
year, Mitchell reported that things had not
changed much. He said the amount of “time
input” had gone up because there had been
more work to do. He figured that due to his
dysgraphia he had made more “shortcuts” in
his work efforts since freshman year. He ex-
plained that the pain in his hands that comes
from his dysgraphia often forced him to de-
cide the “cost-benefit” when doing his assign-
ments. He went on to share the following in
discussing how painful his dysgraphia can be:
“Whether I am working problems by hand,
using the computer or turning the channel of
the television remote, at the end of the day

my hands hurt.” He said that was what made
doing homework problematic and forced him
to decide, for example, how far to “carry out
a math equation” when doing math problems.

Discussion

Mitchell carried his dependence on adult
tutors to help him with the writing process
into his college experience. It is not surpris-
ing that writing issues continued to be a ma-
jor concern as he transitioned to the college
environment. College writing is not limited
to writing labs and composition classes (Had-
ley, et al., 2003). It is a demanding task that
occurs in every single academic course. He
also found that acquiring intellectual skills in
the college environment was more than just
memorizing facts for his classes. He had to
learn to assimilate and integrate’ information
from various sources for specific assignments.
Mitchell struggled with this skill set and con-
stantly voiced that he needed professional
tutors to help him shape and present his ideas.
Also it seems that his spelling, punctuation
and penmanship distracted him in the writing
process. The mechanical aspect of his writ-
ing oftentimes inhibited his success with the
higher order demands of writing such as plan-
ning and organization of the content of course
material. Mitchell’s complaints and struggles
indicated that developing the competence for
academic writing at the college level was a
real challenge for him.

Mitchell was also adamant in his need for
professional note-takers for his college cours-
es. The difficulty for him to adjust and grow
showed in his inability to develop the neces-
sary level of comfort with the student-tutors
in the campus Writing Center. When he
discussed his need for accommodations and
services, it seemed as though he lacked con-
fidence as well as struggled because of poor
writing skills. It is understandable that Mitch-
ell was displeased with the lack of campus
services, but it was important that he dealt



with his feelings in an acceptable manner.
He recognized that he needed a great deal of
support with the planning part of the writing
process. Writing concerns were believed to
exceed other concerns for students with LD
in their transition to college (Hadley, (2009),
Hadley, et al., (2003). Mitchell seemed to
have a clear perspective on his strengths and
weaknesses as a student. Throughout his in-
terview sessions he shared that he often sat
and thought about the difference between
doing what he needed to do and “going the
extra mile” regarding his course writing
assignments. He attributed his lack of pro-
ductivity, at times, to his dysgraphia. Hadley
et al (2003) noted that high school programs
usually provide students with LD reading
and/or writing specialists to help with their
learning needs, but this does not happen in
the college environment. On the contrary, in
college, peer tutors are typically available to
provide academic assistance. They are usu-
ally upper-class undergraduate students en-
rolled in special education programs/teacher
training programs (Li & Hamel, 2003). As
Mitchell’s situation shows, it is important
for students with LD to move beyond the
services and supports they received in high
school and to fit into the design of the larg-
er campus community. Mitchell found that,
while the minimal level of accommodations
and services available to him in college was
not helpful, the services were typical. Be-
cause of his on-going struggles with writing,
Mitchell continued to show a need for coach-
ing to help him develop topics and ideas for
his papers, and to receive feedback assessing
the quality of his work. Mitchell often ex-
pressed frustration in trying to conceptualize
his writing assignments, getting that concept
on paper and seeing it through to comple-
tion. He admitted that he was not as diligent
as he could/should have been. It is important,
however, for students with LD to commit
time and effort to improve their writing.
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This, perhaps, may help them to gain greater
control over their learning outcomes.

Mitchell felt his writing difficulties were
such an issue that anyone who interacted with
him academically would see the deficits. He
shared that he was usually guarded in his in-
teractions with his professors, but very guard-
ed in his interactions with his classmates.
During this stage of maturation, Chickering
and Reisser (1993) hypothesized that students
become selective in their choice of people
contact and engagement in relationships. It
seemed important to Mitchell that he inform
his professors about his disability. He, howev-
er, did not share with his classmates about his
writing problems or LD. He was convinced,
though, that they would eventually figure out
that something was wrong with his writing
skills. Hallenbech (2002) asserted that for
students with LD, writing concerns are be-
lieved to surpass other learning difficulties.
Even while thinking ahead to a potential work
setting Mitchell was still concerned about
his writing deficiencies. He admitted that the
idea of working was more appealing to him
because he thought his writing issues would
less likely be revealed. Intentionality and de-
cidedness about actions and behaviors are a
central part of maturing. It seemed as though
Mitchell gave some thought to his field of
study and whether to continue his education.
His inclination to find a job appeared to be
connected with his desire to do something
different than school work. He did not glam-
orize the work environment, nevertheless. He
discussed the probability of self-disclosing
his disability to a supervisor, but was not
sure what he would do. According to Madaus
(2006) the shift from education institutions
to employment is one of the most important
transitions for students with LDs.

Mitchell shared that he did worry that he
sometimes compromised his school work
because of the pain associated with his dys-
graphia. He also had given thought to how
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he would handle the concerns regarding his
dysgraphia when transitioning to his place of
work. It is appropriate for Mitchell to be in
thinking about how he would handle his pos-
sible work-relation responsibilities. Mitchell
had chosen to self-disclose to professors and
those “needing to know” in his college envi-
ronment. It seemed that is the same position
he was leaning toward as he considered mov-
ing to a job. In their study about individuals
with LD willingness to disclose their dis-
ability, Madaus, Foley, McGuire and Ruban
(2002) found that the majority of respondents
stated that their disability affected their work
performance in some way. Only a minority of
the respondents, though, self-disclosed their
disability to their employer.

Transition to Work

Mitchell graduated with a double major
in Engineering and Political Science and a
minor in Philosophy. The researcher and
Mitchell continued their interviews after he
graduated. He reported that he graduated on
schedule and initially went back home to
visit with family until starting his job. Prior
to the week of him starting his job, he moved
into his own apartment. Earlier in the year in
February he had landed a position in the field
of Engineering. According to him the inter-
view process went “really easy.” He said he
actually received two job offers in what he
thought was going to be one interview. He
works for a National Air Space Intelligence
Center and his job title is a Space System
Engineer. But he described himself as an
intelligence analyst. He shared that it is a job
that requires a great deal of writing, some-
thing he reiterated that he was “really bad
at.” He revealed that “it sometimes annoys
his bosses” that he has such poor writing
skills. He said that he tries to make up for
his poor writing skills by working harder in
the other areas of his job responsibilities. In
fact, he won an award as the “top civilian

intelligence analyst (for my grade)” in the
entire Air Force.

Mitchell said reaching out to co-workers
on a regular basis was the main adjustment
he had to make in light of his LD. He con-
tinued to make errors in writing assignments
and because of this asked his colleagues to
review his work. He seemed proud when he
said that his bosses generally had a “hands
off” approach in supervising him. He goes
and “finds his own work” and according to
him, “do what I want,” and his bosses were
“very happy with the results.” Mitchell said
he had not disclosed his LD to his supervisors
and co-workers. However, he said he did not
“hide it,” but at the same time, “did not wear
a sign” admitting to having multiple LD. He
believed that “most” of his colleagues who
saw his writing knew “something was wrong”
so at that point he would reveal what was go-
ing on with him. He further shared that the
majority of his co-workers were “very under-
standing” regarding his disabilities.

Implications for Practice

Mitchell said his college experience did
not prepare him for the work environment.
He reported that there was rarely group work
in his job setting. The government system is
a “very top down” structure and he described
himself as a “special case.” He pointed out
that when he was brought in for any group
work, it was for his “skills, not his writing.”
This five year study of Mitchell’s transition
to college to employment suggests that there
should be more connected experiences be-
tween academic disciplines/majors on college
campuses and workplace expectations. The
key elements of workforce transition for stu-
dents with LD are the same as those for their
peers without disabilities — awareness of the
connection between interests, aptitude and
career options. Perhaps career services de-
partments or internship assignments can offer
students earlier experiences in the workplace



related to their majors. Earlier exposure to
the work setting might help students devel-
op a more realistic view of what to expect.
Mitchell noted that he was typically 10 years
younger than everyone else in the staff meet-
ings with co-workers. He, however, seemed
proud when he added that despite the age
difference he spoke up and added value to
the meetings. He reported that the writing re-
quirements for his job did not compare to the
writing assignments he had while in college.
According to him, “government writing is
like no other writing.” “Brevity” was the most
important factor in completing his work-relat-
ed writing assignments. He gave the example
that if 90% of a concept can be explained with
10% of the words, the employee is viewed as
“golden.” Again, this might be an example of
how the university career services department
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can work with the various academic units
on campus to conduct workshops to prepare
students for job environments. Further, career
services could possibly collaborate with His
final comments were that throughout elemen-
tary and high school he needed “extra time for
tests” and “writing accommodations.” He had
not received those or any accommodations
while in the workplace, but, according to him,
“it was not really a big deal” because he was
“adjusting and finding success in his work
environment” in spite of his LD. As students
with LD move along the continuum of the
academic experience, the Office for Students
with Disabilities can encourage students to
request/use fewer accommodations and ser-
vices. Encouraging students to adopt such a
shift in request for services might better pre-
pare them to transition to the workplace.
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