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Abstract 

To date, no quantitative studies have explored what types of institutions of higher education 

enroll college students who document a disability (SWDs) over extended periods of time. 

This study leverages five years of institutionally reported (IPEDS) data related to the 

enrollment patterns of SWDs. This data suggests urban, public, and bachelor’s-level 

institutions have enrolled more students with documented disabilities than other institution 

types over time. Additionally, we find that enrollment of SWDs in U.S. higher education has 

steadily increased since 2013. Implications for research and practice are addressed. 

Keywords: disability studies, IDEA, IDEIA, higher education, postsecondary 

education, United States 
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U.S. College Students with Disabilities:  

Where Do They Enroll and Document Their Disability? 

Decades of research has suggested students with disabilities (SWDs) have been a 

consistently minoritized student population in U.S. higher education, evidenced by much 

lower enrollment rates in higher education compared to students without disabilities (Adams 

& Proctor, 2010; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Renn & Reason, 2013; Postsecondary National 

Policy Institute, 2023; Stanley, 2000; Yssel et al., 2016). To close these access gaps between 

SWDs and non-SWDs, researchers have advocated for secondary school counselors and other 

stakeholders (community members, parents, etc.) to provide college counseling for SWDs 

(Adams & Proctor, 2010; Brinckerhoff et al., 1992), in addition to institutions of higher 

education providing SWDs with pre-college experiences to inspire SWDs to pursue higher 

education and inform them of their opportunities (Renn & Reason, 2013; Skinner & 

Lindstrom, 2003). Yet, despite advocacy for SWDs supported by empirical research, SWDs 

have continued to lag behind non-SWDs regarding enrollment in higher education. This 

access gap has been further exacerbated by the negative impact the pandemic had on SWD 

enrollment in higher education (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023). 

Yet long before empirical research identified these access gaps, U.S. legislation has 

attempted to open the door to higher education for greater numbers of SWDs through 

institutional policy reforms. In 1973, U.S. Congress passed the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 

containing Section 504 (Rehabilitation Act of 1973). Section 504 allows postsecondary 

institutions to “require students who are requesting services on the basis of a disability to 

submit documentation that verifies the nature and extent of the disability” (Madaus & Shaw, 

2006, p. 13). However, no regulations have provided guidance regarding what type of 

documentation is acceptable or required, and how institutions of higher education have 

conducted the disability verification and documentation process varies tremendously and may 
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be simpler or more difficult depending on where a student enrolls (Madaus & Shaw, 2006). 

Shortly after passing the Rehabilitation Act in 1973, Congress passed the Education 

for All Handicapped Children Act in 1975—known later as the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Act (IDEA, enacted in 1997) and even later as the Individuals with Disabilities 

Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, enacted in 2004)—which guarantees access to a free, 

appropriate, public education (FAPE) in the least restrictive environment to every child with 

a disability. Extending to higher education, IDEA requires U.S. institutions of higher 

education provide reasonable accommodations for students with documented disabilities. 

Yet, as the processes that SWDs must follow to document their disability at their institution 

varies (Madaus & Shaw, 2006), accommodations services also vary greatly by institution and 

are often slow to adapt to an ever-changing student population (Bursick et al., 1989; Madaus, 

2011; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; Stanley, 2000).  

As a result, despite legislative intervention, researchers have identified three structural 

issues facing SWDs pursuing higher education: 

1. Enrollment has been difficult (Renn & Reason, 2013; Postsecondary National 

Policy Institute, 2023; Yssel et al., 2016). 

2. After enrollment, navigating the process to have one’s disability documented at 

their institution of higher education has been difficult (Brinckerhoff et al., 1992; 

Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Madaus & Shaw, 2006). 

3. Once one’s disability has been documented, accommodation quality may vary by 

institution and be inadequate for a SWD to be successful in higher education 

(Bursick et al., 1989; Madaus, 2011; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Skinner & 

Lindstrom, 2003; Stanley, 2000).  

As a result, a large body of research has examined how secondary school students 

with disabilities can best transition to higher education (Adams & Proctor, 2010; 
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Brinckerhoff et al., 1992; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Plotner & Marshall, 2015). Because many 

support services provided in the K-12 school system are not carried into higher education 

settings, students with disabilities who successfully access and thrive in U.S. higher 

education have needed to be effective self-advocates, meaning these students must advocate 

for their rights and educational needs (Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012). 

This has led school choice researchers to suggest that students with disabilities—in concert 

with their parents or support network—explore institutions of higher education in depth and 

learn how certain institutions support students with disabilities on their campus (McGuire & 

Shaw, 1987; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013) before deciding where to 

enroll. 

Although work related to the self-determination of college students with disabilities is 

important, disability-related research in higher education has predominantly analyzed this 

phenomenon through qualitative measures, finding that SWDs often struggle to complete 

college admissions processes to gain enrollment and then struggle to navigate the process to 

document their disability on campus (Adams & Proctor, 2010; Kimball et al., 2016; 

Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012; Quick et al., 2011; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Paul, 2000). 

Understanding this work, it seems critical to understand what types of institutions 

successfully enroll students with disabilities who successfully navigate the process of 

documenting their disability. Without this information, students with disabilities, researchers, 

policymakers, and other interested stakeholders lack insight into which types of institutions 

may better facilitate SWDs’ transition to U.S. higher education through enrollment and 

disability documentation processes.  

However, Fichten et al.’s (2003) study “Canadian Postsecondary Students with 

Disabilities: Where Are They?” leveraged institutional characteristics to explore where 

college students with disabilities enrolled—in this case, in a Canadian context. Employing 
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survey and quantitative methods, Fichten et al. (2003) suggested 8% of Canadian institutions 

reported enrolling zero SWDs, 2% of students had their disability registered with their 

institution, and junior colleges had a higher percentage of students register their disability 

with their institution than four-year universities (Fichten et al., 2003). Additionally, 

Québécois institutions enrolled a smaller proportion of SWDs than did other provinces 

(Fichten et al., 2003). Here, Fichten et al.’s (2003) quantitative research revealed that—in a 

Canadian context—institutional differences did exist when considering where SWDs enrolled 

and where these students successfully navigated the disability documentation process, 

informing the college choice of prospective students and their support networks. 

Regarding similar studies in a U.S. context, the National Center for Education 

Statistics and the U.S. Department of Education sporadically publishes a report detailing 

where students with disabilities enroll in U.S. higher education, how many students disclose 

their disability and receive accommodations and services, and how many students with 

disabilities earn a postsecondary credential (U.S. Department of Education, 2000, 2017). The 

last report in 2017 provided a breakdown of which types of students were most likely to 

document their disability and a broad overview of where SWDs have their disability 

documented. It found that public less-than-2-year institutions (16.2% of undergraduates 

documenting a disability) and for-profit 4-year institutions (16.0%) enrolled the highest 

percentage of college students having their disability documented (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017, p. 30.). Beyond this brief report and Fichten et al.’s (2013) Canadian study, 

no quantitative studies have leveraged institutional characteristics to predict enrollment of 

college students who have had their disability documented by their institution. A quantitative 

analysis in U.S. contexts could explore potential relationships between institutional 

enrollment processes, institutional disability documentation processes, and whether certain 

institutions are more adept at enrolling SWDs and facilitating the disability documentation 
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process.  

As a result, this study seeks to make a unique contribution to the literature and 

leverage institutional characteristics over time—such as urbanicity, sector, type, and 

institutional spending—as they predict the enrollment of students with documented 

disabilities to answer the question Canadian researchers have previously answered (Fichten et 

al., 2013): Where are they?  

This study’s research questions are as follows: 

R1: In recent years (2013-2017), which institutional characteristics are 

predictive of enrollment of college students with documented disabilities? 

R2: Of institutions whose students with disabilities population is higher than 

3%, which institutional characteristics predict an increase in enrollment of students 

with documented disabilities? 

By answering these questions, educational researchers, policymakers, and students 

with disabilities will better understand which U.S. institutions of higher education enroll the 

greatest percentages of students with documented disabilities, informing disability policies 

aimed at increasing access to and support in higher education for this minoritized student 

population. Moreover, this study will expand the wealth of research focused on students’ self-

advocacy by understanding which institutional characteristics may or may not facilitate a 

living and learning environment in which students may be better self-advocates, and thus, 

successful in accessing U.S. higher education. 

Literature Review 

Educational research has produced a voluminous amount of work related to students 

with disabilities and their transition from secondary to postsecondary education, in addition 

to how these students are supported once they arrive on campus (Haber et al., 2016; Kochhar-

Bryant et al., 2009; Madaus, 2011; Paul, 2000). An extensive review of this literature does 



 

REVIEW OF DISABILITY STUDIES: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL Vol. 19 Issues 3 & 4 
(2024) 

 

 
Page 8 

 

not substantially support the aims of this study. Instead, this brief review will focus first on 

the scant research focused on institutional predictors of enrollment of students with 

disabilities, as well as how these students transition from secondary to postsecondary 

education. Then, the review will briefly focus on the few studies which have identified 

institutional characteristics that may be supportive of students with disabilities. 

Where Are They? What We Do Know 

The National Center for College Students with Disabilities (NCCSD) routinely 

publishes reports that gather information from a variety of secondary and postsecondary 

databases to inform the community regarding both student access to and success at 

institutions of higher education. In the NCCSD’s most recent report providing an overview of 

postsecondary enrollment patterns of students with disabilities, Avellone and Scott (2017) 

argued that, despite there being 11 different databases including information relevant to 

SWDs, there are “significant gaps in the breadth and usability of current datasets that include 

information on college students with disabilities,” (p. 3). This includes that these databases 

often rely on student surveys and institutional self-reporting, which may be incomplete or 

flawed. Of these databases, Avellone and Scott (2017) reasoned that many, including the 

Beginning Postsecondary Longitudinal Study (BPS) and the National Survey of Student 

Engagement (NSSE), do not publish on data related to students with disabilities due to 

potential privacy concerns, and these organizations require students to complete a survey, 

which may marginalize students with disabilities who are unable to access or take a survey 

without assistance. For example, the most recent BPS report in 2011 titled “Trends in 

Attainment Among Student Populations at Increased Risk of Noncompletion” did not 

mention students with disabilities once (U.S. Department of Education, 2011, p. 1). This is 

even though the research community has long known that the SWD population is perhaps at 

the highest risk of noncompletion of any population in higher education. From here, Avellone 
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and Scott (2017) concluded that much more work should be done to learn more about where 

students with disabilities enroll in U.S. higher education and earn their degrees, as extant 

databases are insufficient to inform support of this population. 

The most recent national-level report of students with disabilities enrollment in U.S. 

institutions of higher education was the 2017 U.S. Department of Education’s 

“Characteristics and Outcomes of Undergraduates with Disabilities.” Therein, the U.S. 

Department of Education (2017) synthesized data from multiple sources (e.g., the High 

School Longitudinal Study of 2009, the 2012/14 Beginning Postsecondary Students 

Longitudinal Study). Via survey, the study explained that nearly 12% of undergraduates 

reported having a disability in 2011-2012, and that only 13.8% of high school students who 

received special education services in 2009 expected to earn a bachelor’s degree in the future. 

In addition, of high school students who received special education services in 2009, 

administrative data suggested that 37.4% had not enrolled in any level of postsecondary 

education by 2013. If students with disabilities did pursue higher education, public less-than-

two-year institutions (16.2% of undergraduates documenting a disability) and for-profit four-

year institutions (16.0%) enrolled the highest percentage of college students having their 

disability documented (U.S. Department of Education, 2017, p. 30.). Beyond this reporting of 

institutional percentage share of enrollment of students with disabilities, the U.S. Department 

of Education (2017) did not report on any other data besides self-reported student-level 

characteristics (e.g., race, sex, age, immigrant status, and veteran status) and broad student 

disability types (e.g., cognitive, ambulatory) that were not tied to any institutional 

characteristics. 

Similarly, Fichten et al.’s (2003) study examined the enrollment of students with 

disabilities in Canadian postsecondary institutions. Their results also suggested students with 

disabilities are a minoritized population in higher education—albeit a Canadian context—as 
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8% of postsecondary institutions reported enrolling zero students with disabilities in 2000. In 

addition, only 2% of the overall postsecondary population of Canadian students with 

disabilities were registered to receive disability-related services (Fichten et al., 2003). Parallel 

to U.S. contexts, Fichten et al. (2013) also found that Canadian junior and/or community 

colleges enrolled a higher percentage of students with documented disabilities than Canadian 

universities, akin to 2017 U.S. data suggesting that U.S. public and private non-profit two-

year institutions enrolled a higher percentage of students with documented disabilities than 

U.S. universities (U.S. Department of Education, 2017). Importantly, Fichten et al.’s (2003) 

study suggested that the geography of Canadian institutions may play a role in the enrollment 

of students with disabilities, as the researchers found Québécois institutions enrolled a 

smaller proportion of students with disabilities than did other provinces in Canada, even 

though the population of people with disabilities was not significantly lower in Québéc than 

other provinces. However, Fichten et al. (2013) did not elaborate on why Québécois 

institutions may have been more successful in enrolling SWDs and facilitating their disability 

documentation process. 

Ultimately, both the U.S. Department of Education’s (2017) report and the Fichten et 

al. (2003) study did not consider other institutional characteristics that may or may not 

predict the enrollment of students with documented disabilities. Although it is useful to 

understand that 29.9% of students with disabilities who received special education services in 

2009 enrolled in either public or private nonprofit two-year institutions (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017), these descriptive statistics do not strongly inform policy or practice. It is 

important to expand upon this work and learn how institutional characteristics may influence 

the enrollment of students with disabilities, such as geographic location, Carnegie 

classification (a U.S. higher education measurement of institutional research intensity), 

sector, type, and institutional expenses on student services, academic support, and 
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instructional support. 

Barriers Faced by Students Transitioning to Higher Education 

Students with disabilities often face barriers when transitioning from secondary 

school to higher education, including barriers related to disability type, knowledge of higher 

education, difficulty in documenting one’s disability, and institutional support. Since the 

passage of IDEA in 1997 and its updates in the form of IDEIA in 2004, researchers have 

written about how students with disabilities transition from secondary to higher education, 

especially given that many Section 504 protections no longer apply in higher education 

settings, such as functional and formative assessments and creation of individualized 

education plans (IEPs) to ensure students are meeting benchmarks and accommodations are 

provided by instructors (Madaus & Shaw, 2006). According to the most recent survey of the 

National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS) in 2009, college students with documented 

disabilities most commonly have a hearing (73%) or visual impairment (67%), while far 

fewer have autism (39%) or multiple disabilities (28%), suggesting that students with certain 

disability types may face fewer barriers when accessing higher education and documenting 

their disability. Additionally, students with disabilities from higher-income homes tend to 

attend higher education in larger numbers, a finding supported by subsequent research 

(Cheatham & Elliott, 2013), while both race and gender were not significantly different 

between nondisabled students and students with disabilities who attend institutions of higher 

education. However, at the time of this study, the NLTS is already over a decade old and 

draws upon a small survey of students with disabilities and not the entire population of 

students with disabilities in U.S. higher education. 

Given the persistent hurdles facing students with disabilities as they pursue 

postsecondary education, researchers have argued that disability services offices at 

institutions of higher education are often not equipped with the knowledge base or the 
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resources necessary to support students with disabilities as they explore institutions and 

research services to inform their college choice (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Kochhar-Bryant et 

al., 2009). In addition, researchers have pointed to weak data systems and communication 

networks between secondary and postsecondary schools, including how secondary schools 

communicate IEPs with institutions of higher education to help postsecondary staff 

understand how students with disabilities were supported at the secondary level (Kochhar-

Bryant et al., 2009; Sitlington, 2003).  

Of these major hurdles faced by SWDs during their transition from secondary to 

postsecondary education, researchers have found that recent and accurate documentation of 

one’s disability can be cumbersome and costly for SWDs and their families. For example, 

according to the National Longitudinal Transition Study in 2009, students with disabilities 

were more likely to pursue higher education as they got older, as 65% of 25-year-olds took at 

least one postsecondary course, whereas only 58% of 21-year-olds took at least one 

postsecondary course (Institute of Education Sciences, 2009). Madaus and Shaw (2006) 

argued that, as students with disabilities leave the K-12 system and their disability 

documentation becomes outdated, institutions of higher education may require updated 

documentation and accommodations information, while also asking to review copies of a 

student’s (potentially outdated) IEP while they were still a K-12 student. In these situations, 

many SWDs and their support networks—especially those from low-income backgrounds—

may struggle to procure updated, accurate disability documentation information, possibly 

restricting a student from navigating the institutional process of documenting their disability. 

Recently, in 2019, Scott (2019) from the NCCSD conducted focus groups with 46 

students with disabilities currently enrolled in institutions of higher education to learn more 

about their transition to postsecondary education and any barriers to access that they 

experienced. Students consistently reported that communicating with campus disability 
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resource offices was difficult, as students claimed that accommodations were inadequate, and 

professionals working at the offices did not provide students with necessary information for 

navigating office procedures and resources for skill development. Moreover, students also 

claimed that class instructors were not informed of campus policies and were often 

unresponsive to student needs, even if that student correctly documented their disability and 

requested reasonable accommodations through the disability services office. Finally, students 

also asserted that accessing higher education was difficult due to gaps in online information 

about resources and services, as well as campuses being situated in areas that were physically 

difficult for students to access and navigate without substantial support given poor building 

accessibility and a lack of accessible transportation. 

Given this scant prior work (Madaus & Shaw, 2006; Scott, 2019), researchers have 

pointed to the IDEIA update in 2004 and its focus on transition documentation as a possible 

pathway for more secondary schools and K-12 systems to better support students with 

disabilities transition to higher education. Madaus and Shaw (2006) explain that a Summary 

of Performance or SOP would require K-12 school systems to “provide the child with a 

summary of the child's academic achievement and functional performance, which shall 

include recommendations on how to assist the child in meeting the child’s postsecondary 

goals” (p. 14). Given this new requirement levied by IDEIA, Madaus and Shaw (2006) 

reason: 

A well-developed SOP will comment on what modifications and accommodations are 

actually used and how effective these have been in helping the student to be 

successful at the secondary level. It will likely be a substantial improvement over 

current IEPs and perhaps offer professionals working with students with disabilities 

meaningful and relevant data for planning interventions. (p. 14) 

In a review of IDEIA’s new documentation of transition planning which extended 
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IDEA’s notion of secondary student transitions to adult life, Sitlington and Clark (2007) 

reason that a SWD’s SOP should detail a SWD’s academic progress, skills and abilities, 

levels of connection and communication with one’s community, socioemotional background, 

and other information relevant to informing a student’s transition to postsecondary education. 

An extension and elaboration of a SWD’s IEP, a SOP could serve two purposes: 1) as a 

guiding document for both SWDs to be their best self-advocate when exploring institutions of 

higher education and support services, and 2) an institution of higher education’s guiding 

framework for supporting a SWD and attempting to mirror a SWD’s secondary support 

services in their new higher education setting.  

Since IDEIA’s mandate of a SOP and augmented transition planning, several SWDs 

and their families have sued K-12 school systems, alleging violations of IDEIA and improper 

transition planning. Prince et al. (2013) reviewed 11 such court decisions and argued that 

although transition planning goals were often vague and necessary public agencies were not 

invited to the SWD’s transition planning meetings, many K-12 school districts did not violate 

IDEIA because they “supplied the family with substantial information and assistance” (p. 

287). Moreover, additional case law has suggested that K-12 districts will not be liable for 

additional transition services as long as “the IEP or transition plan [SOP] provides for a free 

appropriate public education” (p. 287). For example, Prince et al. (2013) briefed Sherri High 

et al. v. Exeter Township School District, a case where a SWD sued their school district for 

failing to facilitate postsecondary and adult transition services, including ACT and SAT 

testing, course placement evaluations, and job application practice sessions. In the case, the 

court ruled in favor of the district, reasoning that the district did provide the resources and did 

not violate IDEIA: The district did not facilitate the services, including making ACT or SAT 

appointments and providing private tutoring services, which do not fall under the purview of 

IDEIA.  
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Ultimately, Prince et al. (2013) argued that SOPs should contain “results-oriented, 

measurable, and appropriate postsecondary goals” (p. 289) that may or may not include plans 

for pursuing higher education or providing higher education planning services, such as course 

placement testing, ACT and SAT preparation, or evaluations of a college or university’s 

disability services, including the institution’s process for documenting a student’s disability. 

From here, even with enhanced higher education planning mandated by IDEIA in the form of 

a SOP and more robust transition planning, students with disabilities must still be self-

advocates and follow up on the resources provided by the SOP and their K-12 school district, 

as IDEIA case law has largely dictated that K-12 districts can provide the information, but 

SWDs must act on the resources and facilitate their own higher education transition on their 

own. 

Evaluating Institutional Support for Students with Disabilities 

Prior to important legislation meant to support students with disabilities pursuit of 

U.S. higher education (e.g., the Americans with Disabilities Act and IDEIA), disability in 

higher education research addressed how important the higher education exploration process 

is for these students and their families (Bursick et al., 1989; McGuire & Shaw, 1987; 

Wiseman et al., 1988). 

McGuire and Shaw (1987) explored the higher education decision-making strategies 

of students with disabilities and their parents, finding that both students and parents should 

consider the specific disability of the student and then attempt to locate institutions that 

provide specific supports for that disability. Of institutional characteristics that students with 

disabilities and parents should consider, McGuire and Shaw (1987) asserted that an 

institution’s criteria for determining a disability and the overall admissions processes should 

be evaluated. In addition, students and parents should assess an institution’s disability 

programming, including how many full-time staff are employed, how many hours per week 
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the institution funds disability support services, whether peer mentoring groups are present 

and active, and how many students with disabilities persist and earn their degree (McGuire & 

Shaw, 1987). 

To better understand the level of institutional support provided to students with 

disabilities, Bursick et al. (1989) surveyed a national sample of college students with 

disabilities across several two- and four-year institutions (n=197) and learned only 33% of 

institutions provided counselors trained in disability services and only half provided remedial 

instruction to develop social skills. Regarding institutional characteristics which predicted 

disability services, Bursick et al. (1989) found students with disabilities reported that smaller 

schools were more likely to facilitate individualized group tutoring for all students (p < 0.01) 

and remedial mathematics instruction for all students (p < 0.01) than larger institutions. 

Finally, the researchers learned two-year institutions were more likely to review 

individualized education plans (IEPs) for their students than four-year institutions (p < 

0.001), while two-year institutions were also more likely to provide broad remediation 

services than four-year institutions (p < 0.01). 

Wiseman et al. (1988) also surveyed currently enrolled students with disabilities in 

U.S. institutions (n=100 students) and learned that social and emotional involvement with 

peers, in tandem with institutional support, may not be enough to overcome a lack of sense of 

belonging on campus. After measuring the students’ relationships between peers and their 

campus and the level of institutional support, Wiseman et al. (1988) argued “if the disabled 

student feels alienated from campus, these factors [institutional supports] will not be 

sufficient to ensure the student’s retention in the university” (p. 266). However, Wiseman et 

al.’s (1988) study did not address the factors related to SWDs and their enrollment patterns, 

instead focusing on institutional and social predictors of academic success. 

After the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the amendments to 
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Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, and the passage of the Individuals with Disabilities in 

Education Act, the number of students with disabilities in U.S. higher education has 

increased, but this population is still considerably underrepresented (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017). However, rigorous quantitative work has not been performed to explore 

institutional characteristics as they predict the enrollment of students with documented 

disabilities. Prior research has provided evidence that an institution’s physical location 

(Fichten et al., 2003), sector (public or private) (Bursick et al., 1989; U.S. Department of 

Education, 2017), and level of institutional support (Madaus & Shaw, 2006; Mamiseishvili & 

Koch, 2012; McGuire & Shaw, 1987; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Wiseman et al., 1988) may 

all contribute to the enrollment of students with disabilities and their success in higher 

education. As a result, this study considers longitudinal institutional data alongside U.S. 

higher education enrollment trends of students with documented disabilities to answer a 

simple but informative question: Where are they? 

Methods 

The following sections will detail how data was collected, how quantitative methods 

were determined, and how the research team addressed limitations. 

Data 

The research team employed the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System 

([IPEDS], National Center for Education Statistics, 2019) to explore where students with 

documented disabilities enrolled in U.S. institutions of higher education. IPEDS provides 

annual, comprehensive, standardized data on U.S. colleges and universities through annual 

institution-level surveys that collects information related to institutional enrollment, 

graduation rates, student financial aid, and many more characteristics which allows for 

comparison between institutions in different sectors (public, private, two-year, four-year, 

etc.). A limitation to be addressed later, IPEDS only includes percentages of SWD at the 3% 
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threshold. This means that institutions that enroll less than 3% SWD do not report individual 

percentages, and institutions who enroll 3% or more SWD population report their percentage 

without reporting specific enrollment numbers or the types of disabilities that students have 

reported.  

As a result, the research team collected IPEDS data from a total of 6,165 institutions 

of higher education across five years—descriptive statistics of this population can be found in 

Table 1. Institutional characteristics included sector (e.g. public or private), Carnegie 

classification, geographic location (e.g., rural, urban), four-year and less-than-four-year 

programs, student services expenses (aggregated), academic support expenses (aggregated), 

and instructional expenses (aggregated), student-faculty ratio, and average institutional grant 

aid (non-government aid). These variables were included in the data collection process, as 

extant research has supported that these institutional characteristics may influence the 

enrollment of SWDs at institutions of higher education (Bursick et al., 1989; Fichten et al., 

2003; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012; McGuire & Shaw, 1987; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; U.S. 

Department of Education, 2017; Wiseman et al., 1988). 

Analytic Strategy 

Given the limitations of how SWDs data is reported by institutions and collected by 

the National Center for Education Statistics (2019), this study employed a random effects 

probit model with reporting of robust standard errors. Given the binary reporting structure of 

the data (institutions with 3% or less SWDs versus more than 3% SWDs), the data justified 

the use of a random effects probit model (Gibbons & Hedeker, 1994; Wooldridge, 2009). A 

random effects probit model is appropriate for longitudinal data predicting a binary outcome 

including both time varying (e.g., academic support expenses) and time invariant 

characteristics (e.g., institutional sector).  

The random effects probit model formula employed in this study can be found below, 
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where:  

𝛶!" =	𝐵# +		𝐵$𝛸!" +	𝐵%𝛧!" +	𝛼! +	𝜏" +	𝜀!"                       (1) 

The outcome variable of interest—𝛶!"—represents an institution i’s first-time 

undergraduate students with disabilities enrollment in a given year (t). 𝛸!"   represents 

institution i’s time-varying characteristics (such as student services expenses per FTE).  

𝛧!"	represents institution i’s time invariant characteristics (such as geographic location) in the 

equation 1. Institutional-level fixed effects (𝛼!) considers differences in observable and 

unobservable characteristics across institutions. 𝜏"represents time dummy variables, which 

control for observed and unobserved events that may affect students with disabilities 

enrollment over the time (such as the law, or technological change). 𝜀!" is the robust standard 

error term. 

Limitations 

The primary limitation of this study—and all disability-related studies in higher 

education—is the way in which SWDs data is reported by institutions and collected by the 

National Center for Education Statistics (2019) and/or the federal government. Because 

specific enrollment numbers (instead of percentages of overall enrollment) and disability 

types (e.g., autism, deafness) are not made available by the institutions themselves or data 

reporting entities, quantitative, higher education-focused disability studies must employ a 

blunt instrument to articulate a highly contextualized, nuanced student population and their 

institutional environment(s). To date, it is unclear why NCES—and their IPEDS database—

does not provide more robust information or request more robust SWD-related information 

from institutions of higher education, suggesting further research could explore why the 

NCES operates the way it does and limits the robustness of the information they collect 

related to SWD.  

As a result, this study—and others employing quantitative measures—do not 
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adequately explain how students with a wide range of disabilities may or may not access a 

diverse, wide range of institutions, each with institution-specific nuances and subtleties. 

Decades of research has given SWDs an amplified voice in higher education settings, but 

institutional characteristics must be considered to provide a more holistic, comprehensive 

understanding of how institutions support SWDs. From here, disability studies researchers 

and policymakers must continue to advocate for SWDs and encourage institutions of higher 

education to provide anonymous, detailed SWDs data in order to analyze extant policies and 

advocate for more inclusive, supportive policies to facilitate SWD access to higher education. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics of 2017 institutional-level data can be found in Table 1 below. 

Data from 2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016 can be found in the Appendix. 
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*Notes: Other includes associate’s institutions, special focus higher education institutions (trade 
schools, barber colleges, rabbinical institutions, etc.), and Carnegie unclassified institutions; All 
expenses figures were calculated per enrolled student. 

Across all institutional characteristics, most U.S. institutions of higher education 

(78.0%) do not enroll greater than a 3% SWDs population, with institutions in urban settings, 

public institutions, and four-year institutions being more likely to enroll a greater than 3% 

SWDs population in 2017. In addition, institutions enrolling greater than 3% SWDs spent 

more per enrolled student on average in student services, academic support, instructional 

expenses, and average institutional grant aid. Student-faculty ratio between 3% and non-3% 

institutions was similar in 2017. 

A random effects probit model predicting enrollment of students with disabilities in 

U.S. institutions of higher education (N=6,165) can be found in Table 2 below:



 

REVIEW OF DISABILITY STUDIES: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL Vol. 19 Issues 3 & 4 
(2024) 

 

 
Page 22 

 

 

 



 

REVIEW OF DISABILITY STUDIES: AN INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL Vol. 19 Issues 3 & 4 
(2024) 

 

 
Page 23 

 

 

Model 1 included all institutional-level time invariant characteristics across the entire 

population (N=6,165). Data indicate SWD were less likely to enroll in associate’s, special 

focus, or non-Carnegie classified institutions (p < 0.001) than bachelor’s institutions, 

institutions in town/rural settings (p < 0.001) than urban settings, and private institutions 

(nonprofit = p < 0.001, for-profit = p < 0.001) than public institutions. 
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Model 2 included both institutional-level time invariant and varying characteristics 

across the entire population (N=6,165). Data indicate SWDs were less likely to enroll in 

associate’s, special focus, or non-Carnegie classified institutions (p < 0.001) and institutions 

with very high research activity (p < 0.05) than bachelor’s institutions, institutions in 

town/rural settings (p < 0.001) than urban settings, and private institutions (nonprofit = p < 

0.001, for-profit = p < 0.001) than public institutions. Instructional expenses were also 

associated with greater percentages of SWDs (p < 0.001), echoing prior qualitative studies 

suggesting increased instructional support may benefit SWDs (Bursick et al., 1989). 

Controlling for institutional-level time invariant and varying characteristics, longitudinal data 

also suggest a steady increase of enrollment of SWDs. 

Model 3 included both institutional-level time invariant and varying characteristics, 

while also including student-faculty ratio and average institutional grant aid which were 

reported by 4,640 institutions across the five-year panel data period. Data indicate SWDs 

were less likely to enroll in associate’s, special focus, or non-Carnegie classified institutions 

(p < 0.001) and institutions with very high research activity (p < 0.001) than bachelor’s 

institutions, institutions in town/rural settings (p < 0.05) than urban settings, and private 

institutions (nonprofit = p < 0.001, for-profit = p < 0.001) than public institutions. Academic 

support expenses (p < 0.001), instructional expenses (p < 0.001), and average institutional 

grants (p < 0.001) were also associated with greater percentages of SWDs enrolling in U.S. 

institutions of higher education. Across Models 1, 2, and 3, longitudinal data also suggest a 

steady increase of enrollment of SWDs in U.S. higher education, a result echoed by prior 

research (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2023; Yssel et al., 2016). 

Discussion and Implications 

Over a longitudinal period, data in this study suggests institutional characteristics may 

influence the enrollment of students with documented disabilities in U.S. institutions of 
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higher education. From this work, many connections to prior research can be made, as well as 

implications drawn for future research, policy, and practice. 

To begin, this study extends Fichten et al.’s (2013) work into U.S. contexts, with both 

studies finding that the geographic setting of an institution may influence the enrollment of 

students with documented disabilities in those institutions. In U.S. higher education settings, 

this study suggests SWDs enroll and document their disability in urban institutions at higher 

percentages than institutions in any other geographic setting. Recent U.S. population research 

suggested that people with disabilities are more likely to live in rural areas than urban areas 

(Crankshaw, 2023). In fact, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, only 19.8% of the U.S. 

population in 2023 was classified as rural, but 14.7% of this population reported having a 

disability. Inversely, the U.S. Census Bureau found 80.2% of the U.S. population in 2023 was 

classified as urban, but only 12.6% of this population reported having a disability. Here, 

given U.S. population data, one may assume that greater percentages of SWDs would enroll 

and document their disability at rural institutions of higher education, yet this study suggests 

that the inverse is true. Subsequently, disability studies researchers and policymakers should 

explore how urban institutions support SWDs and whether an institution’s geographic setting 

is more or less conducive to SWDs enrollment and disability documentation in higher 

education. 

Results also suggest SWDs are less likely to enroll and document their disability in 

associate’s, special focus, or non-Carnegie classified institutions and very high research 

Carnegie classified institutions. Here, prior research has suggested that students pursuing 

certain careers may face unique challenges in enrolling in degree plans and documenting their 

disability at their institution, including students pursuing science, technology, engineering, 

and mathematics (STEM) degrees (Prema & Dhand, 2019) and professional education 

programs (Squires & Countermine, 2018). Building upon this research, data suggest SWDs 
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may struggle to enroll and document their disability in special-focus institutions (e.g., 

rabbinical schools, chiropractic colleges) and research intensive-majors (e.g., chemistry, 

engineering) at very high research intensity institutions. Such a phenomenon may lead a 

SWD to attend less research-intensive institutions that offer general education majors and 

fewer specialized, research-intensive plans of study. These results are difficult to interpret, as 

no research has explored how the difficulty or lack in provision of accommodations for 

SWDs may differ across majors and institution types.  

Recently, Mamboleo et al. (2020) surveyed college students with disabilities (n=289) 

across six different four-year universities and learned that these students often struggled with 

the same issues related to documenting their disability, including instructors’ lack of 

understanding, lack of knowledge of institutional documentation processes and 

accommodations, and students feeling a sense of stigma while navigating the disability 

documentation process. However, Mamboleo et al. (2020) did not analyze data to uncover 

institutional differences, rather reporting aggregate statistics. Relatedly, Bursick et al.’s 

(1989) study found smaller schools were more likely to facilitate individualized group 

tutoring and remedial mathematics instruction than larger institutions, while two-year 

institutions were more likely to review secondary IEPs and provide broad remediation 

services than four-year institutions. However, institutional enrollment or two- or four-year 

classification may not correlate with research output and Carnegie classification: Here, 

disability studies researchers should explore institutional differences regarding disability 

documentation guidelines and accommodations provision to determine whether certain 

institutions or institution types facilitate a more equitable learning environment for students 

with disabilities. 

This study’s data also suggests that enrollment of students with documented 

disabilities has been greater at public institutions in recent years, suggesting public 
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institutions may streamline their enrollment or disability documentation process for students 

with disabilities when compared with private peers. Prior research suggests public K-12 

schools serve a larger proportion of SWDs across the U.S. (Kimball et al., 2016), while 

private K-12 schools are not required to follow the special education regulations of IDEA, 

mandating that SWDs receive a free, appropriate public education. This phenomenon 

suggests that SWDs may be better served and accommodated at public K-12 schools, leading 

these students to pursue a postsecondary education at public institutions.  

To date, no studies have explored how secondary students with disabilities view 

public versus private higher education options, and future research could explore how SWDs 

perceive public versus private higher education, investigating whether enrolled college SWDs 

have experienced more or less institutional support at different sectors of institutions. 

Additionally, researchers could explore how SWDs and their support networks procure long-

term documentation of a student’s disability and how that documentation is communicated to 

disability services offices at institutions of higher education. It may be that there is a 

disconnect in communication between public K-12 schools and private institutions of higher 

education, or that a student’s support network is more familiar communicating with public 

schools and prefers their student to attend a public institution of higher education. In either 

case, further research is needed to explore the disconnect between public K-12 school 

enrollment and private higher education enrollment of students with disabilities. 

Finally, academic support expenses, instructional expenses, and average institutional 

grants were also associated with greater percentages of SWDs enrolling in U.S. institutions of 

higher education. These results are supported by prior research suggesting institutional 

support positively impacts SWDs on college campuses (Bursick et al., 1989; Mamiseishvili & 

Koch, 2012; Plotner & Marshall, 2015; Quick et al., 2011; Wiseman et al., 1988). Although 

prior work has not examined how institutional grants affect the higher education enrollment 
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patterns of SWDs, institutional grant aid has been effective in enrolling students in higher 

education from other minoritized backgrounds, including low-income students and students 

of color (Hu, 2010). Thus, a positive relationship between institutional grant aid and higher 

education enrollment of SWDs has numerous implications. Perhaps awarding institutional 

grant aid to a student with a disability helps establish a positive relationship between an 

institution and a student, encouraging communication. Moreover, such an award may render 

any accommodations or individualized education services more affordable, such as a personal 

assistant, transcription services, or assistive technologies. Ultimately, data in this study 

suggest institutions who spend more on academic support services, instructional expenses, 

and institutional grants per student enroll greater percentages of students with documented 

disabilities than institutions that do not spend, urging researchers and policymakers to explore 

institutional spending on student services, possibly increasing higher education access for 

students with disabilities.  

Conclusion 

A wealth of qualitative research has provided a voice to countless students with 

disabilities pursuing U.S. higher education (Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; 

Mamboleo et al., 2020), yet this study sheds new light on which institutions may best 

facilitate higher education access for students with disabilities. Data suggest that perhaps the 

most fertile, supportive higher education environment for SWDs may be at urban, public, 

bachelor’s-level institutions that provide adequate academic and instructional support and 

award adequate institutional grant aid. If this is the case, researchers and policymakers must 

engage with these institutions to develop inclusive, supportive policies for SWDs pursuing 

U.S. higher education, in hopes that other institutions replicate this work and adopt more 

inclusive enrollment and disability documentation policies and practices. 

Understanding that Section 504 and IDEIA protections are greatly reduced at 
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institutions of higher education compared to K-12 schools, U.S. researchers and policymakers 

must continue to advocate for SWDs in higher education, encouraging students to share their 

experiences and pave a path for future students. However, enrollment could be greatly 

increased if institutions themselves begin collecting and reporting more detailed, robust data 

regarding SWDs, thus informing the disability research and policy community. This effort 

could start with the U.S. Department of Education requiring public K-12 schools to create 

standardized Summaries of Performance (SOP) that SWDs and their support networks could 

attach to college applications or have electronically shared between K-12 schools and 

institutions of higher education, namely their disability services offices. Moreover, the U.S. 

Office of Federal Student Aid includes a question related to disability benefits on the Free 

Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). Instead of asking a student or their contributor 

about disability benefits, the FAFSA could be updated to include one question about a 

student’s disability status or disability services received, allowing students with disabilities to 

share their status safely and securely with institutions of higher education. This data-sharing 

mechanism would allow institutions of higher education to proactively communicate with 

students with disabilities during the enrollment process, facilitating a potentially smoother 

process for a student to document their disability and advocate for appropriate 

accommodations. 

Ultimately, of the over 6,000 institutions in this study, simply determining that urban, 

public, bachelor’s-level institutions tend to enroll greater percentages of students with a 

documented disability is not enough. The disability studies community should not have to 

ask, “Where are they?” Until data collection and reporting policies change and are mandated 

by the federal government to inform radical action to improve accessibility and inclusion, 

students with disabilities will continue to experience hurdles on their path toward a higher 

education, even if we have a baseline understanding of where they are. 
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Appendix 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Institutions enrolling more than 3% students with disabilities and institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with disabilities, by Carnegie classification, location, sector, and type in 
2016 (n=6,071)  
 Institutions enrolling more 

than 3% students with 
disabilities 

Institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with 

disabilities 
 N % Share N % Share 

Carnegie Classification     
     Baccalaureate 314 47.29% 350 52.71% 
     Master's 295 45.52% 353 54.48% 
     Doctoral 33 40.74% 48 59.26% 
     High Activity 54 56.84% 41 43.16% 
     Very High Activity 57 53.27% 50 46.73% 
     Other* 540 12.06% 3,936 87.94% 
Location     
     Urban 566 19.71% 2,306 80.29% 
     Suburban 367 20.16% 1,453 79.84% 
     Town/rural 360 26.11% 1,019 73.89% 
Sector     
     Public 653 33.94% 1,271 66.06% 
     Private non-profit 578 37.27% 973 62.73% 
     Private for-profit 62 2.39% 2,534 97.61% 
Type     

     Four-year 893 36.08% 1,582 63.92% 
     Less-than-four-year 400 11.12% 3,196 88.88% 
Total 1,293 21.30% 4,778 78.70% 
Student Services Expenses $3,553 - $2,356 - 
Academic Support Expenses $2,679 - $5,470 - 
Instructional Expenses $10,176 - $8,236 - 
Average Institutional Grant  $10,593 - $5,474 - 
Student-to-Faculty Ratio 15.02 - 6.72 - 

*Notes: Other includes associate’s institutions, special-focus higher education institutions, and 
Carnegie unclassified institutions. 
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Institutions enrolling more than 3% students with disabilities and institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with disabilities, by Carnegie classification, location, sector, and type in 
2015 (n=5,966)  
 Institutions enrolling more 

than 3% students with 
disabilities 

Institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with 

disabilities 
 N % Share N % Share 

Carnegie Classification     
     Baccalaureate 278 41.80% 387 58.20% 
     Master's 275 42.50% 372 57.50% 
     Doctoral 31 38.27% 50 61.73% 
     High Activity 50 52.63% 45 47.37% 
     Very High Activity 51 47.66% 56 52.34% 
     Other* 502 11.48% 3869 88.52% 
Location     
     Urban 516 18.36% 2295 81.64% 
     Suburban 329 18.46% 1453 81.54% 
     Town/rural 342 24.91% 1031 75.09% 
Sector     
     Public 595 31.01% 1324 68.99% 
     Private non-profit 540 35.20% 994 64.80% 
     Private for-profit 52 2.07% 2461 97.93% 
Type     

     Four-year 803 33.07% 1625 66.93% 
     Less-than-four-year 384 10.85% 3154 89.15% 
Total 1,187 19.90% 4779 80.10% 
Student Services Expenses $3,480 - $1,827 - 
Academic Support Expenses $2,622 - $1,525 - 
Instructional Expenses $10,194 - $6,590 - 
Average Institutional Grant  $10,276 - $4,237 - 
Student-to-Faculty Ratio 15.34 - 15.32 - 

*Notes: Other includes associate’s institutions, special-focus higher education institutions, and 
Carnegie unclassified institutions. 
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Institutions enrolling more than 3% students with disabilities and institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with disabilities, by Carnegie classification, location, sector, and type in 
2014 (n=5,840)  
 Institutions enrolling more 

than 3% students with 
disabilities 

Institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with 

disabilities 
 N % Share N % Share 

Carnegie Classification     
     Baccalaureate 255 38.35% 410 61.65% 
     Master's 248 38.27% 400 61.73% 
     Doctoral 28 34.57% 53 65.43% 
     High Activity 47 49.47% 48 50.53% 
     Very High Activity 43 40.19% 64 59.81% 
     Other* 484 11.40% 3760 88.60% 
Location     
     Urban 468 17.11% 2267 82.89% 
     Suburban 323 18.61% 1413 81.39% 
     Town/rural 314 22.94% 1055 77.06% 
Sector     
     Public 557 29.19% 1351 70.81% 
     Private non-profit 497 33.24% 998 66.76% 
     Private for-profit 51 2.09% 2386 97.91% 
Type     

     Four-year 717 29.99% 1674 70.01% 
     Less-than-four-year 388 11.25% 3061 88.75% 
Total 1105 18.92% 4735 81.08% 
Student Services Expenses $3,304 - $1,752 - 
Academic Support Expenses $2,519 - $1,493 - 
Instructional Expenses $9,865 - $6,440 - 
Average Institutional Grant  $9,956 - $4,253 - 
Student-to-Faculty Ratio 15.60 - 15.48 - 

*Notes: Other includes associate’s institutions, special-focus higher education institutions, and 
Carnegie unclassified institutions. 
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Institutions enrolling more than 3% students with disabilities and institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with disabilities, by Carnegie classification, location, sector, and type in 
2013 (n=5,711)  
 Institutions enrolling more 

than 3% students with 
disabilities 

Institutions enrolling 3% or 
less than 3% students with 

disabilities 
 N % Share N % Share 

Carnegie Classification     
     Baccalaureate 252 37.95% 412 62.05% 
     Master's 232 35.80% 416 64.20% 
     Doctoral 21 25.93% 60 74.07% 
     High Activity 37 38.95% 58 61.05% 
     Very High Activity 35 32.71% 72 67.29% 
     Other* 456 11.08% 3660 88.92% 
Location     
     Urban 428 16.05% 2239 83.95% 
     Suburban 297 17.59% 1391 82.41% 
     Town/rural 308 22.71% 1048 77.29% 
Sector     
     Public 517 27.20% 1384 72.80% 
     Private non-profit 465 31.19% 1026 68.81% 
     Private for-profit 51 2.20% 2268 97.80% 
Type     

     Four-year 673 28.72% 1670 71.28% 
     Less-than-four-year 360 10.69% 3008 89.31% 
Total 1033 18.09% 4678 81.91% 
Student Services Expenses $2979 - $1082 - 
Academic Support Expenses $2349 - $1015 - 
Instructional Expenses $9369 - $6310 - 
Average Institutional Grant  $9573 - $4216 - 
Student-to-Faculty Ratio 15.86 - 15.83 - 

*Notes: Other includes associate’s institutions, special-focus higher education institutions, and 
Carnegie unclassified institutions. 
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