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● Special education laws do not apply to postsecondary studies; in 
Canada, Human Rights legislation (provincial and federal) 
applies.

● Eligibility for accommodations under this legislation requires, in 
part, a diagnosis of a disability, but that diagnosis, in and of 
itself, does not necessarily compel accommodation, even if that 
person was given special education services in the past 
(Roberts, 2012). 

● Instead, at the post-secondary level, special education per se is 
not available, and accommodations are only provided when the 
impairments that flow from a disorder interfere with equal 
ability to access and use the educational system. 
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● Furthermore, Human Rights legislation does not guarantee the 
right to an education, nor does it guarantee that 
accommodations will result in successful performance. 

● It requires only that a student be given an equal opportunity to 
participate and that artificial barriers to such equal participation 
be removed or minimized. 

● Post-secondary programs are also not obliged to provide 
accommodations that would undermine the essential 
requirements of a course or examination. 
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Why do we need some form of 
documentation?



How Common Are Academic 
Problems among College Students 

without Disabilities?

Weiss et al., 2022 surveyed 1,740 
full-time, degree-seeking 
undergraduates and asked them if 
they experienced problems in the 
following academic activities. 

What percent of students without 
any disabilities experience 
problems in each activity often or 
always compared to most people in 
the general population?



Reading

• Needing to read passages over again to 
understand them 32.6%

• Identifying the main points in the passages I read 17.3%

• Reading too slowly 11.7%

• Failing tests or classes that require a lot of reading      6.0%

• Mixing up letters or words when reading 5.1%



Math

• Needing to check my math calculations over again 36.1%

• Remembering math facts, formulas, or procedures 31.1%

• Understanding or “setting up” math problems 25.0%

• Solving math problems too slowly 22.6%

• Failing tests or classes that require a lot of math 16.3%



Test-Taking

• Having stray or random thoughts during tests 29.3%

• Forgetting information or “freezing” during tests 19.3%

• Getting distracted by noises during tests 16.9%

• Finishing timed tests within the time limit 8.0%

• Losing points on a test because I ran out of time 7.2%



Time Management

• Procrastinating 64.2%

• Getting motivated to study 53.4%

• Cramming for tests 46.0%

• Finishing assignments at the last minute 44.4%



In general…

● “…nearly all (96%) students with disabilities reported at 
least one substantial limitation in academic functioning. 
However, 90% of students without disabilities reported 
similar impairment.”



Who will receive accommodations under an approach based primarily on 
self-reports?

Students who: (1) know that accommodations are available, 

(2) have the support of family & friends to seek them out, 

and

(3) possess the self-advocacy skills to convince disability 
professionals that they are necessary.

Waterfield & Whelan (2017). Disability & Society



Who is disadvantaged by this decision-making approach?

(1) Students with disabilities who lack this knowledge, support, & skill.

● First-generation students
● Nontraditional students
● International students
● Students with communication disorders and/or social skill deficits.

(2) Students without disabilities who struggle academically and who 
would benefit from accommodations, but do not receive them.

Weis et al.  (2021). J. of Clinical & Exper Neuropsychology



But what about a Physician’s note?

● “…medical professionals generally receive no formal 
training in methods to determine functional impairments 
experienced by students with mental health conditions in 
postsecondary academic settings.” 



Linking functional impairments 
identified to appropriate 

accommodations and supports



Disability professionals report using the following 
criteria when rendering accommodation 
decisions:

• Current limitations on academic functioning

• A history of academic problems or need for 
accommodations in childhood

• Test data showing deficits in academic functioning 
compared to most people in the general population

• A DSM-5 diagnosis

Banerjee et al. (2015). Learning Disability Quarterly



What is functional impairment?



What is functional impairment?
● The formulation of disability (or “functional impairment”) is currently 

not operationalized in either the ICD or the DSM.
● According to OSAP, a disability means any impairment, including a 

physical, mental, intellectual, cognitive, learning, communication or 
sensory impairment—or a functional limitation—that restricts your 
ability to perform the daily activities necessary to pursue studies at a 
postsecondary school level or to participate in the labour force.

● Canada Student Loans Program (CSLP) defines a permanent disability 
as a functional limitation caused by a physical or mental impairment 
that restricts the ability of a person to perform the daily activities 
necessary to participate in studies at a post-secondary school level 
or the labour force and is expected to remain with the person for the 
person’s life (Government of Canada, 2009).



Determining Functional 
Impairment

Any cut-off scores are somewhat arbitrary because academic skills are 
measured on a continuum; clinicians are advised in the DSM-5 text to use 
clinical judgment but standardized scores below the 16th percentile might 
indicate SLD, and scores below 7th percentile would be most consistent with 
SLD.



But is a low score enough?



● “Almost 75% of the normative sample obtained at least 
one low score when using 1 SD below the mean as a 
cutoff.” Tanner-Eggen et al., 2015.

● “…when defining abnormality as a score more than one 
standard deviation below the mean, test batteries with at 
least 20 measures yielded at least two abnormalities in 
most normal participants, and the median number of 
abnormalities typically was 10%– 15% of the total number 
of test scores in the batteries.” Binder et al., 2009

● “Marked  variability  in  test  scores was  found  despite  a  
rather  uniform  sample  of  highly  functioning  
individuals.” Zakzanis & Jaffey, 2011.

But is one low score enough?



What about a discrepancy in 
scores?



Linking identified functional 
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Case Studies
● What is the disorder?
● What deficits might we expect in individuals with 

this condition?
● What impairments might you expect in an 

academic environment related to the deficits 
identified?

● What is the expected chronicity of the condition?
● What accommodations are reasonable to address 

functional limitations identified?
● Is more information required?











Questions?



Thank You!
Regional Assessment and Resource Center (RARC): www.queensu.ca/rarc
Queen’s University, Kingston, Ontario Canada

Beth Pollock, Clinical Director (RARC) : beth.pollock@queensu.ca

Connect with RARC: 
rarc@queensu.ca

www.queensu.ca/rarc

613-533-6311

Mackintosh-Corry Hall, B100     
68 University Avenue           
Kingston, Ontario, Canada           
K7L 3N6

http://www.queensu.ca/rarc
mailto:beth.pollock@queensu.ca

