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a b s t r a c t

Background: The COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a rapid shift to remote instruction. This may have
caused particular challenges for students with disabilities.
Objective: We aimed to describe the availability of remote instruction and counseling resources on the
disability/accessibility websites of colleges and universities in the greater New York City area. At the time
this study was conducted, this region was the global COVID-19 epicenter.
Methods: All colleges/universities in the New York City metropolitan area were identified using
Petersen’s online search guide. Descriptive information (institution’s name, size, and location) was
recorded. The disability/accessibility pages of websites were located and examined for remote instruc-
tional resources for both educators and for students, a way to make an appointment with the counseling
center (phone number and/or email address), and a link to the counseling center. Descriptive statistics
were recorded (percentages of small, medium, large size institutions, mean, median, range and standard
deviations of enrollments, and number and percentage of institutions that provided online accessibility
resources) and one-sided Chi square tests were conducted to test the relationship between school size
and the availability of resources.
Results: 17% of the colleges/universities had no link to disability/accessibility services on their websites.
Of the remaining 127 institutions, few made the aforementioned resources available on the disability/
accessibility page. The most prevalent resource observed was providing students with remote instruction
assistance. The association between school size and the aforementioned resources was not statistically
significant.
Conclusion: Making information available to students with disabilities is a fundamental part of acces-
sibility in higher education. Doing so is all the more necessary given the challenges wrought by the
COVID-19 pandemic, challenges which are likely to continue for years to come.

© 2020 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

On the last day of 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO)
learned of a ‘viral pneumonia’ spreading in the Wuhan, China.1

Currently, the United States leads the world in terms of both the
number of COVID-19 cases and deaths.2 Although the scientific
community is still at a relatively early point in its understanding,
iam Paterson University of NJ,

in).
risk factors for adverse outcomes appear to be advanced age and
underlyingmedical conditions.3 Given the lack of either a cure or an
effective treatment, interventions to curb the spread of COVID-19
have included social distancing, mask wearing, restrictions on
travel, and shelter in place directives.

Before such measures were either recommended or required by
state governors, some colleges and universities began to shut down
in-person classes in early March 2020, moving instruction and all
possible operations to a remote format.4 Nearly all of higher edu-
cation would follow in the weeks to come.5 Though clearly war-
ranted by the alarming increases in case counts, the sudden pivot
left campus communities scrambling to adjust, particularly those
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without online instruction experience.6 Regarding student adap-
tion to the remote delivery, undoubtably some sub-populations of
students struggled more than others. Beyond students from lower
socioeconomic status backgrounds,7,8 one population of students
that may have faced particular challenges related to the quick shift
to fully online teaching is students with disabilities (SWD).a

Disabilities may involve any one or more medical, psychological,
physical, sensory, or cognitive impairments9 and manifest as
challenges in various aspects of functioning and daily life, such as
learning, problem-solving, depression, interpersonal relationships,
communication skills, adjustment to new situations, anger man-
agement, substance use, and other impairments. People with dis-
abilities (PWD) are a highly diverse population, with different
accessibility needs. Institutions of higher education are required by
federal civil rights laws to ensure that students with disabilities
(SWD) are afforded equal access to, participation in, and benefits of
education as their able-bodied and neurotypical peers. Depending
on the type of disability, SWD may require supports such as note-
takers, recording of lectures, additional test taking time and/or
extended deadlines for projects, adapted projects/student work,
different types of assessments, specific classroom seating ar-
rangements, disability-specific tutoring, communication aids, etc.

Primary and secondary education students are covered by the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), whose purview
ends with high school graduation. The accommodations granted by
IDEA do not transfer to tertiary education. College/university stu-
dents with disabilities are covered by the Americans with Disabil-
ities Act (ADA) under Section II (public colleges/universities) and
Section III (private colleges/universities) as well as Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act if a college/university receives federal fund-
ing.10,11 Under these laws, colleges/universities may not discrimi-
nate against students with disabilities andmust provide reasonable
and timely modifications or accommodations for individuals with
documented need.10,11 Furthermore, institutions of higher educa-
tion are required under the ADA and Section 504 to have assistive/
adaptive technology in place.12 This might include such hardware
and software as speech recognition programs, screen readers, sip
and puff devices, and braille printers.

Despite the legal right to accommodations, college/university
SWD continue to face barriers in higher education.13,14 Relatedly,
institutions of higher education have struggled to meet the mental
health needs of their student population. An Associated Press re-
view15 of university counseling services published in late
November of 2019 found that student demand for mental health
services has far outpaced delivery capacity: College/university
students needing non-acute care routinely wait weeks and coun-
seling center staff are overburdened with caseloads far beyond
industry accrediting group recommendations.

Young people with disabilities generally fare better when their
routines and supportive environments are maintained, and that
includes educational settings.16 However, the shift to remote de-
livery necessitated by the coronavirus pandemic disrupted regular
campus operations, and initial reports17 suggest that disability/
accessibility accommodations were hindered. Preliminary data also
suggests that college or university students with cognitive and
learning disabilities struggled to adapt to the new format of course
delivery and the new expectations therein.18e20

Colleges and universities are uniquely capable of providing
coherent and accurate information and guidance to their commu-
nities and to the public. Therefore, this exploratory assessment
a Of course, many students face multiple forms of marginalization and therefore
may have faced multiple barriers to learning once remote teaching was instituted
by colleges and universities.
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aimed at describing the resources available to SWD on the
disability/accessibility pages of college/university websites. More
specifically, our purpose was to determine if the minimum
educational and counseling resources were available to college/
university students with disabilities and their instructors in the
New York City (NYC) metropolitan region which, at the time the
study was conducted, was the global epicenter of COVID-19.

Methods

Using Peterson’s, a widely known comprehensive online col-
lege/university search guide, we identified all colleges/universities
in the NYC metropolitan area.21 The NYC metropolitan area was
defined by specific counties in three states: New York, New Jersey,
and Connecticut, which surround NYC.22 To be included in the
study, a college/university needed to have an identifiable, func-
tioning website.

For each of the websites of the colleges/universities, we recor-
ded the following descriptive information: Name of the institution,
enrollment number, and the institution’s location. Then, we
searched the website of each college/university to locate their
disability/accessibility webpage. The disability/accessibility pages
were found using the search tool on each of the websites’ main
page. If the college had a specific webpage for their disability/
accessibility program, we recorded the link to the program. If the
college/university did not feature such a webpage, ‘none’ was
recorded.

We then examined the disability/accessibility pages of those
institutions which had them to determine if they contained specific
information (Table 1):

a. link(s) to instructional resources for students who transitioned
to online, remote instruction,

b. link(s) to instructional resources for faculty members who
transitioned to online, remote instruction,

c. a way to make an appointment with the counseling center (at a
minimum, an email address or phone number), and

d. a link to the counseling center.

Each component was recorded with either a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’
Overall, we collected data from the websites of 153 colleges/

universities in the tri-state region. Of this total, 26 contained no link
to disability/accessibility services. We thus eliminated these
schools’ websites from the overall analysis. Thus, the results
consider the remaining 127 (83%) websites.

We considered colleges/universities to be small-sized if they
had enrollments of <5000 students, to be medium-sized if their
enrollments were between 5000 and 10,000 students, and finally to
be large-sized if they had student enrollment >10,000. To deter-
mine whether or not location and enrollment size statistically
affected the presence of these resources, we ran independent one-
sided Chi-squared tests (a¼ 0.05). Descriptive statistics for the data
were also recorded. All data analyses were done onMicrosoft Excel.

Our university exempts studies which involve no human sub-
jects from review by the Institutional Review Board.

Results

Of the 127 schools included in the analysis, 80 (63%) were based
in New York, 32 (25%) in New Jersey, and 15 (12%) in Connecticut.
Across all of the schools considered, 63 (roughly 50%) qualified as
small in size, 40 (31.5%) as medium-sized, and 24 (18.9%) were
considered large-sized. The average student enrollment for all 127
schools was approximately 6494 and ranged from 53 to 36,039
students. The standard deviation was 6248 and the median



Table 1
Percentage of schools with disability/accessibility resources available on their website broken down by student enrollment size.

Resource Small Schools
(n ¼ 63)

Medium Schools
(n ¼ 40)

Large Schools
(n ¼ 24)

All Sizes
(n ¼ 127)

Contains a link to the counseling center 4.8% 7.5% 4.3% 5.5%
Contains resources for students during remote instruction times (links, where to go for

help, etc.)
14.3% 20.0% 33.3% 19.7%

Contains resources for faculty during remote instruction times. 6.4% 5.0% 16.7% 7.9%
Contains a way to make an appointment (online or phone) 4.8% 2.5% 4.2% 3.9%
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enrollment was 4491. School size categories were loosely deter-
mined by these statistics. Tables 1 and 2 both list the aforementioned
resources considered. In Table 1, the percentage of sites including
these resources is shown by school size. Table 2 provides these
percentages broken down by school location.

The most prevalent resource observed was providing students
with assistance during remote instruction times; Almost 20% of the
127 school websites analyzed had this resource available. Addi-
tionally, this resource was most common to appear on large-school
sites (33.33%). On the other hand, only about 4% of the 127 schools
provided students with the option to make appointments with the
counseling center by email or by phone; this was the resource least
likely to be found. Only 2.5% of medium-sized schools allowed for
remote appointment making, the least among the three school
sizes. None of the Chi-squared tests returned statistically significant
results for school size and location.
Discussion

Surprisingly, providing links to disability/accessibility services
on college/university websites in the NYC metropolitan region is
not universal. Of the 127 tri-state institutions which had such links,
the majority did not provide key information on coping with the
challenges wrought by COVID-19 on their disability/accessibility
pages. Specifically, few institutions have links to the counseling
center or away tomake an appointment by email or over the phone
on the disability/accessibility page. In addition, links for students
and faculty regarding remote instruction on the disability/accessi-
bility pages were sparse. Larger schools tended make instruction
resources available on the disability/accessibility pages at higher
rate compared to smaller schools. However, as noted previously,
the association between school size and the predetermined
disability/accessibility resources was not statistically significant.

Making information readily available, including on a college/
university’s website, is a fundamental part of making higher edu-
cation accessible to SWD. Students with disabilities may experience
challenges adjusting to life in a college/university due to a variety of
both internal and external barriers.14 All of the above may be
exacerbated in the uncharted territory of a global pandemic23 and
easy access to services may be vital, not only to the educational
outcomes of SWD, but also to health and wellness outcomes.

Considering that Americans in general experienced a rise in
anxiety and depression due to the upending of daily life and eco-
nomic stability caused by the pandemic,24 it is probable that this
Table 2
Percentage of schools with disability/accessibility resources available on their website br

Resource

Contains a link to the counseling center
Contains resources for students during remote instruction times (links, where to go fo

help, etc.)
Contains resources for faculty during remote instruction times.
Contains a way to make an appointment (online or phone)
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was the case for college/university students with psychological
impairments as well. In sum, though the pandemic caused sub-
stantial stress25 and massive disruptions for individuals the world
around, the pandemic may have resulted in particular challenges
and barriers for students with certain forms of disability.18e20

The United States is still in the midst of the first wave of the
pandemic and thus there is a dearth of information on the educa-
tional and health impacts of shifting to a remote format for
American college/university students in general, and SWD in
particular. Longitudinal studies are needed to investigate such
topics. What seems probable at this juncture, however, is that
having accessible online resources on remote learning and teaching
as well as health and wellness may help reduce anxiety and stress
among SWD and their educators, may promote trust in the insti-
tution of higher education,26 possibly enhance adherence to newly
implemented instructional practices, and therefore, may enhance
learning and safety.

The current COVID-19 crisis has repeatedly been referred to by
commentators and politicians alike as “unprecedented times.” Such
a framing, though perhaps overused at this point, is apt in that the
world has not seen a pandemic of this magnitude for over a century.
What COVID-19 has made plain, however, is that the outcomes and
impacts of unprecedented infectious, contagious disease are
fundamentally connected to and magnified by inequalities during
“precedented times.” The last few months have been replete with
journalistic and scientific reports documenting that marginalized
populations have faced the most severe adverse consequences of
this pandemic, in large part due to disparities in healthcare,27

housing,28,29 employment,28,30 and incarceration.31

It has been well documented that during disasters, such as
hurricanes Katrina, Irene, and Sandy, PWD (as well as other
marginalized populations) were disproportionately impacted
because of the co-occurrence of impairment, inequities in the social
determinants of health, and the failure of local, state, and federal
agencies to adequately consider accessibility needs in disaster
planning.32,33 Racial justice policy advocate Adrien Weibgen34

notes that in Alexander v. Choate the court found that discrimina-
tion against PWD is often not the result of direct, purposeful hatred
and bigotry. Rather, it stems from “benign neglect” related to
thoughtlessness and indifference.34 Weibgen34 makes the case that
even that exclusion which occurs by “benign neglect” involves a
choice to value some lives more than others and therefore it is the
lens through which we must understand the disproportionate
impact of disasters on PWD.
oken down by location.

NY Schools
(n ¼ 80)

CT Schools
(n ¼ 15)

NJ Schools
(n ¼ 32)

All Locations
(n ¼ 127)

5.0% 6.7% 6.3% 5.5%
r 16.3% 13.3% 31.3% 19.7%

6.3% 0.0% 15.6% 7.9%
1.3% 6.7% 9.4% 3.9%
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Though it would be an overreach to equate potential educa-
tional, health, and wellness barriers faced by college/university
SWD due to the lack of accessible information on remote instruc-
tion and counseling to the disproportionate adverse impacts that
disasters have had on PWD, we suggest it is reasonable to see them
as related. Certainly college/university administrators, faculty, and
staff, including those who work in accessibility/disability offices,
are highly devoted to their students and to meeting accessibility
needs. The pivot necessitated by the coronavirus pandemic was
swift and disorienting for all. Nevertheless, barriers to equitable
education continue to be part of the “backdrop of daily life”33 for
SWD.

The limitations of this study include the cross-sectional design
in which data was collected at a single point in time. As such, the
results are not generalizable and do not necessarily represent the
measures taken at later points or in other geographic locations. In
addition, the data collection methods do not account for the fact
that messages to SWD may have been communicated directly or in
ways that did not involve the university webpages. Nevertheless,
this study reveals what a student searching for information might
experience. Finally, only one researcher reviewed the webpages.
However, any questions regarding data collection were discussed
by members of the research team.
Conclusion and recommendations

Top public health officials have warned of probable recurrences
of COVID-19, potentially for years to come. Even with more lead
time, such a reemergence, especially if combined with a seasonal
flu epidemic, could be catastrophic and would certainly result in a
rapid return to entirely online teaching for those colleges/univer-
sities which have not made the commitment to do so already. We
are concerned that in such a scenario, the accessibility needs of
SWD may be overlooked. The placement of visible and accessible
links to online resources on COVID-19 on the accessibility/disability
webpages of colleges/universities is fairly straightforward and
moreover important to implement.

It is our recommendation that clear links to remote instruction
resources and counseling services be placed in the disability/
accessibility pages of all institutions of higher education. Such re-
sources facilitate access to accommodation resources for students
whomay have a vital need of them, as well as useful information for
the faculty teaching students with disabilities.b We would further
suggest that higher education administrators provide pedagogical
trainings for faculty both on remote instruction and on making
remote instruction accessible to SWD. The failure to provide such
resources for SWD and faculty alike constitutes a failure of equity
and justice in higher education.
Funding
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Ethics
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as models.
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