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Experiences Matter: Educators’ Attitudes toward 
Disability in Higher Education 

Abstract
This study investigated 128 post-secondary educators’ attitudes toward disability at a college and a university in southwest-
ern Ontario, Canada. The participants completed the Educators’ Attitudes toward Disability Scale (EADS) and a demograph-
ic questionnaire that included questions about their experiences with disability. There were three research questions at the 
heart of this study: (1) What are post-secondary educators’ overall attitudes toward disability? (2) Do demographic factors 
predict post-secondary educators’ attitudes toward disability? (3) Does exposure to people with disability predict post-sec-
ondary educators’ attitudes toward disability? The findings of this study suggest post-secondary educators hold overall 
positive attitudes toward disability and there were very few differences observed between groups (e.g., based on age, 
gender, discipline, etc.). Educators’ experiences with people who have a disability, however, were positively associated with 
their attitudes. This factor included personal experiences (e.g., friends, family, etc.), but also professional experiences (e.g., 
students in their classes). 
Keywords: disability, attitude, professors, post-secondary, determinant factors, experience 

Résumé
Cette étude examine l’attitude de 128 enseignants à l’égard du handicap dans un collège et une université du sud-ouest de 
l’Ontario, au Canada. Les participants ont rempli le Educators Attitudes toward Disability Scale (EADS) et un questionnaire 
démographique incluant des questions au sujet de leurs expériences avec le handicap. Trois questions de recherche ont été 
soulevées : (1) Quelle est l’attitude générale des enseignants d’établissements postsecondaires à l’égard du handicap? (2) 
Les facteurs démographiques ont-ils une incidence sur l’attitude des enseignants d’établissements postsecondaires à l’égard 
du handicap? (3) L’exposition à des personnes en situation de handicap a-t-elle une incidence sur l’attitude des enseignants 
d’établissements postsecondaires à l’égard du handicap? Les résultats de cette étude suggèrent que les enseignants du 
secteur postsecondaire ont une attitude généralement positive à l’égard des personnes en situation de handicap, et très peu 
de différences ont été observées entre les groupes (p. ex. sur la base de l’âge, du sexe, de la discipline, etc.). Cependant, 
l’expérience avec des personnes en situation de handicap avait une incidence positive sur les attitudes. Ce facteur compre-
nait les expériences personnelles (p. ex. amis, famille, etc.) et l’expérience professionnelle (p. ex. étudiants).
Mots-clés : handicap, attitude, enseignants, postsecondaire, facteurs déterminants, expérience

Introduction
The successful completion of post-secondary education 
has long been touted as a key to economic security. Ac-
cording to Statistics Canada, having a post-secondary 
education is associated with lower unemployment and 
higher earnings compared to those without a college 

or university education, although one’s chosen field of 
study also has an impact on income potential (Ostrovsky 
& Frenette, 2015). In addition, people with disabilities 
tend to have higher rates of unemployment compared to 
people without disabilities, but this difference is consid-
erably lower for those with a post-secondary education 
(particularly among those with mild impairments; Tur-
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cotte, 2014). Recently, strategies have been put in place 
to make higher education more accessible for people 
with disabilities (e.g., bursaries, transition planning, 
etc.). These efforts have resulted in more students with 
disabilities than ever before attending post-secondary 
institutions (McCloy & DeClou, 2013).

Those students with disabilities who register with 
disability service offices often have specified accommo-
dation plans to help meet their academic needs (National 
Educational Association of Disabled Students [NEADS], 
2012). At the post-secondary level, students’ work can 
be accommodated, while modifications to curriculum 
are not typically permitted. Accommodation plans might 
include instructional (e.g., a notetaker), environmental 
(e.g., preferential seating), and/or assessment accom-
modations (e.g., extensions on assignments), and may 
also outline the need for assistive technologies. Stud-
ies have reported that between 2% and 13% of students 
register for support with disability service offices, with a 
higher rate at colleges than universities (Fichten et al., 
2003; Harrison & Wolforth, 2012; Tsagris & Muirhead, 
2012). Most of these students have invisible or hidden 
disabilities (e.g., learning disabilities; Fichten et al., 
2003; Harrison & Wolforth, 2012). Despite more students 
being accommodated, many students with disabilities 
continue to report barriers to access, which in some cas-
es can impact program completion (Carroll et al., 2020; 
Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2019).

There are a variety of barriers that students with 
disabilities face in post-secondary education (e.g., in-
stitutional, attitudinal, etc.). As a result, an accessibility 
standard for the post-secondary education sector is cur-
rently being developed under the Accessibility for Ontar-
ian with Disabilities Act (AODA; AODA Alliance, 2020). 
Breaking down barriers to post-secondary education will 
also help to reduce the barriers people with disabilities 
experience in the employment sector (AODA Alliance, 
2020). 

One of the types of barriers outlined in the draft of 
the accessibility standard for post-secondary education 
is attitudinal barriers (AODA Alliance, 2020). Attitudinal 
barriers are especially powerful because they can often 
be at the root of other barriers. For example, poor at-
titudes toward disability could result in an institutional 
policy that unjustly disadvantages students with excep-
tionalities. Both the Ontario Human Rights Commis-
sion (n.d.) and the NEADS (2018) have pointed out that 
post-secondary students with disabilities sometimes 

face ableist attitudes from their professors. For exam-
ple, instructors may inappropriately ask their students to 
self-disclose the nature of their disability or ask a student 
to provide them with medical documentation. Students 
who present their accommodation plans to their instruc-
tors have already gone through the appropriate channels 
to receive supports and have a right to their privacy and 
their accommodations. Professors’ attitudes toward dis-
ability can impact the inclusion or exclusion of students 
with disabilities in colleges and universities, especially 
given their position of authority (Duquette, 2000). The 
goal of the current study was to examine professors’ at-
titudes and how they may be impacted by demographic 
factors, as well as experiences with disability. 

Theoretical Frameworks
The two concepts central to this study are attitude and 
disability. Below we discuss the theoretical frameworks 
utilized for each of these two concepts.

Attitude
Attitude is a concept from social psychology that has 
been studied extensively since the establishment of the 
discipline. Although many theories of attitude exist, in-
cluding unidimensional (Fishbein, 1963; Zajonc, 1980) 
and multidimensional definitions (Triandis, 1971), for 
the purposes of this study, attitude is operationalized as 
a unidimensional construct. A factor analysis of the Edu-
cators’ Attitudes toward Disability Scale (EADS; i.e., the 
scale used to measure attitude in this study) indicated 
that the 21-item metric measures attitude as a single fac-
tor (Freer, 2018). The relationship between attitudes and 
behaviour is complex, but the theories of cognitive dis-
sonance and planned behaviour offer some explanation. 
The theory of cognitive dissonance suggests that people 
strive for consistency between their attitudes and their 
actions, but may hold inconsistencies at times (Festing-
er, 1957). The theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985, 
2001) further explains that attitude does not predict be-
haviour on its own, citing perceived behavioural control 
and subjective norms as additional factors.

Disability 
Disability studies scholars who subscribe to the social 
model argue that disability is a social construction based 
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upon barriers present in society (Oliver, 1996). This the-
ory is in opposition to the traditional medical model, 
which presents disability as an abnormality that needs 
to be fixed. Once it is acknowledged that disability is, 
at least in part, a social construction, then consideration 
can be given to the removal of barriers. This revelation 
in the way disability is understood has led to progressive 
legislation aimed at removing barriers from society (e.g., 
the AODA, the Americans with Disabilities Act, etc.). 
People with disabilities continue to face barriers in both 
education and employment (AODA Alliance, 2020). This 
study focuses on attitudinal barriers in post-secondary 
education and therefore the social model is an appropri-
ate theoretical framework for this study.

Literature Review
Professors’ attitudes toward their students with disabili-
ties can serve to be a facilitating factor for student suc-
cess or pose a barrier (Duquette, 2000). In the literature 
on this topic, there are some different approaches to the 
question of faculty’s attitudes toward disability. Some 
scholars in this field have examined students’ perspec-
tives of their professors’ attitudes (Dowrick et al., 2005; 
Francis et al., 2019). Others have investigated post-sec-
ondary educators’ attitudes toward disability, as reported 
by the faculty members themselves, as we have in this 
study (Sniatecki et al., 2015; Stampoltzis et al., 2015; 
Wynants & Dennis, 2017). Another facet of this field of 
literature includes studies that have examined profes-
sors’ views of educational practices that relate to their 
students with disabilities. For example, several studies 
have looked at faculty members’ willingness to accom-
modate their students with special education needs 
(Jensen et al., 2004; Koo, 2017). Others have examined 
professors’ attitudes toward inclusion or universal de-
sign for learning (UDL; Gawronski et al., 2016; Lombardi 
et al., 2013). Theoretically, a faculty’s willingness to ac-
commodate or implement inclusive education strategies 
should be correlated with their attitudes toward disability. 
In fact, measures of educators’ attitudes toward disabil-
ity often include items and/or subscales related to these 
educational practices (Hansen et al., 2017; Lombardi & 
Murray, 2011; Freer, 2018).

Generally, faculty report positive attitudes toward 
disability (Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Sniatecki et al., 
2015; Stampoltzis et al., 2015). Although, the extent to 

which this is driven by social desirability is unknown. 
In addition, quantitative attitude scores may not tell the 
whole story. For example, Hansen and Dawson (2020) 
found that professors expressed concerns about their 
readiness to teach college students with disabilities, de-
spite reporting positive attitude scores (Hansen et al., 
2017). 

Researchers have also investigated attitudes toward 
different disabilities. For example, researchers have ex-
amined professors’ attitudes toward dyslexia (Stampol-
tzis et al., 2015), attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(Buchanan et al., 2010), and learning disabilities (Han-
sen et al., 2017). Some have also examined post-sec-
ondary teachers’ attitudes toward disability categories. 
For example, Sniatecki and colleagues (2015) found 
that professors tended to hold more favourable attitudes 
toward physical disabilities compared to mental health 
disorders and learning disabilities. Generally, people 
tend to have an easier time accepting disabilities that 
are more obvious (e.g., physical disabilities), a pattern 
which seems to emerge at young ages (de Boer et al., 
2012; Freer, 2021). While some researchers have exam-
ined specific disabilities or disability categories, others 
have investigated instructors’ attitudes toward disability 
as a general construct (Freer, 2018; Lombardi & Murray, 
2011). 

Another aspect of this field of research is intervention 
studies. Some scholars have been engaged in interven-
tion research aimed at improving professors’ attitudes 
toward disability. Researchers have found that training 
helps to enhance instructors’ attitudes, resulting in a call 
for more training related to the support of post-second-
ary students with disabilities (Lombardi & Murray, 2011). 
For example, Wynants and Dennis (2017) found that 
“participating in online professional development led to 
increased faculty knowledge, improved faculty attitudes, 
and the emergence of faculty confidence in applying UDI 
[Universal Design for Instruction] principles for better ac-
cessibility of course materials and content presentation” 
(p. 33).  

There also seems to be some variability in educa-
tors’ attitudes based on demographic factors (e.g., disci-
pline, gender, rank, etc.; Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Rao, 
2004). For example, faculty in education are more likely 
to hold positive attitudes compared to other fields of study 
(Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Skinner, 2007). Levey (2014) 
reviewed nursing professors’ attitudes toward disabili-
ty and suggested their attitudes may be influenced by 
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the medical model of disability, given their professional 
background. Buchanan and colleagues (2010) examined 
age as a determinant of faculty’s attitudes toward dis-
ability. They found that older faculty had more positive 
attitudes toward students with disabilities compared to 
middle-aged and younger faculty members (Buchanan 
et al., 2010). However, others who have looked at age/
years of service have not replicated the same findings. 
For example, Hansen and colleagues (2017) found no 
significant differences between early-career, mid-ca-
reer, and late-career faculty members’ attitudes toward 
disability. On the other hand, many studies have shown 
that female faculty have more positive attitudes towards 
disability than male faculty members (e.g. Leyser et al., 
1998; Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Lombardi et al., 2013). 
This correlation is another one that can be observed ear-
ly on (de Boer et al., 2012; Freer, 2021).

Additionally, some research suggests that expe-
rience teaching students with a disability may be cor-
related with more positive attitudes toward disability, 
suggesting that professional experiences may influence 
attitudes (Rao, 2004).  However, personal connections to 
disability have been studied less often. In the available 
research, few faculty members reported a personal con-
tact with disability (Leyser et al., 1998), making it hard 
to examine this factor as a predictor.  However, it may 
be that more current research would reveal more faculty 
members with such a connection.

Developing a better understanding of the factors as-
sociated with professors’ attitudes toward disability and 
the types of experiences that can positively influence at-
titudes will play an important role in the understanding of 
attitudinal barriers to student success. The current study 
aims to explore these connections by examining the in-
fluence of both demographic factors and experience with 
disability (i.e., personal and professional) on attitudes 
toward disability. To that end, we address the following 
three research questions: 

 (1) What are post-secondary educators’ overall atti-
tudes toward disability? 

(2) Do demographic factors predict post-secondary 
educators’ attitudes toward disability? 

(3) Does exposure to people with disability predict 
post-secondary educators’ attitudes toward dis-
ability?

Method
In this section, we discuss the procedure, instruments, 
sample, and strategies for data analysis.

Procedure 
Faculty members were recruited to participate in this 
study from one publicly funded college and one publicly 
funded university in southwestern Ontario, Canada. Af-
ter receiving Research Ethics Board clearance at both 
institutions, part-time and full-time professors were re-
cruited by email. Potential participants were sent two 
recruitment emails, one in April and one in July. The 
participants were asked to complete an online version of 
the EADS (Freer, 2018) and a brief demographic ques-
tionnaire on Fluid Surveys. A total of 128 post-secondary 
educators participated in the study. The dataset used for 
this analysis was part of a larger research project aimed 
at the psychometric validation of the EADS (Freer, 2018).

Instruments 
Prior to completing the EADS (described below), par-
ticipants were prompted with instructions and provided 
with a definition of the term disability. This definition was 
taken from the AODA. 

EADS
The EADS is a unidimensional assessment of educa-
tors’ attitudes toward disability. This scale consists of 
21 items that are specific to the profession of teaching 
(e.g., I actively seek opportunities to assist students with 
disabilities). Some of the EADS items are reverse coded 
(e.g., teaching students with disabilities takes up a dis-
proportionate amount of time I could use to help other 
students). Participants indicate their level of agreement 
or disagreement to each statement using a 6-point Likert 
scale. Freer (2018) found this scale to be initially valid, 
while acknowledging the need for replication studies. 
Additionally, the EADS has been adopted by other schol-
ars interested in educators’ attitudes toward disability 
(e.g., Malone, 2021).

Demographic Questionnaire
Participants were asked to provide their age, gender, in-
stitution, employment status (i.e., part-time or full-time), 
academic discipline, and years of teaching experience. 

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe
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In addition, there were a few questions about the profes-
sors’ experiences with disability. The participants were 
asked if they had a close friend or family member with 
a disability, how often they had taught students with dis-
abilities (i.e., on accommodation plans), and if they were 
familiar with the policies and mandates in the AODA.

Sample
The sample for this study consisted of 128 post-second-
ary educators from two higher education institutions in 
southwestern Ontario, Canada. The majority of the par-
ticipants were female (approximately 70%), and the ages 
of participants ranged from 24 to 69, with an average of 
49.26 years-old (SD = 10.99). Nearly half of the partici-
pants were from the university (i.e., 63) and a little more 
than half were from the college (i.e., 65). The breakdown 
between part-time and full-time participants at the two 
institutions followed a similar split. The college had 21 
part-time and 44 full-time college instructors participate. 
The university had 20 part-time and 43 full-time univer-
sity instructors participate. Across both institutions, 42% 
of respondents reported a discipline within the arts, hu-
manities, or social sciences; 40% reported a discipline 
within engineering, sciences, or health sciences; and 
18% reported a discipline within a professional school 
(e.g., law school, skilled trades, etc.). Years of experi-
ence ranged from 1–46, with an average of 13.7 (SD = 
9.94). See Table 1 for full breakdown of sample. 

Data Analysis 
All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS v. 
26. Descriptive statistics and normality tests were com-
pleted to examine the professors’ attitudes toward dis-
ability. Pearson correlations and independent samples 
t-tests were used to examine the relationship between 
demographic variables and EADS scores. The relation-
ship between exposure to people with disability and 
educators’ attitudes toward disability were examined 
using hierarchical regression. The distribution for the 
EADS scores showed a mild level of skew (skew = -.64) 
and approximately normal kurtosis (kurtosis = .01). All 
analyses used were robust to this level of skew (Blanca 
et al., 2017), therefore no further transformations were 
conducted.

Results
Next, we discuss the findings of this study in the context 
of the three research questions presented above.

What are post-secondary educators’ 
overall attitudes toward disability? 
In order to address this question, we examined overall 
scores on the EADS. We found that out of a possible six 
points, the average overall score was 5.22, with a stan-
dard deviation of .46. This finding indicates a very posi-
tive overall attitude toward disability across the sample. 

Do demographic factors predict 
post-secondary educators’ attitudes 
toward disability?
We found no significant differences based on any de-
mographic variable measured in the survey. Age was 
not significantly correlated with EADS score (r = .08; p 
= .373), nor was years of experience (r = .11; p = .218). 
There were no group differences based on gender 
(t(125) = .70, p = .485), full-time vs. part-time employ-
ment (t(126) = 1.60, p = .112), or college- vs. universi-
ty-level employment (t(126) = .59, p = .556). There were 
also no differences based on broad disciplinary group 
(F(2, 125) = 1.85; p = .161). This finding suggests similar 
attitudes toward disability among the participants in our 
study. See Table 1 for means and standard deviations, 
and Table 3 for unique variance predicted by each de-
mographic variable.

Does exposure to people with disability 
predict post-secondary educators’  
attitudes toward disability?
In order to address this question, we conducted a hier-
archical linear regression analysis with overall scores on 
the EADS as the dependent variable. In step 1 of the 
regression, we added each of the demographic variables 
examined in the previous analyses as well as familiarity 
with AODA. In step 2 we entered personal experiences 
with disability (i.e., self, family, or friend), and finally 
in step 3 we added frequency of previous experience 
teaching students with disabilities. Table 2 shows the 
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Table 1

Means (and Standard Deviations) for EADS Scores by Demographic Variables

Demographic Variable N EADS score 

Gender

     Male 37 5.17 (.46)

     Female 90 5.23 (.46)

Faculty Status

     Full-time 87 5.26 (.44)

     Part-time 41 5.12 (.48)

Institution

     College 65 (21 PT/44 FT) 5.19 (.49)

     University 63 (20 PT/43 FT) 5.24 (.43)

Discipline

     Arts, Humanities, & Social Sciences  54 5.31 (.42)

     Health Sciences, Science, & Engineering 51 5.15 (.50)

     Professional Schools 23 5.16 (.45)
Note: Professional schools includes Faculties of Business, Law, Education, and Skilled Trades.

Table 2

Means (and Standard Deviations) of EADS Scores by Familiarity with Disability

Familiarity with Disability N EADS score 

Familiarity with AODA

     Yes 111 5.22 (.47)

     No 17 5.21 (.36)

Self, friend, or family member has disability

     Yes 64 5.31 (.44)

     No 63 5.13 (.47)

Frequency of students with disability in class

     Always 40 5.37 (.44)

     Often 53 5.24 (.38)

     Sometimes or rarely 35 5.00 (.51)
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means (and standard deviations) for EADS score by 
AODA and experience variables, while Table 3 shows 
the regression outcomes. 

As shown in Table 2, most participants (87%) report-
ed familiarity with the AODA, but even with this highly 
unbalanced data set, as shown in Table 3, there was no 
significant effect on attitude based on familiarity with 
the AODA. The number of participants with a personal 
connection to disability was much more evenly split, 
with 49.6% reporting themselves, a friend, or a family 
member having a disability. Most of these participants 
reported a familial connection to disability (76%), with 
only 9.5% reporting themselves as having a disability 
and 9.5% reporting a friend with a disability (the rest did 
not specify their relationship). As shown in Table 3, pres-
ence of personal connection to disability had a signifi-
cant impact on attitudes, with those who have personal 
contact with disability reporting higher overall attitudes 
toward disability. This effect was significant over and 
above the demographic variables. 

Similarly, more than 70% of professors reported that 
they “often” or “always” experience teaching students 
with disabilities and/or accommodation plans. Interest-
ingly, there were no differences in experience depending 
on whether the participant was teaching at a college or 
university (χ2(2) = 2.55; p = .279).  However, a profes-
sional connection to disability was also associated with 
more positive attitudes toward disability, with those re-
porting that they “always” or “often” have students in their 
classes with disabilities showing more positive attitudes 
than those who only encounter students with disabilities 
“sometimes” or “rarely” (see Table 3). This effect was 
significant after controlling for demographic variables as 
well as personal experiences. Taken together, these data 
suggest that exposure to disability, more than any de-
mographic variable, accounts for more positive attitudes 
toward disability. 

Discussion
Overall, the findings of this study suggest that profes-
sors hold very positive attitudes toward disability. In 
this study, positive attitudes were consistently reported 
by faculty at the college and university level, as well as 
across different academic disciplines, employment sta-
tus, gender, and age. The positive scores are in line with 
the existing literature on post-secondary educators’ atti-

tudes toward disability (Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Sni-
atecki et al., 2015; Stampoltzis et al., 2015). The lack of 
variance between groups, however, is uncharacteristic 
of the field of research. For example, previous studies 
have found some faculty from certain disciplines tend to 
report more positive attitudes than others (Lombardi & 
Murray, 2011; Skinner, 2007) and that females generally 
hold more positive attitudes toward disability compared 
to males (Leyser et al., 1998; Lombardi & Murray, 2011; 
Lombardi et al., 2013). Such differences were not ob-
served in this study. 

There are a few different ways one could interpret 
these findings. First, it could be argued that these posi-
tive attitudes indicate that professors do not hold ableist 
attitudes. There is a substantial discrepancy, however, 
between these findings and what students with disabil-
ities report on this matter (e.g., Dowrick et al., 2005). 
Other scholars have found that attitudes do not always 
predict educational practices (Hansen et al., 2017; Han-
sen & Dawson, 2020). In other words, there may also 
be inconsistencies between reported attitudes and be-
haviour. 

The findings of this study also indicate that expo-
sure to disability is an important factor impacting pro-
fessors’ attitudes toward disability. This finding is in 
line with the existing research on this topic (Rao, 2004). 
Similar trends can be observed in the K–12 literature. 
For example, among children, contact with people who 
have disabilities has been reported as a consistent de-
terminant factor associated with more positive attitudes 
toward disability (Armstrong et al., 2017; Freer, 2021; 
Macmillan et al., 2014). Significant differences in par-
ticipants’ attitudes toward disability were not observed 
based on whether or not they were familiar with the 
AODA. Although, it is noteworthy that the data was un-
balanced on this variable, with the vast majority of par-
ticipants reporting an awareness of the AODA. This find-
ing is unsurprising because all of the participants would 
have completed AODA training as a requirement of their 
employment in Ontario. Personal and professional ex-
periences with people who have disabilities, however, 
were associated with significantly more positive atti-
tudes toward disability compared to those with limited 
experiences with disability. These findings indicate that 
awareness alone may be insufficient for influencing at-
titudes and that the faculty members’ experiences with 
disability are important. It is encouraging to know that 
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more and more students with disabilities are attending 
higher education institutes and therefore it seems pro-
fessors will likely be exposed to students with disabili-
ties at greater rates in the years to come. That said, this 
finding poses a potential barrier for students who enter 
into programs with a low prevalence of students with 
disabilities, as these professors will likely have fewer 
experiences with disability. Additionally, the first student 
with a disability that an instructor encounters is more 
likely to face poorer attitudes than later students. Finally, 
colleges typically report having a larger proportion of stu-
dents with disabilities than universities (Fichten et al., 

2003; Harrison & Wolforth, 2012). Given that our results 
show that increased exposure may lead to more positive 
attitudes, speculatively, this lack of exposure in univer-
sities could put students in universities at greater risk of 
encountering ableist attitudes compared to colleges. It is 
important to note, however, that there were no significant 
differences observed between the college and university 
professors’ attitudes toward disability in this study. 

Mere Exposure Theory states that the more some-
one encounters an attitude object, the more positive their 
attitudes toward that object becomes (Zajonc, 2001). 
While this theory offers a possible interpretation for the 

Table 3 

Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Demographics, Personal Experiences, and Professional Experiences Predicting 
EADS Score 

ΔR2 βa t-value p-value sr2 b

Step 1 .07 .374

     Age -.004 .03 .976 <.001

     Faculty Status .16 1.63 .105 .02

     Gender .09 .92 .357 .007

     Institution .11 1.05 .298 .008

     Years Experience .04 .31 .756 <.001

     Discipline (Professional)c -.14 1.37 .175 .01

     Discipline (Sciences)c -.19 1.85 .067 .03

     AODA Awareness .08 .82 .413 .005

Step 2 .05 .015

     Personal experience with 
disability

.24 2.48 .015 .05

Step 3 .07 .008

Professional experiences with 
disability (often)d

.28 2.47 .015 .04

Professional experiences with 
disability (always)d

.38 3.11 .002 .07

a Standardized regression coefficient.
b Squared semi-partial correlation.
c Arts and Humanities acted as the comparison group for discipline.
d Sometimes or rarely acted as the comparison group for professional experiences with disability.

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe


Experiences Matter                                                                                                                                                 
J. Freer & T. Kaefer

Canadian Journal of Higher Education  |  Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 
51:4 (2021)  

62

findings, it seems that more meaningful contact and in-
teractions with people who have disabilities account for 
the attitudinal differences observed, as opposed to mere 
exposure. Although it cannot be fully ascertained from 
this study, it seems the context, quality, and frequency 
of these experiences matter. It could be the case that 
these experiences help to build professors’ self-efficacy 
for teaching students with disabilities.

Recommendations 
In this section we provide recommendations for policy, 
practice, and future research based upon the results of 
this study. The major finding from this study regarding 
experience impacts all three types of recommendations. 
The results clearly point to the importance of disability 
experiences. Again, we found that professors’ attitudes 
toward disability were influenced by their experiences 
with people who have disabilities, more than any other 
factor investigated in this study. The importance of the 
lived experiences of people who have disabilities can-
not be overstated. For years, the mantra of the disability 
rights movement has been “nothing about us, without 
us.” This research suggests that able-bodied policy mak-
ers, educators, and researchers may learn from the ex-
periences of people who have disabilities.

Institutions of higher education have a responsi-
bility to create accessible and inclusive policies for all 
students, including those with disabilities. In Ontario, 
where this study was conducted, professors are required 
to take AODA awareness training. This requirement is 
not the case everywhere and is an important step in the 
right direction. That said, the results of this study sug-
gest that more can be done to break down barriers that 
students with disabilities face in post-secondary educa-
tion. It is recommended that post-secondary institutions 
develop policies that extend beyond awareness training 
mandates and actively work toward reducing stigma and 
ableism. Additionally, colleges and universities should 
examine their programs (especially those with compara-
tively low enrolment of students with disabilities) to see 
how institutional policies and procedures (e.g., physical 
demand requirements) can be updated to enhance ac-
cessibility and inclusivity initiatives.

With regard to educational practice, it is clear that 
professors need to seek opportunities for training, es-
pecially when they feel their experiences with disability 
are limited. Staff in disability support offices can play a 

critical role in developing training on evidence-based 
educational practices. For example, a workshop on 
how to honour students’ accommodation plans, or how 
to apply inclusive practices in the classroom (e.g., UDL 
principles). This training, coupled with experiences with 
students who have special education needs, could en-
hance professors’ attitudes. It is possible that professors 
without these experiences are at a loss regarding how 
to support students with accommodation plans. Training 
is essential to help bridge that gap. It could also be ben-
eficial to include disability experiences in such training 
(e.g., anonymous narratives from graduates). Caution 
should be exercised with such approaches and would 
need to be strictly voluntary. This perspective could be 
invaluable, but it is important to remember that it is not 
the students’ responsibility to teach professors about 
disability. While authentic experiences with disability 
seem to be critical to professors’ attitude development, it 
may place an undue burden on the students with disabil-
ities, especially if their instructor has limited experienc-
es. Providing professors with experiences with people 
who have disabilities (e.g., a guest speaker) before they 
are faced with decisions around educational practice in 
their classroom could help to curb potentially negative 
attitudes (and actions) before they arise with students. 

Finally, there are gaps in this field of research that 
need to be addressed with subsequent studies. The re-
sults of this study differed from other studies in the field 
with regard to many of the determinant factors exam-
ined. Replication studies are needed to help clarify what 
impact these factors might have on post-secondary edu-
cators’ attitudes toward disability. Additionally, the major 
finding of this study indicates that it may be worthwhile 
to take a closer look at professors’ experiences with 
disability. For example, studies examining the types of 
experiences educators have had with disability and how 
this might impact attitude development would be bene-
ficial. It would be interesting to investigate what impact 
negative, neutral, or positive experiences have on facul-
ty members’ attitudes toward disability. Diverse research 
approaches may help the field to better understand this 
phenomenon. While quantitative attitude scores offer im-
portant information, they may be subject to social desir-
ability. A mixed method approach may allow professors 
to contextualize their attitude scores with narratives from 
their lived experiences. For example, including a quali-
tative component (e.g., interviews or focus groups) may 
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allow participants to delve much deeper into the nature 
of their experiences with their students who have dis-
abilities. Qualitative data (combined with quantitative 
data) might allow researchers to better understand the 
challenges faculty are facing with regard to supporting 
students with exceptionalities.

Limitations
This study had some important limitations that need to 
be acknowledged. The overwhelmingly positive attitudes 
toward disability reported by the participants in this 
study could be a result of social desirability or self-se-
lection bias. Social desirability is a common limitation 
in attitudinal research (Haghighat, 2007). This limitation 
can occur when participants’ responses are influenced 
by what they consider to be socially acceptable rather 
than based upon their authentic views. Self-selection 
bias can occur when the attitudes of those that chose 
to participate differ from those who did not wish to par-
ticipate. It could be the case that those who participated 
were more interested in the topic of disability and thus 
held more positive attitudes. Self-selection bias is par-
ticularly problematic when there is a low response rate. 
The response rate for this study was difficult to assess 
because the data collection occurred over more than one 
semester and the number of potential participants could 
have changed, especially among part-time instructors. 
Based on the available data, the response rate is esti-
mated below 10%. Low response rates are common in 
online surveys. In addition, there was very little variance 
observed in this study based on the demographic fac-
tors (other than experiences with disability). This lack 
of variance could have been a result of a ceiling effect, 
where the scores were so high across all participants 
that it was difficult to observe differences. Additionally, 
the unbalanced data (e.g., with AODA awareness) could 
have compromised the statistical analyses. Finally, de-
spite an adequate sample size (n = 128), this study was 
conducted with only two educational institutions from the 
same geographical area in southwestern Ontario, Cana-
da. For all of these reasons, the discussion above should 
be interpreted with caution, as replication studies are 
warranted, and generalizability is limited. 

Conclusion
This study investigated post-secondary educators’ atti-
tudes toward disability, determinant factors, and the role 
of exposure/experience with disability. We found that 
professors of higher education in our sample generally 
held positive attitudes toward disability. While this find-
ing is promising on the surface, limitations with regard 
to potential social desirability and self-selection bias 
were discussed. Additionally, little variance was found 
with regard to determinant factors (e.g., discipline, age, 
gender, etc.). Personal and professional experiences 
with disability, however, were found to be significantly 
associated with more positive attitudes toward disability 
compared to those who did not have experiences such 
as these. 

Faculty members’ attitudes toward disability can 
impact the experiences of students with special edu-
cation needs in post-secondary institutions. With more 
students who have disabilities attending post-second-
ary education, faculty have a responsibility to examine 
their preconceived notions around ability and disability. 
Based on the findings of this study, it seems that the 
more experience a professor has with students who have 
disabilities, the more positive their attitudes become. 
As professors acquire more experience with disability 
and their attitudes toward it improve, so too should the 
educational experiences of students with disabilities. 
Breaking down attitudinal barriers is a key step toward 
educational and employment equity. Including those with 
disability experiences should be at the forefront of inclu-
sivity efforts in post-secondary institutions.
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