Disability Studies Quarterly
Sumrer 2001, Vol une 21, No. 3
pages 179-189 <www. cds. hawai i . edu>
Copyright 2001 by the Society

and by the author(s)

Serving Students with Disabilities:
Refl ections of a Community Col | ege Teacher

Robert C. Johnson, Ph.D
Kapi ' ol ani Community Col | ege

Kapi ' ol ani Conmmunity Col |l ege in Honol ulu, where |I teach
Speech, is one of seven comunity colleges that, with an
Enpl oyment Training Center, make up the University of Hawai'i
Community Col |l ege (UHCC) system Unlike many community coll eges,
whi ch have | ocal or district control, the UHCC systemis part of
the statew de University of Hawai'i System Governance of the
community colleges is centralized under the Chancell or of
Community Col |l eges who is also Senior Vice President of the
Uni versity. Each canpus has its own Provost. U timte governance
of the University Systemrests with a Board of Regents. The
state's governor appoints the Regents.

In this article, | discuss ny college and service to
students with disabilities. | also include stories of three
students with disabilities who have taken ny cl asses. These
stories show that, even in a school that is commtted to serving
students with disabilities, success can hinge not only on how
accurately a school and its teachers perceive a student's
disabilities but on howwlling a student is to ask for and use
the hel p available. The stories also show that students whose
disabilities seemto preclude them from succeeding in academ c
courses can, wth sufficient internal notivation and appropriate
external support, do exceedingly well.

Open Adm ssions and Enphasis on Diversity

Hawai "i's comunity col |l eges are "open door" institutions
and i npose few restrictions on adm ssion. Adm ssion is open to
any graduate of a U S. high school or anybody else who is 18
years old or older.* Wth such a broad adni ssions policy, the
community col l eges attract a large diversity of students, with a
w de range in ages, academ c preparation, ethnic groupings, and
educati onal goals. Denopgraphic tables for Kapi'olani Comunity
Coll ege (the focus of this article) showthat its nearly 7,000
students belong to at least 15 ethnic groups. In addition, about
300 international students at this college cone fromnore than 30
countries. ?



The strategic plans and m ssion statenents of the individual
comunity col |l eges and the Chancellor's office enphasize
"diversity." For exanple, the current strategic plan for
Kapi 'ol ani CC states as one of its four goals to "chanpion
diversity."® The same words appear in the school's acadenic
devel opnent plan.* A sinilar note sounds in the Chancellor's
strategic plan for the UHCC system That plan speaks of
"chanpi oning diversity and respect for differences" and providing
"uni versal access." The plan also states that one of the m ssions
of the comunity colleges is to "broaden access to higher
education in Hawai'i."

Wiile the goals in these mssion statenents and strategic
pl ans are general, none of the docunments nentioned above contains
the word "disability." Indeed, the diversity that is to be
"chanpi oned” at Kapi'olani CC, according to its strategic plan
and academ c devel opnent plan, is cultural diversity found
specifically in its enphasis on Hawaiian, Pacific Island and
Asi an programs.® And in the UHCC strategic plan, the "broadened
access to higher education in Hawai'i" is to enable
"traditionally di sadvantaged adults" and "any hi gh school
graduate or adult aged 18 or older"” to enter quality educational
programs within his or her commnity.’ Wile such general
statenments enphasi zing cultural diversity do not signal an
absence of attention to persons with disabilities, the | ack of
references to disabilities indicates that inproving service to
persons with disabilities was not thought to be a goal
signi fi cant enough to mention when these plans were devel oped.®

Pol i ci es of Nondiscrimnation

Nevert hel ess, the UHCC system and the University of Hawai'i
do broadcast a clear policy of nondiscrimnation for persons with
disabilities. For exanple, inside the front cover of Kapi'olan
CC s 2000-2001 catalog is the followng statenent: "It is the
policy of the University of Hawai'i to conply with Federal and
State laws which prohibit discrimnation in University prograns
and activities."? Near the end of the statenent are these words
about the community coll eges: "The UH Community Col | eges strive
to pronote full realization of equal opportunity through a
positive, continuing programincluding Titles I-1V of the
Arericans with Disabilities Act (ADA) P.L. 101-336. Accordingly,
vocational education opportunities will be offered wthout regard
to race, color, national origin, sex, or disability."°

The catal og al so contains a section entitled "Notice to
Students with Disabilities.” Prefacing a list of services to
students with disabilities is this statenment: "In accordance with
Section 88.4 of the federal rules and regul ati ons governi ng
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, no qualified
individuals with a disability shall, on the basis of their
di sability, be excluded fromparticipation in, be denied benefits
of, or otherwi se be subjected to discrimnation under any program
or activity that receives or benefits fromfederal financial
assi stance. " !



The "Notice to Students with Disabilities" repeats the
university policy on nondiscrimnation and affirmative action
(descri bed above) along with procedures for filing conplaints:
"Students, enployees, or applicants for adm ssion or enpl oynment
who believe that they have been discrimnated against on the
basis of race, sex, age, religion, color, sexual orientation,
national origin, nmental handi cap, physical handicap, disability,
marital status, veteran's status, or arrest and court record may
file a conplaint with [name of official]." Thus, the
nondi scrimnation policies of the University of Hawai'i Comrunity
Col | eges state enphatically that discrimnation cannot be applied
to "qualified individuals with a disability." Mreover, having a
"mental handi cap,” a "physical handicap,” or a "disability" does
not appear to exclude anybody fromthe popul ation of qualified
i ndi vi duals. Thus, the "open door" seens to be open to EVERYBODY

Speci al Student Services at Kapi'olani Community Coll ege

Kapi ' ol ani CC devotes extensive resources to serving
students with disabilities. The school's Special Student Services
O fice coordinates services for 150-200 students with
di sabilities each senmester. The college report for its
accreditation review in 2000 described its many services for
students with disabilities: "The Special Student Services Ofice
(SSSO) provides a range of services for students with speci al
needs to achi eve equal access to instruction and other canpus
activities. These services include readers, note-takers, scribes,
sign | anguage interpreters, and other instructional and classroom
acconmpdat i ons as appropriate."*?

The SSSO al so provides orientation sessions for new faculty
to help them becone aware of its services. Additionally, the SSSO
encourages faculty to include in their syllabi a statenent
simlar to the follow ng: "Note-takers, readers, and books on
tape can be provided for students who require such assistance. In
addition, extended tine on exans, in a distraction-free
envi ronnent, can be provided for students who require it. If you
have a disability and have not already spoken with counselors in
the Special Student Services Ofice, you are invited to contact
them"

When students identify thenselves to the SSSO as having a
disability, the office sends a confidential notice to faculty in
whose cl asses the students are enrolled. The notice states that
the student has a disability and has been encouraged to speak to
the teacher. Also indicated are classroom accomobdati ons that the
student m ght require. The accommodati ons could include an in-
cl ass note-taker, a scribe for testing and in-class assignnents,
a reader, a sign |language interpreter, extended tine for testing,
testing in a mninmal distraction area, enlarged print material s,

t aped textbooks and handouts, special auxiliary aids (tape
recorder, |aptop conputer, anplification devices, CCTV,
magni fi cation devices, spell checker, calculator), nobility

assi stance (e.g., access to elevators), an accessible table (for
students who use a wheel chair), and assistance in evacuating the



roomor building if necessary.

At m d-senester, the SSSO sends a followup formthat asks
teachers to report to the SSSO the student's attendance and
performance on assignments and exans. The form al so asks the
teacher's opini on about whether the student should w thdraw from
t he cl ass.

The SSSO al so houses the follow ng services: The TRIO
programthat, under the federal Trio Project, provides services
to eligible students who may have di sabilities and supports
educati onal endeavors of |ow inconme and first-generation coll ege
students. Project Pili Al oha supports students who have
psychiatric disabilities and provides the faculty with
information on psychiatric disabilities. The coll ege works to
nmeet these needs through a cooperative effort anong Hawai'i's
Di vi sion of Vocational Rehabilitation and the nearby D anond Head
Mental Health Center. '

Gal | audet Uni versity Regi onal Center

Kapi'olani CCis the site of a Gallaudet University Regi onal
Center. The center's Program for Deaf and Hard-of - Heari ng
Students is adm nistered by a counselor who is fluent in Arerican
Sign Language. This program s support-services include providing
har d- of - hearing students with note-takers, sign-Ilanguage
interpreters, and tutors fluent in American Sign Language. The
program al so provi des technol ogi cal assi stance and academ c,
career, and personal counseling.

The Gal | audet Center Program serves 20 to 30 students each
senester with the assistance of tutors and sign-|anguage
interpreters. The program has nine interpreters working on canmpus
each senmester. They are freelance interpreters and work on a
part-tinme basis. According to the accreditation report,
enrol | mrent of deaf and hard-of-hearing students is increasing,
partly as a result of the support-services.

Actions to I nprove Access

Kapi ' ol ani CC, which serves east Honolulu, is the newest
UHCC canpus (constructed over the period 1983 to 1994). Buil di ngs
constructed during the latter part of this period were designed
to be barrier-free to persons with disabilities. Restroons in
each of these newer buildings are wheelchair accessible. Braille
signs are in all elevators and in sone other areas on canpus.
Access to instruction and services is assured for individuals
with disabilities. Qutside, parking stalls for persons wth
disabilities are designated in each parking |ot.

Sonme problens exist with curbs, ranps, and steep sl opes.
Construction to correct sone of those problens started in 2000.
In addition to inproving physical features, the college is
working to make its web pages accessible to persons with
disabilities. Because of the |arge nunber of web pages (the
col | ege hone page, the library page, departnental pages,
admnistrative offices pages, faculty web pages, and pages for
the many online courses devel oped over the past decade), making



all web sites accessible requires enornous tine and energy. The
college is likewise commtted to providing access to conputer
work stations and, with appropriate software prograns, nmaking
website information accessible to students who are blind, have
| ow vision, or have learning disabilities.

When t he Reach Sonetines Exceeds the G asp

Kapi 'olani CC sits on a hill near the slopes of D anond
Head. Al though the location provides a gorgeous vista of the
ocean and nearby Wai ki ki, the sloping canpus is a trial for
students and faculty who use wheel chairs or have ot her
restrictions on nobility. Construction during 2000-2001 reduced
t he degree of slope on several sidewal ks to enabl e easier
nmovenent about the canpus. Even so, using a wheelchair to nove
fromthe |lower part of the canpus to the top takes tinme and
gunpt i on.

O her weaknesses exi st also. One of these is the snal
nunber of automatic doors at entrances to buildings. The coll ege
has 17 buildings that contain offices, classroons, or support
services. Only ten automatic or power-assisted doors make
entrance to these buil dings easier for persons in wheel chairs.
Only the cafeteria and the library have automatic sliding doors.
The bookstore has a power-assisted swi ngi ng door that can be
activated by a button and the SSSO has two of these doors.

Anot her building has two of these sw ngi ng doors at opposite ends
of hallway |l eading to three classroons (the three classroons

t henmsel ves do not have these doors). Three wonen's restroons have
out si de doors that can be activated by a button. No nen's
restroomis simlarly equi pped. O her than these doors, a person
in a wheelchair who wants to enter a building, restroom office,
or classroomnust westle open a heavy door or wait for sonebody
to hel p.

Mai nt enance of the doors is also a concern. Wen this
article was witten, the opening device for the door to the
bookst ore was broken. And one of the doors to the hallway
menti oned above woul d not open when | tested it.

On a | ess physical dinension, the school has had difficulty
provi ding services to students who have | earning disabilities
(LD). Students tested and identified as having | earning
disabilities nmay receive special support under Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973. According to the coll ege
accreditation report, the college has about 60 students who have
been identified as having |earning disabilities. However, the
col l ege has no licensed diagnostician of learning disabilities.
Therefore, students are referred to other institutions for
testing: "In 1997-1999, through successful |iaison work by the
Counsel or for Students with Disabilities, 10 to 15 students were
tested by the Neuro-Psychol ogi cal Services Departnent at
Hawai 'i's State Hospital. However, due to fiscal problens in the
state, this service could not be continued. Therefore, students
are again being referred to other agencies for testing and
docunentation of |earning disabilities."?®



Avai l ability of LD testing at other UH community colleges is
al so i nadequate. In October 2000, and again in February 2001, the
UHCC system advertised a position for a "Learning Disabilities
Speci ali st/ Coordinator” to be |located at Leeward Community
Col l ege (just west of Honolulu) but (as of April 2001) had not
found the right person for the position. Kapi'olani CC has
received a position designated for a LD specialist. The position
was schedul ed for advertising in July 2001.

Three Stories of Students with Disabilities

During ny ten years on the faculty of Kapi'olani CC,
cl asses have included nmany students with disabilities. The SSSO
has notified me about students who had disabilities such as
attention deficit disorder, dyslexia, epilepsy, and narcol epsy.
One student was blind. In working with these students, | have
| earned that all the polices and decl arations of
nondi scrimnation finally come down to teachers and students
actually working together to help the students in their quest for
academ c¢ success. This interaction is not much different from
i nteractions between teachers and students w thout disabilities,
but success can require nore tine and effort from both the
teacher and the student. And, fortunately or unfortunately as the
case may be, the outconme can be determ ned not only by what a
teacher or the school perceives as the student's needs but by a
student's determ nation to seek and use the help available. To
illustrate this observation, | report ny experiences with three
of ny students who had disabilities, sonme of which were obvious,
sone of which were not.

The first student is a young woman | will call Loral. Prior
to Loral's entry into our community col |l ege she received her
education in public schools under IDEA wth an | ndividual
Education Plan. Her mnd is quick and she has a witty sense of
hunmor. She often speaks slowy and has difficulty readi ng and
witing. Al though she usually wal ks slowly, she does not use a
wheel chair and has participated in Special O ynpics races. She
lives with her parents but holds a part-tinme job and has her own
bank account and credit card. In art classes on the canmpus she
has produced sone beautiful work, sonme of which she has sol d.

Wth ny permssion, the SSSO allowed Loral to enroll in ny
first-year Speech course called "Personal and Public Speech.™
Thi s basic course covers interpersonal conversation
communi cation in small groups, and public speaking. For their
graded applications of these three kinds of speaking, students do
three activities: 1) performan out-of-class interview of an
expert of their choice and wite an analysis of their
communi cation skills in the interview, 2) work with four or five
ot her students to prepare and deliver an in-class group
presentation and wite an analysis of the group's interaction;
and 3) present two individual speeches (an informative speech and
a persuasive speech) and wite an outline for each speech.
Students al so conplete two exans.

Loral registered in ny course on the credit/no credit



option. To earn credit she had to performher class work at a

| evel that would otherwi se earn a "C' grade. The SSSO di d not
provide Loral a reader or a note taker for this class. Also, she
was not provided a scribe to help her record her thoughts for
witten assignnments which her father typed for her.

Loral was a serious and dedi cated student. Her attendance
record was perfect and she sat in the front row of the class. She
participated in class discussions and in all formal and infornal
class activities. She also conpleted all graded assignnents. She
gave no quarter to other nenbers of the class and asked for
not hing special fromthemin return

Al so inpressive was the way the class accepted her. They
| aughed at her wit and appl auded her speeches. As an indication
of their support for her, a nenber of her group spent one Sunday
afternoon with Loral hel ping her develop her part of the group's
oral presentation.

Her success in the course also required an extra anmount of
time fromme. Since she could not wite her exans, | prepared
oral exans for her. As | do with all students, | gave her a study
sheet to prepare for each exam Loral's study sheet focused on
the topics that | considered absolutely essential to passing the
course. | was glad to find that her oral answers showed a
sati sfactory know edge of those topics. As a result of her
efforts throughout the senester, Loral received "Credit" for this
class, her first truly academ c class at the college |evel.

Now | turn to two students with disabilities who enrolled in
my second-year speech class in debate. The debate class requires
students to participate in several informal debates and three
formal (graded) debates. Students al so conplete two exans and
wite an analysis of argunentation in a public controversy. For
their formal debates students research the debate topics and hand
in outlines of their debate speeches.

Bar bara and Leonard, as | will nane them here, both used
wheel chairs. Leonard was smaller in stature than Barbara and
seened to have | ess physical strength. Both students enrolled for
the grade option (A, B, C, D, F). | do not recall receiving any
notification fromthe SSSO that these two students needed specia
accommodations and | do not have any such notification in ny
class folder for that class. However, when | saw themin cl ass
the first day, | did not anticipate that either student would
need any special help fromne in the class.

In the class introductions, Barbara said she held a full-
time professional job. Leonard was a student. Among the coll ege
cl asses he had taken was anot her Speech cl ass before he enrolled
in debate. | had occasionally seen himand his Speech teacher
talking in the hallway and, as far as | could tell, Leonard's
disability required only that he use a wheel chair. Thus, based on
information | acquired before and during the first class session,
nmy perception was that any disability these two students had was
purely physical, not nental or enotional. As far as | could tell,
the only accommodati ons they would need in class were a table
(supplied by the SSSO to roll their chairs up to) and help in



openi ng the door.

My initial perception of Barbara was accurate. \Wen her turn
canme to debate, she rolled her chair to the rear of the lectern
and stood to present her debate speeches. Her speeches were well
prepared and based on satisfactory research. She conpl eted exans
in the sane tine-period as the other students and passed the
course with a high grade.

But ny early perception of Leonard was inaccurate. Leonard's
physi cal disability was nore extensive than Barbara's was. He
presented in his debate speeches while sitting in his chair - not
that sitting was | ess acceptable than standing. | just report
this as an observation. And al though Leonard seened to handle his
part of the first formal debate adequately and received a passing
score, his debate partner told ne after the debate that Leonard
had just borrowed the partner's debate outline and spoke fromit
i nstead of having an outline of his own.

Now you must understand that Leonard was not the first
student of mne who had cone to a debate w thout an outline and |
did not take his using his partner's outline as a sign he could
not handle the class on his own. However, although he continued
to cone to class, he conpleted only one other formal debate and
wWth a |less satisfactory score. He did not conplete the assigned
paper or either of two exans. As a result, Leonard failed the
cl ass.

O, as | wondered |l ater, nmaybe the class failed Leonard.
recall a remark he nmade to nme when | discussed his grades with
him "You need to nake allowances,” he told ne. It was nore a
pl ea than a conplaint. | wondered if | had m sperceived the
degree of his abilities and disabilities. H's disabilities may
have been only physical, as | had assuned, but his frail stature
and | ack of strength may have presented walls that were invisible
to me but that kept himfrompreparing for his debates by doing
even mnimal research and gathering information. O he just may
not have had access to, or have been unable to use, conputer
resources for research and preparation. However, he did not ask
me for help and, | thought, had not asked for help fromthe SSSO
To me, Leonard seened to represent a failure of the teaching
systemthat could have done nore to hel p hi msucceed.

But as a matter of fact, Leonard HAD received, or at |east
had been offered, much nore help than | had been aware of. |
| earned this fromhis SSSO counsel or who, after she read a draft
of this article, wote, "Leonard received hours and hours of
encour agenent and assi stance. W had conferences with himand his
parents to try to put a plan together for his progress. Al though
| wasn't his primary counselor, | arranged neetings with
instructors prior to his enrolling in their classes so he would
know what was expected and could judge his | evel of confort in a
class.”

The counselor told nme that the SSSO had encouraged Leonard
to get professional help for personal problens that they thought
out wei ghed hi s physical problens. But Leonard could not/would not
ask for help. As the counsel or observed, "W aimto provide a



foundati on of generic support, but the responsibility is with the
student. By |law, we nust provide equal access; beyond that, there
is a mael strom of individual differences and probl ens
encountered. "

Post scri pt

Three students with disabilities: one needed extra hel p and
got it; one did not need hel p; one needed extra hel p, was
encouraged to seek it, and did not. Loral went on to take our
first-year class in "Interpersonal Comunication." She passed
that class and further denonstrated that a person who has her
di sabilities can handl e acadeni ¢ coursework.'’ Barbara went on to
graduate fromthe University of Hawai'i. | have not seen Leonard
on our canpus since he took ny debate cl ass.

Since conpleting "Personal and Public Speech" Loral has
asked nme several tines to permt her to enroll in a second-year
course in public speaking. Because that course requires students
to do extensive research and to master sone advanced skills in
speech nmeking, | have been reluctant to let her enroll. MWy
concern, on the one hand, is that Loral would be over her head
and would fail.

But, on the other hand, Loral would not be the first student
who, even w thout apparent physical or nental disability, has
enrolled in this second-year class, found it difficult, and
dropped out. Loral could not do worse. Perhaps she could do
better. Perhaps, wth proper academ c support fromthe SSSO and
me, Loral should be given the sanme chance to fail, or succeed, as
any ot her student.
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