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ABSTRACT

Students with disabilities face many roadblocks to graduation, including but not limited to campus 
buildings that are difficult to manage, rigid class schedules that do not accommodate a disability, and 
unnecessarily complex process for obtaining ADA accommodations. Online education is comparable to 
traditional university programs in quality and accreditation standards. Online education could improve 
graduation rates and thus provide a higher probability that a graduate with disabilities will find a job 
and have greater opportunities for economic mobility.

INTRODUCTION

Daniel Freeman lives with cerebral palsy. In his blog post “What College has Taught me about my 
Disabled Body” he details his experience of attending classes at a university (2015). Freeman writes:

No one knows how to approach it, especially since I do not use a wheelchair, hearing aid, or any other 
signifier that communicates my Otherness. But as I have evolved throughout my collegiate experience, 
I’ve realized just how much my disabled body has shaped that experience: specifically, I’ve observed just 
how others see, think about, and react to me being in space, which has led me to the sad realization that 
my body will always be a barrier. It is a barrier for colleagues, for friends, for students and professors 
— populations who often seek to remedy disability by way of technology, rather than personal inquiry 
or relationship building (2015, para. 4).
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Freeman is not alone is his struggle to navigate education with a disability at the post-secondary level. 
His experience reflects a larger problem of ableism in higher education that many traditional universities 
are failing to fully address in ways that create more avenues of opportunity for students with disabilities. 
Many attempts at creating an accessible campus are reactive rather than proactive does not fully sup-
port a large and growing number of potential and current students. The number of people in the United 
States living with a disability is showing no signs of decreasing, and the need for a college degree in 
order to obtain employment is increasing. This creates a difficult situation for people with a disability 
looking to attend college, obtain employment, and live independently. It affects working-age adults with 
a disability who would work, but cannot, mainly because they lack a degree. The road to independence 
and socioeconomic mobility is not easy for this population but online educational opportunities can 
potentially help pave the way for a better future.

The number of people with disabilities in the United States continues to grow. In the United States, 
26% of adults are living with a disability (Center for Disease Control, 2019). People living with mental 
and physical disabilities often live on social security benefits, or depend on the help of family members 
to survive. Around half of the people who leave the work world because of a disability are under the age 
of 50 (O’Brien, & Figueiredo, 2009). This is considered a “work disability.” A person has a work dis-
ability when they are able to work but lack the support, training, or education to actually be a part of the 
workforce. These are people who are affected by disabilities, but not severely enough to need long-term 
care or institutionalization and many times, people who fall into this category end up relying on family 
resources or state and federal resources to survive. As of 2007, “37 percent of people who reported a 
work disability received Social Security benefits” (O’Brien, & Figueiredo, 2009, p. 2). Social Security 
Income is one of the most widely used benefits with 18.9% of working-aged adults with disabilities 
utilizing the service (Erickson, Lee, & VonShrader, 2017). This can put strain on families as well as 
contribute to feelings of helplessness and hopelessness for the person with disabilities.

People with a work disability can end up in these situations because there is a lack of opportunities 
to successfully obtain a college degree for jobs that would allow independent living. People who leave 
the work force, or never enter the workforce because of a disability report low levels of education. As 
of 2017, 19% of people who are unable to work but who are too well to be institutionalized ages 21-64 
have less than a high school diploma (Erikson, Lee, & VonShrader, 2017). As of 2017, the percentage 
of working-age (21-64) people with disabilities in the United States with just a high school diploma was 
34.4% (Erickson, Lee, & vonSchrader, 2019). The number of working-age people with disabilities who 
hold an associate’s degree or less (some college courses passed) was 31.7% and those reporting a bach-
elor’s degree is 14.8% (Erickson, Lee, & vonSchrader, 2019). The general population of Americans with 
a bachelor’s degree is 36% (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). There is a gap between able-bodied 
citizens with college degrees and degree holders living with a disability. The gap indicates a problem 
within higher education systems and the systems’ ability to meet the needs of students with disabilities.

In addition to challenges faced in higher education, people with disabilities are no longer qualified 
for many jobs they previously were. The 21st century has seen significant degree inflation in the work-
force. Degree inflation happens when jobs that traditionally have not required a college degree (such as 
photographers, administrative assistants, and machine operators) start requiring a two or four-year degree 
to hold the position (Selingo, 2017). A high school diploma is no longer the threshold for employment 
and the diploma has, in fact, been replaced with a college-earned degree (Wolfston, 2014). Associate’s 
degrees do well to get a graduate’s foot in the door, but bachelor’s degrees are becoming the preferred 
standard. Harvard Business School reports that nearly 6 million jobs could be affected by degree infla-
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