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Abstract

Approximately 20% of students enrolled in US colleges and universities have a learning

difference (LD). Thus, there are many college students that potentially could benefit from

academic support and accommodations. Although higher education institutions are required by

law to provide qualified students with reasonable accommodations, and some schools offer

additional supports, research shows that many qualified students aren’t using these resources.

This raises questions about why some students may be foregoing available support. Drawing on

studies that show a link between learning difference stigma and students’ reluctance to disclose

their LDs and advocate for help, this study explores whether neurodiverse students at the

University of Denver (DU) are less inclined to use academic supports due to stigma. The study

focuses on students who are enrolled in DU’s nationally recognized Learning Effectiveness

Program (LEP), which is dedicated to supporting neurodiverse students at DU. While anecdotal

reports suggest that the LEP is impactful, studies on program utilization and reasons for possible

underutilization are lacking. Using interview and survey data, this research project begins to fill

this hole. Specifically, it addresses three questions: 1) Are DU students who are enrolled in LEP

underutilizing LEP support services and accommodations; 2) If students are underutilizing the

program, is LD stigma a contributing factor, and 3) What, if anything, is the LEP doing to try to



reduce LD stigma and to maximize program participation? Results suggest that while LD stigma

impacts some students’ use of academic supports at DU, many students are taking advantage of

LEP services and do not report stigma as a limiting problem. Importantly, the LEP actively

works to reduce stigma around LDs and this advocacy work may create a more accepting culture

around neurodivergence compared to other institutions. Due to the substantial limitations of my

study, additional research is needed to further explore this topic. If future research confirms that

learning programs like the LEP can help reduce stigma and increase students’ use of support

services, which enhance academic outcomes, implementing such programs at other institutions

will be crucial.

Introduction & Literature Review

In the US, increasing numbers of students with learning differences are entering college.

In fact, recent estimates show that approximately 20% of today’s college students have a

diagnosed learning disability (Leftler et al., 2023) This means that US colleges and universities

have large populations of students that could potentially benefit from academic support and

accommodations. Higher education institutions are required by law to provide qualified students

with reasonable accommodations and some institutions offer additional forms of academic

support to help neurodiverse students succeed. Nonetheless, many qualified students are not

utilizing academic supports and accommodations, raising important questions about why these

resources are underutilized. Studies show that LD stigma and concerns about how others will

perceive them causes some colleges students to forgo academic support (Grimes et al., 2020;

Stamp et al., 2014) This project builds on this literature by exploring the influence of LD stigma

on students’ use of academic support services at DU, which has one of the oldest and most

widely recognized learning support programs in the country. Specifically, using a combination of



interview and survey data, the study explores three questions: 1) Are DU students who are

enrolled in LEP underutilizing LEP support services and accommodations; 2) If students are

underutilizing the program, is LD stigma a contributing factor, and 3) What, if anything, is the

LEP doing to try to reduce LD stigma and to maximize program participation?

Stigma, or “the devaluation of an attribute based on negative attitudes, stereotypes, or

beliefs,” is a marker of exclusion signaling that an individual is in some way different from

others (Haft et al., p. 194). Neurodivergence can be a source of stigma as professors, parents, and

peers may see students with LDs as less able or hard-working than students who are

neurotypical. Moreover, students with LDs may internalize these beliefs and judge themselves as

being less capable than others, which is known as self-stigma. Research shows stigma associated

with learning differences increases the risk for low self-esteem, negative psychological

outcomes, and poorer learning outcomes (Haft et al.).

Recently, researchers have also begun exploring the relationship between LD stigma and

utilization of academic supports and accommodations. A key study in this area was conducted by

researchers at Australia’s University of New Castle (Grimes et al.) Using a sample of 111

Australian college students, this mixed methods study explored whether LD stigma impacts

institutional disclosure, which is required for students to receive accommodations. The study

found that nearly one-third of students with LDs cited stigma as a reason for not disclosing their

neurodivergence. Students who had mental health diagnoses, in addition to LDs, were

overrepresented in this group. Interview data provided additional detail, showing that students

who didn’t disclose anticipated that disclosure would result in discrimination and prejudice.

Non-disclosure was viewed as “necessary to protect them from being discredited [by professors

and peers] in their learning environments” (Grimes et al., p. 23).



These findings are consistent with Stamp et al’s study of self-advocacy among students

with ADHD. This academic study was based on interviews with 12 students diagnosed with

inattentive type ADHD. The study found that students were reluctant to ask for help or admit

their challenges because they felt ashamed of their difficulties, believed their professors would

judge them negatively and/or think they were not working hard enough, and believed others

trivialized ADHD, seeing it as a “character flaw” and something “that isn’t really provable,”

(Stamp et al, p. 149). These perceptions impacted students willingness to share their diagnosis

and advocate for themselves, and in some cases even made students question their diagnosis.

Despite students’ negative beliefs about how others are likely to perceive them and their

LDs, a recent study using experimental vignettes found that professors and peers do not have a

negative view of students with ADHD or SLD, or their use of academic accommodations (Lefler

et al.). This suggests that students’ concerns about other people’s perceptions surrounding LDs

may be misguided and creating an unnecessary barrier for students who could benefit from

academic supports. Because the vignettes in the study were “not as rich as what occurs in a real

college classroom,” and they featured a student with a typically white male name, additional

“real world” research with diverse students is needed to further explore this topic (Lefler et al,

limitations section, para 1).

The University of Denver provides an ideal setting for further investigating LD stigma

and students’ use of academic support services. In 1982, DU founded the LEP, one of the

country’s first university fee-for-service programs dedicated to providing personalized guidance

and support for neurodiverse learners (Learning Effectiveness Program, n.d.). The LEP has a

staff of more than 20 trained professionals and offers services like weekly one-on-one academic

counseling, tutoring, executive function coaching, social skills groups, and more. The nationally



recognized program serves over 350 students each year. To date, no academic studies have

investigated whether neurodivergent students at DU experience LD stigma that impacts their use

of LEP services. A decade’s old video of LEP student testimonials, which highlights a student

discussing his concerns about negative perceptions from professors, and another student

expressing that she didn’t take advantage of what the LEP had to offer during her time at DU,

suggests that stigma and underutilization of LEP services at DU warrants investigation (“LEP

Student Testimonials”).

Using qualitative and quantitative data to explore LD stigma and the use of academic

supports offered through the LEP, my study contributes to emerging research in this area by

providing perspectives from both students and staff affiliated with the LEP, and by studying a

learning program that goes well beyond academic accommodations. By studying an

institutionally supported learning program, the study considers whether this format of providing

services could increase students’ use of academic support services, which could benefit them

academically and more generally.

Methods

This study uses both survey and interview data. Survey data was collected from students

who have LDs and are currently enrolled in the LEP at DU. The survey included demographic,

open-ended, and closed questions (See Appendix A). Survey questions were designed to provide

information about 1) students use of LEP services and accommodations; 2) prior and current

experiences with professors and peers concerning LDs; 3) factors that impact if and how

participants use support services and whether stigma plays a role. I sent the survey to [10]

students in the LEP, who were personal contacts in my dorm. The response rate was [40%.] All



survey participants were male, first-year students. Because my sample was small, I was able to

analyze the data using basic statistics and evaluation in excel.

I also conducted a 20-minute in-person interview with an LEP academic counselor

(Mike), who has been working at the LEP for 20 years. The interview included mostly

open-ended questions that I developed in advance (see Appendix B), but the interview was

conversational and I modified questions based on Mike’s responses and my study’s objectives.

The aim of the interview was to better understand 1) utilization of LEP services (whether

students who are enrolled in the LEP take advantage of the offered services); 2) reasons why

some students don’t take advantage of LEP services; 3) whether LEP students experience LD

stigma and whether this impacts utilization; and 4) how the LEP deals with LD stigma and

underutilization. I transcribed the interview and coded it for patterns, themes, and relevant

quotations, which helped me make connections to my secondary data.

Findings

My survey data highlights several themes. First, use of LEP services and academic

accommodations was higher than expected based on prior research. Specifically, when asked to

rate the extent to which they took advantage of 1) LEP services and 2) academic

accommodations on a scale of 1-7, the average scores were 5.5 and 5.0, respectively. In other

words, while usage wasn’t fully maximized, students reported that they are using the program

and accommodations to a large extent. Second, all participants reported believing that professors

and peers at DU were highly understanding and supportive of learning differences and academic

supports (average rating was 6 out of 7 for perceived support from professors and from peers). In

terms of actual support, 75% of participants reported having experiences in high school, but not

at DU, where teachers/professors or peers have been unsupportive of their learning difference or



use of supports/accommodations. One student explained that in high school, “people didn’t

understand [neurodiversity] very well but that isn’t the case at DU.” The fourth student did not

experience lack of support in either high school or at DU. Finally, 75% reported that they don’t

feel stigmatized because of their LD and 100% believe the LEP excels at reducing LD stigma

and helping students reach their goals. Support for the program was strong and all participants

reported plans to continue using the program in coming years.

Because my survey data was very limited, collecting information from Mike, who has

personally worked with 25-26 students per year for the past 20 years, was important. Although

Mike’s comments about the LEP were positive overall (i.e. many students take advantage of and

benefit from the program), his view was a little less positive that the survey responses.

According to Mike, “there are absolutely students enrolled in the program who opt out or

underutilize it. This is hard because a student’s experience of the program and how much they

benefit from it is limited to how much they put into it….I’ve got students who, some are here

every week or a couple of times a week and some I’m just trying to get to come in at all…”

When asked why he believes LEP services are underutilized by some, Mike explained

that there are numerous reasons including structural barriers and lack of buy-in from students

who never wanted to participate from the start. Although Mike believes neurodivergence is

becoming more accepted overall, he explained, “we still see the impact of stigma….Not only can

stigma cause students enrolled in the program not to use it, but it also causes some students not

to enroll in the program at all…They may worry about other’s perceptions or they may not yet be

at a comfort level themselves with their learning difference so the idea of affiliating with a

learning support program may not feel right to them.” According to Mike, a students’

background can be related to stigma: “You may have come from a school that was really open



and accepting of neurodivergence and support, but there are students who aren’t coming from an

accepting school or may they have had negative experiences with teachers or peers surrounding

their LDs. There are also some students who just recently found out that they have a learning

difference and they are still grappling with that and trying to understand it.” Students in the later

2 groups are “often worried about what other people think.”

Mike reported that LEP is very invested in trying to reduce stigma and increase students’

use of LEP services in order to help them succeed at DU. “We really try with faculty and staff to

set an example and inform folks about students who learn differently. Education is an important

part of reducing stigma so we put out a lot of information and hold trainings and workshops. We

are trying to create a culture of acceptance around neurodiversity on our campus…I find that

generally, people on campus are open to learning about this and once they have an understanding

they’re often times more than willing to be supportive.”

Mike explained that the LEP also works on self-stigma, seeking to modify student’s

negative beliefs about themselves. Here, Mike believes empathy, personal relationships, and

education are key: “Written materials and information can be helpful but personally connecting

with students goes a long way. Through my relationship with students, I try to help them

understand their learning difference and really encourage them to take risks and use supports

they aren’t sure about.” Mike emphasized the need to “meet students where they are.”

Sometimes he talks through past experiences or beliefs students have about themselves in the

context of understanding why they may be reluctant to seek help or use supports. Ultimately, the

LEP tries to “help students overcome their doubts by encouraging them understand their learning

needs and how the services can help them get where they want to be.”



Conclusion, Limitations & Future Directions

The results of this study suggest that LD stigma is not irrelevant at DU, and that some

students underutilize LEP services as a result of LD stigma. For these students, it is important to

continue working to decrease stigma so that they can benefit from available services. This

requires efforts to reduce both stigma from others and self-stigma as we know some students

with LDs believe others judge them negatively, even when this isn’t the case. At the same time,

my research also shows that to a higher degree than expected, LEP students are not experiencing

LD stigma, feel supported by DU professors and peers, and are using and benefitting from the

program. Drawing conclusions about these findings must be done cautiously because my sample

was extremely small and possibly biased (participants were recruited because they were in my

personal network and only 40% completed the survey, which may have caused selection bias.)

Still, the results suggest that while LD stigma may impact some student’s use of academic

support at DU, having a support program that offers one-on-one guidance and works to create a

culture of acceptance on campus may help to reduce stigma and increase participation rates.

Future studies are needed to further explore the impact of specific learning support programs on

LD stigma and use of academic supports. With more time, I would like to further investigate this

topic at DU and to compare schools like DU to institutions that don’t have devoted learning

support programs. Because learning supports can improve student’s academic outcomes, it is

critical to understand if learning programs like the LEP can reduce LD stigma and increase

students’ use of academic services. If that is the case, advocating for learning programs at other

institutions will critical. In the meantime, it appears that LEP is having a positive impact and as

one student remarked it “should keep doing what it is doing because it is really helpful.”



Appendix A: Survey Questions

1. What learning differences qualify you for the LEP? (Check all that apply)

- ADHD
- Dyslexia
- Specific LEarning DIsorder
- Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Other

2. Did you personally want to enroll in the LEP or were you influenced by others? (i.e.

parents, high school teachers/counselors).

- I thought it was a good idea to enroll/I personally believed participation would be
helpful

- I was influenced by others/others wanted me to enroll
- I wanted to enroll AND others thought it was a good idea

3. Did the existence of the LEP influence your decision to attend DU?

- Yes
- No

4. What LEP services have you used this year? (Check all that apply)

- Meets with an academic counselor
- Tutoring
- Executive function coaching
- Social skills groups
- Social events
- Volunteering
- Accommodations (DSP not LEP)
- Other

5. To what extent have you taken advantage of what the LEP had to offer? (scale 1-7)

6. To what extent have you taken advantage of accommodations approved by DSP? (scale

1-7)



7. If you didn't take full advantage of your accommodations and the LEP services, please

indicate why. (Check all that apply)

- Didn’t think they would help
- Too much effort/too difficult to access these supports
- Didn’t know about the services
- Embarrassed or worried about how others (professors/peers) would perceive this
- Don’t want to be associated with a learning difference group
- Other

8. To what extent do you think professors at DU understand and support learning

differences and the use of accommodations? (scale 1-7)

9. To what extent do you think your peers at DU understand and support learning

differences and the use of accommodations? (scale 1-7)

10. If you used academic support or accommodations in high school was this a positive or

negative experience? Why?

11. Have you had experiences at DU or in high school where teachers/professors or peers

have been unsupportive of your learning difference or your use of accommodations?

- Yes at DU but not in high school
- Yes in high school but not at DU
- Yes in both high school and DU
- No (not at SU or high school)

12. If you feel embarrassed or stigmatized by your learning difference, where do you think

this stems from? (check all that apply)

- My family
- Professors/teachers
- Peers/friends
- Society
- Myself (i.e. - negative internal beliefs about yourself or your capabilities)
- Other
- I don’t feel this way



13. What else could the LEP do to make learning differences and related supports better

understood and accepted on campus?

14. Are you planning to use the LEP/accommodations to a greater, lesser, or the same extent

next year compared to this year?

- Plan to use the LEP/accommodations more next year
- Plan to use the LEP/accommodations less next year
- Plan to use the LEP/accommodations same amount next year

15. Why do you plan to use the LEP/accommodations more /less/the same next year?

Appendix B: Interview Questions

1. How long have you worked at the LEP?

2. How many students do you (personally) support through the LEP each year?

3. What do you feel are some of the strengths/weaknesses of the program?

4. Based on your experience, is program usage an issue? That is, are there students in the
program who do use the program offerings?

5. What parts of the program are used most?

6. What parts that are the most underutilized?

7. Why do you think some students don’t take advantage of what the program has to offer?

8. Do you think stigma around learning differences plays any role? (Explain)

9. Do students ever share concerns about the stigma around learning differences or worries
about how others (including professors, peers) see them? (Explain)

10. Do you advise and help students who don’t feel supported by their professors (in terms of
their accommodations or learning needs)?



11. As an LEP staff member, do you know if there are students on campus with learning
differences who didn’t apply to or enroll in the LEP?

If so, do you know why they chose not to be part of the LEP?

12. What, if anything do you do to try to negate the stigma around learning differences, with
the students you work with and on campus more generally?

13. What does the LEP, as an organization do, to 1) reduce LD stigma and 2) increase use of
the program for students who could benefit

14. What would you like to see done in the future to get more kids fully engaged and
utilizing the program?
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