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Assuring diversity of faculty in graduate school programs continues to be a focus of 
practice and research because of the need to ensure inclusion for all students seeking 
higher education. Women, individuals with disabilities, and individuals with other 
traditionally underrepresented cultural group identities are all underrepresented at the 
doctoral level in higher education, in tenure-track, full professor faculty positions, and in 
administrative leadership positions such as dean and president. This study is one of the 
first to document how doctoral program students with disabilities, who also have other 
traditionally underrepresented cultural group identities, experienced the successes and 
challenges of earning a doctoral degree. An intersectional framework was used to explore 
access and inclusion at the doctoral level in academia. Four major themes—defining 
personal cultural identities, navigating systems and situations, resources and motivation, 
and leveraging lived experience as a skill set for work in a chosen field—emerged from the 
data. Recommendations to increase access and inclusion are offered. 

Jobs that require graduate-level education are increasing 
in the United States (Torpey, 2019). Additionally, faculty 
members with doctoral-level education are required to pro
vide instruction and leadership for the diverse body of stu
dents who will enter the workforce or continue as instruc
tors in academia (Chronicle of Higher Education, Inc, 2021). 
Women, faculty of color, and faculty with disabilities are 
underrepresented at the doctoral level in higher education 
in tenure-track, full professor faculty positions, and in ad
ministrative leadership positions such as dean and presi
dent (Aiston & Fo, 2021; Chronicle of Higher Education, 
Inc, 2021; Smith et al., 2012; West & Curtis, 2006). The sta
tistics coursework required for the successful completion of 
a doctoral program may present challenges for many stu
dents with traditionally underrepresented cultural group 
identities (TUCGI), due to limited knowledge and experi
ence with math and research methods or difficulties with 
access to course materials for students with disabilities 
(Black et al., 2015; Darolia et al., 2020; Godfrey & Loots, 
2015; Marson et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2015). Barriers to 
access in the academic environment, such as a lack of men
tors, microaggressions, or discrimination in classroom en
vironments, may hinder completion of a doctoral program 
and deny advancement to tenured faculty and leadership 
positions for students with TUCGI (Damiani & Harbour, 
2015; Van Miegroet et al., 2019). 

Discrimination in Academia 

Over half of individuals who have disabilities are women, 
therefore most individuals who have a disability have an in
tersectional identity (Hirschmann, 2012). Many women also 
have an additional TUCGI based on race, ethnicity, or sex
ual orientation. Several current researchers have noted the 
impact of intersectionality on access to postsecondary edu
cation. Crenshaw (1989) first coined the term “intersection
ality,” which has been used to describe the phenomenon 
of overlapping cultural identities and related systems of 
oppression and discrimination. Additionally, scholars have 
begun relating intersectionality theory to the experience of 
individuals with disabilities (Hirschmann, 2012; Liasidou, 
2013; Shaw et al., 2012; Warner & Brown, 2011). 

A feminist theory intersectional framework parallels 
concepts in the disability studies social model framework, 
by shifting focus from the individual to the environment 
when designing programs and policies to improve equity, 
access, and inclusion (Aune & Kroeger, 1997; Montgomery, 
2020; Oliver, 2013; Valentine, 2007). Individuals with inter
sectional identities, namely combinations of specific TUCGI 
such as being a woman, having a disability, and/or having 
another TUCGI, seem to be at higher risk of experiencing 
discrimination; they also experience discrimination in dif
ferent ways and of a different quality than individuals who 
identify as having only one TUCGI (Hirschmann, 2012; 
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Liasidou, 2013; Shaw et al., 2012; Warner & Brown, 2011). 
Disparities in access to higher education for individuals 
with disabilities are well documented (Kutscher & Tuck
willer, 2019; Paul, 2000; S. Rao, 2004; Raue & Lewis, 2011; 
Yssel et al., 2016). Race and socio-economic status (SES) 
play a large part in which students are diagnosed with a 
disability and the types of accommodations these students 
receive under an Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) in 
elementary and secondary school (Scarborough & McCrae, 
2010; Skiba et al., 2005). A disability label compounds the 
effects of race and SES, and students who identify as mem
bers of all three of these groups face multiple barriers to 
success after high school, including access to higher educa
tion (Balcazar et al., 2012). 

Gender, race, disability status, and SES all impact access 
to higher education at the graduate level, and students with 
TUCGI participate in science/technology/engineering/math 
(STEM) degree programs in fewer numbers and are less rep
resented in the teaching faculty in these programs (Chron
icle of Higher Education, Inc, 2021; Van Miegroet et al., 
2019). Students with disabilities and students with other 
TUCGI are underrepresented at the doctoral level in higher 
education (Kim, 2013; Montgomery, 2020; Van Miegroet et 
al., 2019). Furthermore, doctoral graduates with TUCGI are 
underrepresented in faculty positions in higher education 
(Smith et al., 2012). Although women represent more than 
half of doctoral graduates since 2006, women continue to 
be underrepresented in tenure-track and full professor po
sitions (Nicholson, 2020; West & Curtis, 2006). Although 
there has been some progress in the last 30 years, women 
and individuals with other TUCGI who hold doctoral de
grees continue to be substantially underrepresented in ad
ministrative leadership positions in higher education, such 
as in positions of dean and president (King & Gomez, 2008; 
Nicholson, 2020). 

The Present Study 

This study is one of the first to document how doctoral 
program students with disabilities who have additional 
TUCGI experienced the successes and challenges of earning 
a doctoral degree. Their experiences shed light on chal
lenges and resources unique to individuals with disabilities 
who identify as having additional intersecting TUCGI. This 
information can be used to increase access in academic set
tings and to develop effective resources and inclusive aca
demic environments for individuals with disabilities who 
have additional TUCGI. As such, the study was specifically 
designed to address the following research questions: 

Method 

In qualitative study, research questions are established 
and data collection proceeds systematically, yet flexibly, 
making it a powerful tool for exploring the experiences of 

small populations of individuals with a common experi
ence. In this study, the principal investigator (PI; first au
thor) began collecting data with knowledge about disability, 
intersectional identities, and institutional environments, 
but without an understanding of (a) the experiences of stu
dents with disabilities who have additional TUCGI who 
completed a doctoral degree program, or (b) what resources 
these individuals used to navigate the challenges inherent 
in completing a doctoral degree. Individual interviews were 
used to gain information about these experiences. 

Participants 

The study included nine individuals. The nine partici
pants shared that they were working or studying in a vari
ety of settings, represented a range of individuals with both 
mental and physical disability identities/impairments, and 
graduated from their doctoral program as far back as 1995. 
At the time of publication, all participants had earned their 
doctoral degrees. Some individuals shared they identified as 
having more than one cultural identity, disability identity/
impairment, and/or current work situation (see Table 1). 

Maintaining Participant Confidentiality 

The number of individuals with disabilities who also 
identify as having another TUCGI and who obtain a doctoral 
degree is relatively small. Academic departments and pro
fessional organizations also present relatively small num
bers. Members of academia are easily familiar with each 
other through their work in research, teaching, and service 
positions. The PI purposely chose not to describe each in
dividual participant in specific detail, which would likely 
make some of the participants identifiable. Therefore, the 
findings and themes have been reported in a general way 
and pronouns have been kept neutral whenever possible to 
maintain the confidentiality of all the participants. 

Instruments 

The interview protocol used was comprised of eight main 
questions and prompts for follow-up questions to each of 
the eight questions. Questions were derived from published 
literature on intersectionality, published studies on the ex
periences of graduate students with disabilities, and the PI’s 
previous research experience. Question content included 
cultural identity, challenges in doctoral programs, and how 
the participant was using their lived experience in their 
current employment. Interview questions were designed to 
collect information about the participants’ experiences as 
they navigated their doctoral programs of study—especially 
their experiences completing required statistics and re
search methodology coursework. The PI conducted all the 
interviews and ensured all questions were answered by the 
end of each interview. 

Design: Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a qualitative research approach that 
guides the exploration of the lived experience of individuals 
(Creswell & Poth, 2016). Rather than comparing the re
sponses of participants to existing data, standards, and 

1. What was the motivation to pursue a doctoral degree? 
2. What were the barriers and challenges that these in

dividuals faced in completing their graduate pro
grams? 

3. What resources were used to complete doctoral pro
gram requirements successfully? 
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Table 1. Participant Characteristics (N = 9) 

n % 

Gender 

5 55.6 

4 44.4 

Sexual orientation 

1 11.1 

4 44.4 

4 44.4 

Race/ethnicity 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

5 55.6 

Other identities/cultural groups 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

3 33.3 

Disability identity/impairment 

2 22.2 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

2 22.2 

1 11.1 

3 33.3 

Area of doctoral study 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

2 22.2 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

2 22.2 

Languages 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

6 66.7 

Traditional or on-line program 

7 77.8 

2 22.2 

Current work and/or student status 

2 22.2 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

Woman 

Man 

Lesbian 

Gay man 

Straight/heterosexual 

African-American/Black 

Latino 

Asian-American 

Italian-American 

White/Caucasian 

Veteran 

“Grew up middle class” 

“Grew up Protestant” 

Active in Alcoholics Anonymous 

ADHD 

Deaf 

Visually impaired 

Wheelchair user 

Rheumatoid arthritis 

Bipolar disorder 

HIV/AIDS 

Recovering alcoholic 

Psychology 

Engineering 

Rehabilitation Counselor Education 

Special Education 

International and Multicultural Education 

Gifted, Creative, and Talented Studies 

Business Management 

Bilingual Spanish-English 

Multilingual 

ASL 

English 

Traditional campus-based program 

Primarily online program 

Tenured professor 

Research professor 

Assistant professor 

Instructional faculty 
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n % 

1 11.1 

1 11.1 

2 22.2 

2 22.2 

 

Age (in years) M = 45 
SD = 12.7 

Range = 25-62 

Year graduated M = 2010 
SD = 10 years 

Range = 1995-2019 

norms, the researcher seeks to understand how situations 
appear to participants and how these events, people, and 
experiences impact the person’s choices and behaviors 
(Glesne, 2015). A phenomenological approach was selected 
to focus on understanding the meaning that obtaining a 
doctoral degree had for participants, and grounded theory 
was useful to find out how these individuals navigated the 
process of earning their doctoral degree (Charmaz, 2014; 
Creswell & Poth, 2016). This phenomenological study in
cluded individual case studies. Cross-case analysis was uti
lized to understand how intersectional identities shaped 
the experiences of each of the participants while complet
ing their doctoral degrees. 

Procedure 

A convenience sample was used. The PI emailed faculty 
members at higher education institutions and other col
leagues they knew personally or from professional orga
nizations to participate in the study and/or recruit partic
ipants. Individuals were included who fit the following 
criteria: (a) graduate of a doctoral program, or a doctoral 
student who had completed all but their dissertation (ABD) 
towards their degree and was within one year of completing 
their degree; (b) identified as having a disability; (c) iden
tified as having an additional TUCGI; and (d) attended ele
mentary school and secondary school in the United States. 

Interviews 

Structured interviews were conducted with each of the 
nine participants by telephone and lasted 40-60 minutes 
each. The open-ended interview questions were designed 
for the participants to reconstruct their experiences with 
their doctoral program and to reflect on the meaning the 
participant attributed to their experiences (Seidman, 2013). 
The participants were asked to assess how they viewed 
themselves culturally, and in which communities or groups 
they were active. They were also asked to describe chal
lenges and resources they encountered while completing 
their doctoral degrees. The participants were prompted to 
consider aspects of their program, such as coursework; their 
peers, faculty, friends, family, and spouses; research 
methodology/statistics classes; completing their disserta
tion; accessing financial resources; supervision; working; 
finding housing; and other aspects of their experiences. 
Participants had the opportunity to share their motivation 
for pursuing a doctoral degree, feelings about how their 

personal experiences influenced their contributions to their 
field, and any other information they wanted to be included 
in the study. All interviews were audio recorded and tran
scribed verbatim, omitting any identifying information. 

Data Analysis 

Transcripts from the nine individual interviews com
prised 108 single-spaced pages. NVivo software was used 
to facilitate qualitative analysis. The PI conducted member 
checking by providing each participant with a copy of the 
transcript from their individual interview so they could as
sess whether the information shared was an accurate repre
sentation of their experience. Using editing analysis style, 
the interviews were interpreted for meaningful fragments. 
Taxonomic and emotions coding techniques were utilized 
to capture patterns in speech, behavior, and emotions that 
added insights into the experiences of the participants 
(Glesne, 2015). The fragments were reviewed and developed 
into categorical themes as they emerged. Next, the themes 
were cross-tabulated and matched to derive codes for fur
ther analysis and merged into more transcending themes. 
Final coding schemes were used to sort themes into pat
terns that were structured and interpreted. The themes 
were compared to the existing literature on the experiences 
of doctoral degree graduates with disabilities, doctoral de
gree graduates with TUCGI, and intersectionality theory. 
The PI searched for additional themes that emerged in addi
tion to the themes established by the structured questions 
(Hatch, 2002). The interview notes were reviewed multiple 
times, and the PI confirmed the gathered data supported 
the patterns and themes that were established. 

Avoiding Researcher Bias 

Scholars have noted that one of the most important ways 
to increase validity in qualitative studies is to actively uti
lize techniques to minimize researcher bias (Maxwell, 2012; 
Seidman, 2013). The PI reflected extensively on their sub
jectivity on this topic throughout the study, and actively 
engaged in examining the objectiveness of the findings 
(Glesne, 2015). During the study, the PI was completing a 
doctoral program, and identifies as Caucasian, lesbian, and 
in recovery from substance use disorder and other mental 
health disabilities. The PI had also worked in the field of vo
cational rehabilitation for over twenty years and had many 
personal and professional experiences with individuals with 
disabilities and individuals with intersectional identities. 

Manager with federal agency 

Federal employee 

Current doctoral student ABD 

Post-doctoral student 
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The PI naturally had biases and expectations regarding the 
topic they worked to carefully keep in check, as much as 
possible. 

This study and the methods were designed to incorporate 
techniques to avoid researcher bias. The open-ended in
terview questions were designed to elicit significant, in-
depth retrospective responses of individual participant ex
periences (Seidman, 2013). Member checking techniques, 
as outlined above, were utilized. The PI utilized ongoing 
journaling and consultation while conducting the entire 
study, and used an auditor to review the transcripts and 
assess the material for their own identification of themes, 
which were compared the PI’s, to maintain the integrity of 
the study (Glesne, 2015). 

Results 

From the data, themes emerged regarding common chal
lenges encountered and strategies the participants used to 
navigate their doctoral programs successfully. Data analysis 
revealed four major themes: (a) defining personal cultural 
identities, (b) navigating systems and situations, (c) identi
fying resources and motivation, and (d) leveraging lived ex
perience as a skill set for work in a chosen field emerged 
from the data. Additional subthemes included navigating 
family relationships under the second theme, and financing 
the doctoral program, social supports, and motivation un
der the third theme. 

Defining Personal Cultural Identities 

All nine participants discussed experiences related to 
identity development on personal, academic, and profes
sional levels. All participants further discussed experiences 
related to their identities as a person with one or more 
disabilities, their experiences as members of other cultural 
groups, and the impact of their cultural identity on their 
doctoral path. 

Specifically exploring intersectional identities in relation 
to the experience of earning a doctoral degree was the PI’s 
interest, and not all participants shared at the outset that 
they felt a strong affiliation to any one particular identity 
or identities. Two participants articulated strongly that they 
considered themselves an individual. When asked about the 
cultural identities that resonated with them, one partic
ipant responded, “I consider myself an individual by the 
name of [participant’s name].” The other of the two partici
pants shared, “I’ve been trying to figure out how to respond 
to that…there are so many factors…it’s a difficult question 
to answer,” then laughing asked, “What day of the week is 
it?” This participant, who had recently graduated, clearly 
shared why it can be detrimental to label singular identities 
or individuals as marginalized or underrepresented. The in
dividual stated, 

I think everybody makes unique contributions because of 
their experiences. I think it’s unfortunate that we tend to 
frame members of marginalized populations as the being 
the only ones who come with those unique experiences. Be
cause I think it ends up as being an “othering” thing. 

A participant who has been a faculty member in her field 
for a number of years, shared that she felt her gender was 

more of a barrier in career recognition and advancement 
than any of her other identities, which included living with 
a disability: 

One of the things that I became aware of recently is being 
gay has in no way slowed down my career or inhibited my 
movement forward in my career. If anything, it’s probably 
been an advantage. I think being a woman is another is
sue in that the kind of prejudice that people experience as 
women is pervasive. So, I think that if there’s anything that 
was a barrier to my career it’s probably more having to do 
with being a woman than being gay. 

However, another participant in the same field of edu
cation shared that she felt her gender did not impact her 
career or access in any negative way: “You know, educa
tion—it’s not like the sciences where you’re kind of having 
to fight for your gender, so, I don’t really feel like my gender 
has an impact.” 

Another participant, who was completing dissertation 
requirements, shared they felt their identity as an African 
American and the resiliency they developed as being a 
member of this specific underrepresented group was an as
set in navigating the process of earning a doctoral degree 
and furthering their career goals: 

I believe that growing up in an era where African Amer
icans did have to know twice as much and work twice as 
hard has impacted me. There’s a resiliency I believe that I 
developed, so it was probably an advantage of being a part 
of one of those groups and the effort that it takes to be seen 
the same. 

All participants spoke extensively at some point during 
the interview about the strengths gained from each of their 
unique cultural identities, and how these identities con
tributed to their resilience to persevere through their doc
toral programs. The participants identified strongly with 
their Black, Latino, Asian, Alcoholics Anonymous, queer, 
veteran, academic, and/or disability cultures and communi
ties. 

Navigating Systems and Situations 

The participants shared a wealth of experiences illustrat
ing various challenges with systems and situations. These 
included experiences in the academic environment, such as 
navigating relationships with faculty, navigating required 
statistics coursework, and securing accommodations. An 
important subtheme of navigating relationships with family 
members also emerged from the data. 

One participant in this study, who had earned a STEM-
related doctoral degree, clearly articulated that navigating 
the doctoral degree experience was quite different for an in
dividual with a significant disability, who was also experi
encing barriers as the result of other identities: 

Grad school is hard no matter who you are and what 
you’re studying. It’s supposed to be hard because it’s a 
place where you grow and study. The largest challenge for 
me has been filtering out if I am having difficulties is it 
because grad school is hard or are you having challenges 
because you are x, y, or z. So, it’s really hard to separate 
that, and it’s really hard to recognize that. Especially in 
STEM fields—there’s a culture of, of course it’s hard, and 
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you have to be tough and use more intelligence and hard 
work to be better at it. That’s the solution. The problem is 
not that you are Black or queer or whatever. The problem 
is something that you should be able to fix or figure out. So 
that was my first challenge—figuring out that there were 
challenges that were not of the “you’re in grad school it’s 
supposed to be hard” variety. 

Forms of bullying from faculty members were described 
by two of the participants regarding their requests for ac
commodations in statistics courses. The participant who 
had a visual impairment shared their experience of asking 
for notes before class and for enlarged copies of the data 
that would be used in class in a statistics course, and the 
instructor initially “flat out” told them “no.” The partici
pant shared that they persisted, went to class, and on the 
fourth day of class, the instructor slammed down the ma
terials in a larger format in front of the participant, but did 
not say anything to them. The participant shared, “I had to 
prove to her I wasn’t going away and I was going to get the 
work done. So, I would say that was probably my biggest 
Ph.D. struggle”. The participant shared they got through the 
class with a lot of assistance from classmates, which in
cluded studying together and trading the use of their wash
ing machine or babysitting services in exchange for note
taking services from their classmates. 

A Deaf participant shared that they requested a captioner 
as an accommodation in a statistics class, and the captioner 
was quite good. However, the captioner had to keep asking 
the instructor to please speak more clearly, repeat words, 
and repeat slides during the lectures so they could properly 
caption the information being shared: 

Halfway through the course I said (to the instructor), “can 
I just do an independent research project on this topic, and 
if I turn it in and it works will you give me credit for it?” 
And I think at that point he was sick of me so he said, 
“yes”. So, I skipped classes for the remainder of the semes
ter, learned statistics on my own, did the project, and got 
an A+ in the class, but, that’s not the way it should be. 

Navigating Family Relationships 

One participant clearly expressed challenges resulting 
from the difficulties of navigating the various roles and ex
pectations that come with living as a woman with more 
than one cultural identity: 

I remember my grandmother’s reaction when I got ac
cepted into my program. “Oh good, it has always been our 
dream to have a doctor in the family.” Her second com
ment was, “nobody will want to marry a woman who has 
more education than them”. When they found out that I 
was disabled that was one of her first worries, apparently. 
Who was going to want to marry this disabled kid? And 
now, I’m making it even harder by going to get a Ph.D. 

This participant further explained the importance of 
maintaining family relationships and the immense support 
she felt from this close network of immediate and extended 
family. 

Navigating family relationships was a significant aspect 
of successfully navigating the doctoral program shared by 
most of the participants. One participant shared they ex

perienced the death of their father two months before they 
started their doctoral program. Another participant shared 
that their spouse had a disability, and the need to care for 
their spouse at times put stress on their ability to focus on 
their doctoral program. Two participants shared they were 
living in different cities from their spouses during their pro
gram—one of whom was working out of the country while 
completing courses online. 

Identifying Resources and Motivation 

Despite challenges navigating systems and relation
ships, all nine participants shared rich examples of re
sources and emotional support in their academic experi
ences, as well as strong motivation to complete a doctorate 
degree. Resources included mentors, supportive faculty, 
family members, peers, financial support, and support from 
communities related to cultural identities. Motivations in
cluded wanting to teach and wanting the recognition that 
comes with earning a doctorate. 

All participants stressed the importance of mentorship 
as a helpful resource in their programs. A participant who 
had graduated recently shared ways her advisor was sup
portive specifically around her disability: 

My advisor asked how she could support me, validated 
my experience, and respected my autonomy and privacy 
by asking if there was anything she wanted me to share 
with our faculty regarding my struggle. She also asked if 
I would be interested in talking to another student she 
knows in the college with (same disability) for someone to 
talk about their experience being a relatively young Ph.D. 
student and having this condition and change in ability 
level. She has checked with me about how I’m doing and 
supports and advocates for me when I’m struggling. 

Another participant shared a detailed example of how 
they were able to connect with a network of other Deaf fac
ulty through a mentor not in their field who was willing to 
reach out to the student: 

There was another professor in my university completely 
outside of my field who was also Deaf, and she emailed me 
and said, “Would you like to go get coffee sometime and 
talk about strategies for teaching in a classroom?” So, I 
sat down and I talked with her and I went, “Holy crap! I’ve 
never met a Deaf faculty member!” 

Participants also shared there were supportive faculty 
that they were able to establish relationships with during 
their programs. A participant who was not treated well ini
tially by a statistics professor later stated that the instructor 
was very helpful to them when they needed assistance with 
their dissertation study. Another, who completed their 
Ph.D. several years ago, shared a clear example of a support
ive dissertation chair: 

My chair for my master’s thesis and my doctoral disser
tation was the same man. I called him all the time. He’d 
work through different issues with my work and process 
or whatever. I think that’s part of what made (university) 
so interesting. You know it’s very personalized to the stu
dent…they want you to succeed. 
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Another participant shared that, overall, their advisor 
and other faculty in their department were supportive and 
encouraging towards their doctoral students. The environ
ment of the department was described as welcoming, col
laborative, and inclusive: 

The graduate students and the professors worked very 
closely together. Really with all the professors in our de
partment there was very much an open-door policy. It 
wasn’t uncommon to walk by the graduate student offices 
and see a professor who had just popped in and sat down 
and started chatting with the grad student. So, it was an 
incredibly supportive environment. The friendships that I 
made within my cohort and with those students that were 
before me and after me, are friendships and connections 
that I will have for life. 

Financing the Doctoral Program 

All participants shared about the various financial re
sources they used to complete their programs. The veteran 
participant used his GI Bill, others received assistantships, 
and one used a government grant. Three had spouses that 
contributed resources and emotional support. One used 
student loans and work income to fund their online doctoral 
program coursework while they worked out of the country. 

Social Supports 

The participants in this study shared examples of a rich 
variety of social supports that included supportive relation
ships found in service work related to their cultural and 
professional identities. One participant stated they were 
partnering with another faculty member to reach out to dis
advantaged youth in their large urban community to pro
vide internship opportunities in education for graduate stu
dents in their departments. This participant shared that 
they were highly involved with faculty during their doctoral 
program in similar types of projects. Another participant 
shared that during their program they had a very supportive 
partner, now spouse, and friendship group that provided 
the emotional support they needed to progress through the 
program. They had worked in their field before returning to 
school to pursue the doctorate degree. They were currently 
active professionally in community groups, professional or
ganizations, and in conducting research with other profes
sionals in their field. 

Other participants shared examples of connections be
tween social support groups and personal and professional 
service work in their communities. The three participants 
who identified as being sober many years through Alco
holics Anonymous (AA) shared that they went to AA meet
ings during their programs. They shared that the AA com
munity was a big support during their doctoral programs, 
and they had continued to be active in AA, as well as other 
community organizations. 

Motivation 

Participants shared that their primary motivations to 
complete a doctoral degree were related to research, teach
ing, being a role model, and earning the recognition that 
comes with a doctoral degree. All participants shared that 

the main reason for pursuing a doctoral degree was to teach 
or do research, or both. One shared that witnessing an in
effective teacher for youth with disabilities while they were 
working in a school after earning their master’s degree was 
a big motivation to go back into academia, to work with stu
dents who would be going out into the field to teach. Most 
participants shared they had worked in their field after com
pleting a master’s degree, and wanted the opportunity to 
have an impact on students who would be going out into 
their fields to teach and work as a professor and mentor. 

One participant shared that, even though they had sig
nificant struggles completing their doctoral program sev
eral years ago, they had been highly successful in their aca
demic career and felt good about the work they were doing 
because of the opportunities that the degree had afforded 
them. They shared, “I think on one level I love what I do, so 
work and play is kind of combined. So, when I go to prepare 
a lecture I think, ‘oh this is such an exciting concept. I can’t 
wait to teach it’.” 

Other participants shared motivations for doing research 
that were tied to their specific interest areas. One recent 
graduate stated he wanted to teach and continue to exam
ine military policy around LGBTQ+ rights, “to do research 
in fields that there needs to be more research done in. and 
I think a lot of my future research will be military just be
cause I’ve had the experience.” 

Another participant shared he felt he needed to go to the 
highest level in academia to realize his full potential and to 
be a role model for other family members: 

I have cousins who I kind of see more as nieces and a 
nephew that have only seen kind of one side of life, and 
our parents—their mother and my mother went to junior 
college but never completed their undergrad work, and I 
wanted them to see that someone in our family could con
tinue and achieve post graduate level work, and to be able 
to explain to them that they’re no different than myself, 
and to continue on regardless of what’s going on around 
them. 

A participant also shared specific motivations related to 
their status as a role model for others with visual impair
ments. One participant who was completing dissertation re
quirements articulated clearly the importance of achieving 
what society does not support or expect for individuals with 
disabilities: 

I thought my Ph.D. would open more doors. But I’m not 
gonna lie—the second motivation, people don’t expect me 
to go get a Ph.D. Society has low expectations for me be
cause I am disabled. So that kind of fueled my fire to go 
get one. Because people with disabilities are underrepre
sented in higher education. 

A doctoral degree is a measure of success and one partic
ipant, who wanted to use the degree to teach, also shared 
they were motivated to reach the goal of obtaining the high
est degree possible in academia. “The high achiever in me 
wanted to achieve a Ph.D. The perfectionist in me wanted a 
Ph.D. because it is an indicator of success.” 
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Leveraging Lived Experience as a Skill Set 

The final common theme found in the experiences of the 
participants was the possession of rich life experiences that 
could be shared with students and colleagues. All described 
ways in which they were able to use their personal experi
ences in their work. For example, one participant was teach
ing graduate students who were earning their teaching cer
tificates. They stated they were able to share while teaching 
classes such personal experiences in managing their own 
disability, their experiences as a K-12 instructor, and in
formation about special education that their students did 
not necessarily receive anywhere else in their program. An
other had focused research efforts on interventions to make 
math education more accessible to youth with visual im
pairments. 

One participant shared an especially rich history of ser
vice in various capacities in relation to several aspects of 
their intersectional identities: 

I taught for almost 18 years in public schools. And almost 
all the schools I taught in were in the ghettos and barrios 
of (major urban areas on the west coast) so I always 
worked with underserved people and children. I guess it 
really did help me define my beliefs and gave me strategies 
to work with up-and-coming teachers 

This participant had been mentoring and teaching stu
dents earning their teaching certificates at a state university 
in a large urban area on the west coast for several years. 

One participant shared how they had contributed to ed
ucation in psychiatric rehabilitation during their career: 

In my career, I worked with a wide range of different types 
of disabilities and some of the people I worked with had 
psychiatric disabilities, some had developmental disabili
ties, I also worked with a number of people who were blind 
and visually impaired over the years. I really turned my 
attention to psychiatric disability as it impacted me…as I 
became more interested in it as a phenomenon, now all my 
research and all my teaching is focused on psychiatric re
habilitation. 

Participants also shared about how their own doctoral 
experiences had influenced the way in which they sup
ported their students pursuing this degree: 

I know as a professor I am a whole lot more attentive to 
my doctoral students than anyone ever was to me as a 
student. And that’s all based on my own bad experience 
with it. And hopefully I’m able to help them make better 
choices. Because you don’t know what you don’t know. 

One participant, who was completing dissertation re
quirements, observed they had an ability to act as an advo
cate and educator about disability, intersectional identities, 
and access to course material within their program because 
of the life experience they brought to their doctoral pro
gram: 

To be honest I feel like I’m giving my professors education 
on disability and having them examine what they think 
they know. Also, I’m providing an opportunity to put uni
versal design to the test because before they see me they 
don’t think they need to do anything, so I kind of force 

them to create a more inclusive environment. I feel like 
professors don’t think about the intersectionality of iden
tities. For example, being a disabled woman. 

Another participant, who was working in the private sec
tor and completing dissertation requirements, shared how 
their own personal experiences had influenced their work in 
advocating for workers as a manager. “I believe that I con
tributed because of my life experience, and it has to do with 
the voices of underrepresented groups being heard.” This 
participant shared a story about how they were able to im
pact policy to assist workers in getting fair compensation 
for living expenses while living abroad and working for the 
U.S. Military. 

Discussion 

The findings lend support to earlier research describing 
identity development, benefits of Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) for students with disabilities, the impor
tance of mentors, navigating family relationships, and us
ing lived experience as a skill set. The experiences shared by 
the participants in this study illustrated ways in which they 
felt a sense of inclusion and sustained the personal motiva
tion to persevere through a doctoral program. At the same 
time, their experiences also illustrated areas where strate
gies for access and inclusion need to be further developed. 
Stories emerged from the interviews that clearly captured 
the participants’ skills in navigating systems and situations, 
their supports and motivation to complete doctoral degree 
programs, and the results of being able to leverage their 
lived experience as a skill set. 

Identity is Fluid 

Azmitia and Thomas (2015) stated that one of the emerg
ing trends in the social and behavioral sciences is the con
cept of intersectionality as it relates to the development 
of self and identity. The experiences of these participants 
illustrate that identity is fluid and depends on context 
(Valentine, 2007). Although participants may have had sim
ilar experiences regarding access, these experiences were 
not dependent on their specific identities or personal char
acteristics. For example, the participants who identified as 
women did not always view this aspect of their identity in 
the same way regarding their experiences of inclusion in 
an academic environment. This supports what Museus and 
Griffin (2011) advocated for in their recommendations to 
incorporate an intersectional lens in educational research, 
rather than utilizing singular categories of cultural identi
ties. Using strategies that incorporate intersectional and so
cially inclusive frameworks when seeking to increase access 
shifts the focus on the environment and the responsibility 
to administrators and institutions. By seeking to increase 
access and inclusion in the academic environment, doctoral 
programs have the potential to welcome a wider diversity of 
students. 

Universal Design for Learning 

There is a growing body of evidence-based UDL tech
niques in math and science coursework at the K-12 level (K. 
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Rao et al., 2014). However, research is limited on specific 
strategies for math and science instruction for students 
with disabilities at the postsecondary education level, and 
even less literature exists that discusses specific strategies 
for statistics coursework instruction for students with dis
abilities at the graduate level (Black et al., 2014, 2015; 
CAST, 2021; Godfrey & Loots, 2015; Marson et al., 2013). 
Graduate students with disabilities and/or with other 
TUCGI may not be encouraged to pursue or participate in 
upper-level research methodology and statistics course
work if instructors are not knowledgeable about modifica
tions that can be utilized in course material and instruction 
to increase access to the information offered in these types 
of classes. 

One participant specifically shared recommendations for 
UDL techniques that can be incorporated into statistics 
coursework to increase access and inclusion, and all par
ticipants shared techniques they utilized to complete their 
statistics coursework successfully that included elements of 
UDL. One aspect of UDL is to provide students with multi
ple means of engagement. This enhances the “affective net
work” in learning, assisting students to develop self-deter
mination and pride in accomplishment, and increases the 
degree to which they feel connected to their learning (CAST, 
2021). Several participants noted the benefits of forming 
study groups for their statistics coursework. Some sought 
out faculty or statistics resource centers on their campus for 
further help with connecting their specific research inter
ests with the statistical analyses appropriate for their inter
ests. 

Navigating Relationships 

The responses from the participants related to navigat
ing relationships with faculty, navigating required statistics 
coursework, securing accommodations, and navigating re
lationships with family members supported the existing lit
erature. Authors have discussed this type of navigation as a 
learning process (Jairam & Kahl, 2012; Rockinson-Szapkiw 
& Spaulding, 2014). The participants with significant dis
abilities shared experiences that illustrated well the barriers 
to access that exist in statistics coursework. Their experi
ences showed that the problems they experienced receiving 
accommodations were not associated with their requests at 
their disability resource centers, but rather were difficulties 
and bullying they experienced with instructors who were 
not open to, knowledgeable about, or experienced with pro
viding the requested accommodations in their classes. Re
searchers found that 74% of the graduate students surveyed 
shared they felt they had experienced some form of bul
lying from faculty members during their graduate student 
experience (Martin et al., 2015). Some of the experiences 
shared by the participants around seeking accommodations 
in their statistics coursework are examples of what Martin 
et al. (2015) described as belittling, discrimination, and ha
rassment. 

Research exists on the experiences of youth with disabil
ities in the transition from high school to undergraduate-
level higher education (Test et al., 2009). Specific research 
on access to graduate-level statistics coursework for all stu
dents including those with disabilities is scarce, but there is 

a growing body of research on access to STEM coursework 
in K-12 education and access to higher education in gen
eral (Black et al., 2014, 2015; CAST, 2021; Mole, 2013; K. 
Rao et al., 2014). Researchers have explored extensively the 
attitudinal barriers students with disabilities experience in 
undergraduate-level higher education, which has included 
discussion of the willingness of faculty to provide accom
modations in their classes (S. Rao, 2004). 

The difficulties living as a woman with more than one 
TUCGI shared by one of the participants supported what 
was found in the literature (Liasidou, 2013). The way that 
one woman participant stayed in communication and nav
igated the relationships in her large extended family mir
rored the recommendations that Jairam and Kahl (2012) 
discussed in their study of the importance of social supports 
during the process of earning a doctoral degree. These au
thors recommended explaining the process to family mem
bers throughout the doctoral program so they understand 
the process and can continue to be supportive in ways that 
are helpful. 

Mentors, Social Supports, and Service 

Mentors and supportive faculty have been important for 
graduate students with disabilities (Collins, 2015; Damiani 
& Harbour, 2015). Jairam and Kahl (2012) documented ex
amples of social supports that were found to be helpful to 
doctoral students in completing their degrees. They found 
the social supports of academic friends, supportive family 
members, and supportive faculty were crucial in helping 
doctoral students to cope with the stress of completing 
their degrees. Encouraging doctoral students to make con
nections with other faculty, other students with similar in
terests, and other resources on campus can assist with de
veloping an interest in statistics and an ability to increase 
their research skills, rather than viewing statistics classes as 
something difficult and foreign that needs to be endured as 
part of their program. 

Gaining support and encouragement from mentors was 
another important, common experience shared by the par
ticipants. Again, the support of mentors further enhances 
a student’s connection to their learning experiences during 
their doctoral program and increases connections to other 
experts in their fields. For students living with significant 
disabilities, it did not seem to matter that a mentor was 
somebody specifically from their field. The Deaf participant 
shared that it was very important to them to connect with 
another Deaf faculty person, even though they were in dif
ferent fields, because this helped them with practical issues 
around communication in classroom instruction and to gain 
social support of other faculty in similar situations. 

Galanter et al. (2013) documented the importance of ser
vice as a means to stay connected with others, and support 
recovery from substance use disorders. One participant was 
reaching out to other veterans who were in treatment for 
substance use disorders. One stated he worked with other 
recovering alcoholics as a sponsor, and also did volunteer 
work with non-profit groups that serve gay men in the com
munity. One participant shared he was a vice president of 
a non-profit that served men living with HIV/AIDS during 
his doctoral program; his work with this group provided him 
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with an opportunity to conduct research for his dissertation 
study. These examples not only illustrate the importance of 
social supports to help with personal stress, but they are ex
amples of how these types of relationships can assist with 
finding meaningful research and other professional oppor
tunities in the community—opportunities that might not be 
found if limited to faculty or other students in their imme
diate academic programs and that might not provide the so
cial and professional connections that are most meaningful. 

Lived Experience 

Lived experience with a disability can provide one with 
an exceptional professional skill set, and professionals with 
lived experience are sought out in both work and academic 
settings (Happell et al., 2015; Van Manen, 2015). All partic
ipants shared ways in which their lived experience was im
pacting their professional work in a positive way. 

The opportunity to be a role model for others with dis
abilities can have significant impacts. The employment rate 
of people with disabilities is approximately 18%, compared 
to non-disabled individuals of whom over 62% are em
ployed (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021). Persevering 
through a graduate program can result in a significant fi
nancial gain for a person with a disability. A graduate de
gree opens up more career opportunities at higher salaries 
(Torpey, 2019). Serving as a role model in this capacity can 
provide others with the motivation to pursue higher acade
mic work and reach higher career goals. 

Recommendations 

It is imperative that graduate students with disabilities 
be provided with opportunities to develop relationships 
with mentors and other supportive faculty. Overall, barriers 
to access, as described by the participants, had more to 
do with environments and less to do with specific charac
teristics, knowledge, aptitudes, or identities. It would ap
pear from the experiences shared in this study that increas
ing education in UDL principles and techniques for faculty 
and administrators in doctoral programs would increase ac
cess and inclusion for students in doctoral programs. This 
is what has been recommended by progressive disability re
source center administrators in higher education settings 
(Mole, 2013). Inclusion of all students is supported when 
instructors incorporate UDL principles and techniques in 
their classes. Again, focusing on the academic environment 

supports the social model framework of disability, as well 
as an intersectional theory framework. Rather than em
phasizing individual responsibility to find accommodations 
and modifications in locations outside the classroom or on 
strategies focused on specific identities or characteristics of 
individual students, administrators who promote the social 
model in higher education settings advocate for the inclu
sion of all students in classroom environments. 

Limitations 

Fein et al. (2003) suggested a “legend of cautions” when 
writing the results of a qualitative study. Readers should 
not assume that individuals with characteristics similar to 
the participants’ cultural identities or disability types would 
have similar experiences to the participants. We cannot 
generalize findings in qualitative studies, and the hope is 
that readers realize that each participant’s experiences were 
a sum of a variety of influences and processes. 

Conclusion 

This study was one of the first to document how doctoral 
students with disabilities who also have additional TUCGI 
experienced the successes and challenges of earning a doc
toral degree, as they prepared to do research and teaching 
in their chosen fields. This study yielded multiple examples 
of doctoral-level students’ struggles to receive accommoda
tions and complete statistics coursework because of a lack 
of experience and knowledge of their instructors regarding 
working with students with disabilities or different learning 
styles. Studies that evaluate UDL techniques in graduate-
level coursework are needed to explore further how these 
techniques contribute to an inclusive, welcoming, collabo
rative environment for doctoral students. Additional stud
ies that explore intersectionality theory as it relates to dis
ability and academia are needed. Institutional policy that 
promotes accommodations for students with disabilities is 
insufficient. Disability awareness must be included in any 
institution-wide faculty and staff development training on 
the topic of diversity and inclusion, and UDL must be in
corporated at the graduate level in academia. Additional re
search is needed to document the experiences of other stu
dents with significant disabilities at the graduate level in 
access and inclusion in statistics coursework. 
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