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Attitudes of Counselor Educators Toward Persons With Disabilities 

 

The increase in the enrollment of students with disabilities in postsecondary 

institutions requires faculty to become familiar with the issues which emerge during the 

educational career of students with disabilities. Students with disabilities now comprise a 

substantial population in higher education, and it is of growing interest to counselor 

educators how students with disabilities are being perceived by faculty enrolled in their 

courses. It is especially important for counselor educators to fully understand the 

interplay of dynamics between attitudes and programmatic standards to enhance the 

educational experience of students with disabilities. 

Research indicates that persons with disabilities who successfully complete 

college can expect careers and incomes comparable to those of their non-disabled peers, 

and it is also suggested that educational achievement is the most effective means for 

individuals with disabilities to achieve financial independence and equality (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2000). Literature suggests that students with disabilities in 

higher education encounter biases, stereotypes, and a lack of social support which impede 

their educational achievement (Lynch & Gussel, 1996), and in higher education, faculty 

attitudes toward students with disabilities may be a determining factor in their academic 

success. Rao (2004) states “attitudinal barriers are recognized widely as an impediment to 

success of persons with disabilities” (p. 191), and Zascavage and Keefe (2004) further 

suggest attitude barriers are exhibited via reduced expectations and limiting of 

opportunities; this may be assumed to greatly impact the student‟s self-esteem and self-

efficacy within the classroom.  

 

The ADA and Section 504 in Postsecondary Education  

Of all the legislation which currently advocates for the fair and equal treatment of 

persons with disabilities, two pieces are primarily referenced in regards to students in 

postsecondary education. 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is a civil rights law designed to 

prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability in programs and activities, public and 
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private, receiving federal financial assistance, such as postsecondary institutions 

(Kidsource Online, Inc., 1997). This law prohibits discrimination based on disability in 

all institutions that receive federal funds, including most colleges and universities, and 

mandates the following requirements regarding postsecondary education institutions and 

students with disabilities: a) access to facilities and activities; b) admission policies and 

practices which do not discriminate on the basis of disability, c) testing procedures with 

appropriate accommodations, and d) provision of auxiliary aids and services (Jarrow, 

1993). 

Closely related to Section 504 is the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 

1990), which extends the mandate for nondiscrimination on the basis of disability to the 

private sector and the nonfederal public sector (i.e., state and local governments). The 

ADA definition of a person with a disability refers to “someone with a physical or mental 

impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities.” A person is 

considered to be disabled if he or she a) has a disability as documented by a physician; b) 

has a record of the disability; or c) is regarded as having the disability. Postsecondary 

schools are required by the ADA (1990) to provide equal opportunities for students with 

disabilities; the institutions typically agree to pay for many academic-specific 

accommodations, such as removing architectural barriers from classrooms and providing 

computer software designed to assist disabled students on campus (Hebel, 2001).  

Among the umbrella of legislation which promotes postsecondary success among 

students with disabilities, the ADA and Section 504 are referenced most often regarding 

the protection of the educational rights of these students. In conjunction, Counselor 

Education standards promote the awareness of diversity and advocacy efforts for policies, 

programs, and services that are equitable and responsive to the unique needs of 

postsecondary students, and are inclusive of a comprehensive understanding of the 

applications of multicultural competencies to the disabled student population (Council for 

Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs [CACREP], 2009).  

 Theoretical orientation. Yuker (1988) suggested that the belief systems and 

value structures of individuals without disabilities also influence attitudes and reactions 

toward persons with disabilities. He suggested that those who place great importance on a 

disability may ignore individual characteristics and focus only on the level of difference or 

inferiority. While no current studies address this concept, this is important to counselor 

trainees who will work with various types of disabilities in practice. 

In a survey study designed to examine types of therapeutic interventions utilized 

by rehabilitation counselors in the State of Wisconsin, Fier (1999) found that 26% of the 

counselors surveyed prefer an eclectic or general theoretical orientation, 24% prefer a 

behavioral approach, and 22% favor a client-centered orientation. Bishop and Richards 

(1984) suggest from their research that mental health counselors who are humanistically 

oriented judged their clients as having more severe educational problems and were more 

anxious than did counselors who were cognitively oriented.  

Frye (2005) reports that school counselors indicate a preference for activities from 

any of the existing counseling theories, such as Adlerian/play (Corey, 1996; Seligman, 

2001), brief/solution focused (Amatea, 1989; Thompson & Littrell, 1998), person-

centered (Goor, McKnab, & Davison-Aviles, 1995; Williams & Lair, 1991), or reality 

choice theories (Garcia, Krankowski, & Jones, 1998), but maintained that they were 

choosing counseling activities based on the activity specifically, and not based on a 
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particular counseling theory. Each of the school counselors surveyed in the study 

advocated the use of an eclectic approach when working with students with disabilities. 

Frye concludes that, in general, school counselors meet the personal/social needs of 

students with disabilities through an eclectic counseling approach.  

Discipline and specialty area. Due to the paucity of research in the area of 

attitudes toward persons with disabilities and various disciplines within the field of 

counseling, research discussed here will include those studies available. 

Efforts to enhance attitudes of teachers and students majoring in various areas 

of education toward disabled students have yielded mixed results (Chubon, 1982). 

Although some attitude change programs seemed to produce the desired results 

(Chubon, 1982; Harasymiw & Home, 1975; Kiernan, 1974; Lazar, Orpet & Demos, 

1976; Morton, 1977; Shaw & Gillung, 1975), others have produced no changes 

(Kuhn, 1971; Parish, Eads, Reece, & Piscitello, 1977; Wilson & Alcorn, 1969; 

Zukerman, 1975), and in some instances, mixed and negative changes (Chubon, 

1982; Fenton, 1974; Martinez, 1977; Shotel, Iano & McGettigan, 1972; Warren, 

Turner & Brody, 1964). Chubon (1982) suggests that there is also some indication 

that teacher attitudes may vary with different disabilities, and, therefore, differences in 

focus among the studies may explain some of the variation in outcomes. 

The American School Counselor Association maintains ethical standards issued 

regarding school counselor involvement with students of diverse backgrounds: “The 

school counselor acquires educational, consultation and training experiences to improve 

awareness, knowledge, skills and effectiveness in working with diverse populations: 

ethnic/racial status, age, economic status, special needs, English as a Second Language, 

migration status, sexual orientation, gender, gender identity/expression, family type, 

religious/spiritual identity and appearance” (ASCA, 2004). This statement does not 

address disabilities specifically, and does not differentiate between „special needs‟ and 

differential abilities in students, clients, and colleagues. Despite an acknowledged need 

for education to increase school counselor competence, most school counselor education 

programs currently do not require either specific coursework related to students with 

disabilities or practical experiences with those students (Korinek & Prillaman, 1992).  

Milsom (2002) evaluated this concept by surveying approximately 400 members 

of the American Counseling Association (ACA) who indicated that they were employed 

in schools (elementary, middle, or high) to examine how prepared school counselors felt 

overall to provide services to students with disabilities. Results showed that in general, 

the school counselors indicated feeling “somewhat prepared” overall to provide services 

to students with disabilities and to perform specific activities for those students. 

Additionally, Hitchings et al. (2001) found only 8% of the participating college students 

with learning disabilities indicated having met with a school counselor during high school 

to discuss coursework and requirements for applying to college. 

Korinek and Prillaman (1992) found that while 68% of school counseling 

programs indicated that their programs would have to be altered to better prepare 

graduates to work with students with disabilities, only 11% had plans to make changes. 

Milsom (2002) also found many school counselors reported not being involved in 

providing transition planning services for students with disabilities. Of participants in her 

national study, only 68% of high school counselors reported assisting with transition 

plans for students with disabilities. 
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Frye (2005) examined how three elementary school counselors met the 

personal/social needs of students with disabilities using an ethnographic interview 

method of qualitative inquiry. The school counselors in this study reported actively 

seeking out ways that students with disabilities could participate in counseling activities 

that would be helpful to them. Grigsby (1990), however, found in an evaluation of school 

counselors‟ involvement with students with disabilities that while school counselors felt 

they were important in meeting the personal/social needs of students with disabilities, 

they also reported having little desire to work with these students. 

 

Purpose for the Study 

 

Despite the passing of laws such as ADA (1990) and Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973, which have increased postsecondary enrollment and 

graduation rates of students with disabilities, current literature and research suggest a 

relationship between attitudes of faculty and educational success of students with 

disabilities (Lynch & Gussel, 1996). By assessing the attitudes of counselor educators 

toward students with disabilities and identifying variables contributing to existing 

attitudes, the following areas may be more strongly addressed in training programs: (a) 

classroom instruction, (b) evaluation methods, (c) course development, and (d) enhanced 

multicultural counseling competency.  

 

Method 

 

Research Questions 

The researcher investigated to what extent the attitudes of counselor educators are 

related to theoretical orientation and discipline/specialty within counselor education: a) Is 

there a significant difference by primary theoretical orientation in attitude toward persons 

with disabilities among counselor educators, and b) Is there a significant difference by 

discipline/specialty in attitude toward persons with disabilities among counselor 

educators? 

 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses for the study focused on significant differences between two 

variables and attitude toward persons with disabilities of counselor educators: a) There is 

a significant difference by primary theoretical orientation in attitude toward persons with 

disabilities among counselor educators, and b) There is a significant difference by 

discipline/specialty in attitude toward persons with disabilities among counselor 

educators.  

 

Participants 

All participants in this study were counselor educators employed in CACREP 

accredited counselor education programs and members of the CESNET-L listserv. Of the 

900 counselor educators invited to participate, there was a response rate of 6% (n= 56).  
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Instrumentation 

 Scale of Attitudes toward Disabled Persons (SADP). The Scale of Attitudes 

toward Disabled Persons (SADP; Antonak, 1981) was used to assess attitudes of 

participants toward persons with disabilities. Antonak and Livneh (1988) suggest that the 

convenience of the SADP, together with the available data on its validity, reliability, and 

structure, support the usefulness of the scale by researchers and practitioners in 

rehabilitation and related fields.  

The SADP, a 24-item summated rating scale, requires the respondent to rate each 

statement on a 6-point Likert-type scale, ranging from –3, to signify “I disagree very 

much,” through +3, to signify “I agree very much.” No neutral response option is 

provided. Directions to the respondent are printed on the questionnaire form together 

with a response key (Antonak & Livneh, 1988). With permission from the author, the 

SADP-R Personal Information Form (Antonak, 1981) was modified to incorporate the 

demographic variables of the participants in the current study. 

 

Procedure 

 

A formal invitation letter was electronically sent to subscribers of the CESNET-L 

listserv, inviting participants to respond to the study between October 1 and 31, 2006. 

This invitation described the purpose of the study, the procedures involved, limits to 

confidentiality, and the anticipated risks and benefits of the study. The letter also 

included an informed consent section which informed participants that they would give 

their implied consent to participate in the study by electronically navigating to the 

internet survey and electronically submitting their results. The responses were 

automatically transitioned into a secure database stored in the SNAP 8 survey software 

system. Data were then converted into an SPSS statistical format for analysis. An 

incentive for the participants was the participation in a research project designed to 

increase knowledge, diversity, and multicultural awareness within counselor education 

programs, as well as information that can be utilized in further developing educational 

training, course development, and comprehensive assessment techniques. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Demographic Data 

All participants in this study were counselor educators employed in CACREP 

accredited counselor education programs and members of the CESNET-L listserv. Of the 

900 Counselor Educators invited to participate, there was a response rate of 6% (n= 56).  
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Table 1 

Frequencies and Valid Percentages by Theoretical Orientation and One’s 

Discipline/Specialty within Counselor Education  
 

Variable    Group               N         Percent 

Theoretical Orientation  Psychodynamic  3    5% 

Adlerian  7  13% 

Gestalt  1    2% 

REBT  1    2% 

Person-Centered  11  20% 

Cognitive Behavioral  18  32% 

Systems  10  18% 

                                                Reality  2    4% 

Discipline/Specialty  Career 2    4% 

 School 20 36% 

 Marriage and Family 5    9% 

College 6  11% 

Community 21  38% 

                                                Rehabilitation 1    2% 

Total  56 100% 
 

Results 
 

The research design for this study was an ex post facto survey design with four 

research hypotheses. Descriptive statistics summarized the questionnaire responses and 

organized the data obtained from the sample, including the mean, standard deviation, and 

frequency. In addition to descriptive statistics, inferential statistics were used with a 

probability level of .05.  
 

Table 2 

Statistical Analysis Categories by Variable 
 

Variable    Survey Category         Statistical Category 

Theoretical Orientation  Psychodynamic  Adlerian 

Adlerian  Person-Centered 

Gestalt  Cognitive Behavioral 

REBT  Systems 

Person-Centered   

Cognitive Behavioral   

Systems   

                                                Reality   

Discipline/Specialty  Career School  

 School Community 

 Marriage and Family  

College  

Community  

                                                Rehabilitation  
Note: Combinations were used for analysis due to lack of responses in some categories.  
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Primary Theoretical Orientation 

Hypothesis 1 stated that there is a difference by primary theoretical orientation in 

attitude toward persons with disabilities among counselor educators. A one-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) was conducted to determine significant differences by theoretical 

orientation. Categories which received fewer than five responses were omitted from 

analysis (Psychodynamic; Gestalt; REBT; Reality). ANOVA results did not reveal a 

significant difference by theoretical orientation and attitude toward persons with 

disabilities among counselor educators. Table 10 presents a summary of analysis of 

variance for theoretical orientation and attitude toward persons with disabilities among 

counselor educators. 

 

Table 3 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for Theoretical Orientation and Attitude Toward 

Persons With Disabilities Among Counselor Educators 
 

Theoretical Orientation N       M          SD 

Adlerian 7  5.48  .17  

Person-Centered 11  5.26  .57  

Cognitive Behavioral 18  5.24  .46  

Systems 10  5.42  .22  

 SS  df MS F-value P-value Eta
2
 

Between Groups .43 3 .14 .81 .50 .05 

Within Groups 7.50 42 .18 

Total   7.91    45 

 

Discipline/Specialty 

Hypothesis 2 stated there is a difference by discipline/specialty in attitude toward 

persons with disabilities among counselor educators. A one-way analysis of variance 

(ANOVA) was conducted to determine significant differences by discipline/specialty. 

Categories which received fewer than ten responses were omitted from analysis (Career; 

Marriage and Family; College; Gerontology; Rehabilitation). ANOVA results did not 

reveal a significant difference by discipline/specialty and attitude toward persons with 

disabilities among counselor educators. Table 4 presents a summary of analysis of 

variance for discipline/specialty and attitude toward persons with disabilities among 

counselor educators. 

 

Table 4 

Summary of Analysis of Variance for Discipline/Specialty Area and Attitude Toward 

Persons With Disabilities Among Counselor Educators 
 

Discipline/Specialty N       M          SD 

School   20  5.30  .48  

Community  21  5.38  .35  

 SS  df MS F-value P-value Eta
2
 

Between Groups .06 1 .06 .34 .56 .01 

Within Groups 6.75 39 .17 

Total 6.81 40 
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Discussion 

 

This study demonstrates no significant differences between theoretical orientation 

and discipline/specialty and attitudes toward persons with disabilities among counselor 

educators. Overall, neither suggested hypothesis was supported by the data collected 

from this study. Again, there is a paucity of research in these areas, and these findings 

encourage future research in this area to establish under what circumstances a difference 

may exist. 

Hypothesis 1 stated that there is a difference by primary theoretical orientation in 

attitude toward persons with disabilities among counselor educators. The analysis did not 

reveal a difference by primary theoretical orientation in attitude toward persons with 

disabilities among counselor educators. Among those theoretical orientations included in 

the analysis, no specific theoretical orientation was more influential than the others on 

attitude toward persons with disabilities among counselor educators. The results of this 

analysis conflict with findings of Bishop and Richards (1984), who report that mental 

health counselors with a humanistic-oriented approach have less positive attitudes than 

those who are cognitively-oriented.  

Hypothesis 2 stated there is a difference by discipline/specialty in attitude toward 

persons with disabilities among counselor educators. The analysis did not reveal a 

difference by discipline/specialty in attitude toward persons with disabilities among 

counselor educators. These results are consistent with findings by Palmerton and 

Frumkin (1969) who found that college counselors‟ knowledge of disability issues is 

not correlated with attitude toward persons with disabilities. Other research, however, 

indicates conflicting findings. For example, LeMay (1968) found that counselor 

education trainees demonstrate “enlightened” attitudes regarding persons with 

disabilities, and attitudes of rehabilitation counselors were found to be positively 

correlated with successful case outcomes (Krauft, Rubin, Cook & Bozarth, 1976), though 

Grigsby (1990) reports that school counselors have limited desire to work with students 

with disabilities. Since research in this area does not specifically address the impact of 

discipline/specialty on attitude, future research may include a specific emphasis in this 

area. 

 

Implications for Counselor Educators 

 

These results are assisting counselor educators, CACREP coordinators, and other 

stakeholders of the counseling profession in understanding the need for assessment of 

variables which contribute to attitudes toward persons with disabilities, and help the 

profession more fully understand the need for training, awareness, and education on this 

topic among counseling trainees. The results of this study heighten the awareness of 

factors which influence attitude among counselor educators and generate directions for 

future research in the area of disability issues and attitudes.  

It is important for counselor educators to understand the factors which are 

influential on attitudes toward persons with disabilities. The continued development of 

comprehensive curricula and educator awareness of biases which influence the learning 

of disabled students in the classroom contributes to excellence in practice consistent with 

CACREP (2009) standards. Further exploration into this topic by counselor educators 
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increases programmatic sensitivity to the inclusion of disability awareness in 

multicultural curricula included in training programs, and because of the importance of 

diversity issues and educational curricula within accredited counselor education 

programs, it is necessary to engage in the assessment of attitudes of counselor educators 

toward persons with disabilities as an essential part of this curricula. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 

When considering further research into this growing area, one consideration is the 

6% response rate. This unexpectedly low rate may be indicative of a lack of interest in 

this issue among the invited participants or factors associated with the characteristics of 

the sample population. The researcher suggests that future studies should explore the 

depth of interest in this topic and associated issues among counselor educators, and to 

what extent their academic and professional training may have impacted their level of 

interest. Further additional research involving a larger sample of counselor educators may 

enhance a more representative sample, and future researchers are encouraged to broaden 

the categories used in this study to address a wider and more accurate representation of 

the population under study, including those in ethnicity and gender. 

The instrument utilized in this study may also be a consideration. The researcher 

used the Scale of Attitudes toward Disabled Persons (Antonak, 1981). Antonak and 

Livneh (1988) promote the usefulness of the scale by researchers and practitioners in 

rehabilitation and related fields. This scale, however, is a self-report measure utilized in 

an electronic format, and is therefore subject to social-desirability responses; question 

order effects; and primacy or regency effects. Antonak and Livneh (2000) suggest that 

traditional overt and obtrusive methods used to measure targeted attitudes may interfere 

with responses when the attitude referent is socially sensitive and where conscious or 

unconscious mechanisms may impact those responses.  
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