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FIGURE 11 

Institutional dissemination of resources for international students 
with disabilities 

providing resources about disability services in a 
number of formats is important as institutions look to 
make this information broadly accessible. 

Many institutions noted that information dissemination 
about disability services to international students 
was through in-person engagement. Most colleges and 
universities provided this information at orientations 
for all students on campuses (55 percent), and just over 
a third (37 percent) provided dedicated sessions 
about disability services during international student 
orientations. As international students may not have the 
same familiarity with the concepts around disabilities 
and disability rights in the United States, many colleges 
and universities cited having sessions on disabilities 
during orientations, providing campus tours that 
included showing students where the disability office 
was, introducing the disability support office team to 
international students, and providing explanations of 
facilities and resources, such as ADHD coaching and 
sensory rooms. Another way of engaging with students in 
person is through student services or academic support 
fairs, which nearly half of responding colleges and 
universities noted (46 percent). 

Given the accessibility of online information coupled with 
concerns for student privacy, a majority of responding 
institutions also noted developing dedicated websites to 
provide information on disability resources and services 
(65 percent), while a smaller proportion of institutions 
also promoted resources through social media channels 
(15 percent) and websites dedicated specially for 
international students related to disability resources (3 
percent). This level of online outreach can begin before a 
student arrives on campus through welcome messages to 
admitted students that introduce the disability resources 
and notes institutional commitments to diversity, equity, 
access, and inclusion (MIUSA, n.d., A Sign). 

65 percent of institutions 
noted developing dedicated 
websites to provide information 
on disability resources and 
services. 
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“That’s often going to happen at a level where there is a personal connection, because they 
don’t know the accessibility coordinator. They’re not going to immediately go there if they’re 
coming from a culture where that’s stigmatized or is frowned upon, or they don’t even 
know that those services exist. Because again, if they’re getting that information during 
orientation, it’s just so much information, you’re jet-lagged, it’s not going to stick. And again, 
if these are words that you’re not familiar with, if you hear the word accommodation but 
English is not your frst language, you might be thinking apartment or hotel.” 

At the same time, over a third of colleges and universities 
(37 percent) noted the continued investment in printed 
resources for students, including flyers or business 
cards, giving students another way to access information 
at a later time. Institutions also cited other ways of 
engagement, including disability services information 
included on all faculty syllabi, in required first-year 
classes, and in international student newsletters. 

Both interview participants and survey respondents 
noted peer networks’ significant value in assisting 
international students with disabilities. Other students, 
who may have faced similar obstacles, can often be 
excellent resources for having open conversations about 
shared experiences, providing information on how to 
access resources, and creating an understanding of 
how to advocate for their needs. As such, several colleges 
and universities noted the establishment of student-led 
campus organizations or peer groups related to disabilities 
(15 percent) or facilitating small group discussions about 
disabilities with international students (9 percent). 
Another creative way of developing peer understanding 
noted by 9 percent of institutions was hiring international 
students to work in the disability services office, which 
may increase engagement, promote understanding, 
and reduce stigmas across these two cohorts of students 
on campus. 

While not specific to international students, respondents 
and articles have noted the importance of spaces 
dedicated to students with disabilities (Weintraub, 2020; 
Herder, 2022; Elmore et al., n.d.). Approximately 13 

9 percent of responding 
institutions noted hiring 
international students to work 
in the disability services offce 
to increase engagement, 
promote undertanding, and 
reduce stigmas. 

percent of institutions noted having a disability cultural 
center, which is often a physical space where students 
can come together to share experiences and develop 
pride in a disability identity and culture. Others also 
noted the development of sensory rooms that provide 
aids for neurodiverse students and allow students 
to relax. 

As institutions work to make supports available and 
accessible to international students with disabilities, it 
is important to work collaboratively across departments 
to provide these students with information on the 
many accommodations and services available. When 
institutions bear in mind the unique barriers that 
international students may face coming from different 
cultural contexts and recognize the need to make 
information available through a multitude of approaches, 
they help international students with disabilities access 
resources that can serve them well while on campus. 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 

Across the United States, many colleges and universities have a renewed 
focus on ensuring an inclusive environment for the diverse array of students 
on their campus, including serving international students with disabilities. 

This research contributes to a critical initial understanding for 
leaders and practitioners in the fields of both international 
education and disability services on the availability of data 
about international students with disabilities at U.S. higher 
education institutions. It further contributes to the knowledge 
that more than 1,600 international students with disclosed 
disabilities attended U.S. colleges and universities in 2021/22. 

As institutions work to better understand and serve this 
population, continued focus on this topic is necessary to 
collect institutional data, recognize barriers that interna-
tional students with disabilities may encounter, and 
develop resources that can help international students 
with disabilities have a positive and enriching experience 
in the United States. Based on the insights from institu-
tions and organizations noted throughout this report, key 
recommendations are listed below as the field works to 
support international students with disabilities. 

This research contributes to the knowledge 
that more than 1,600 international students 
with disclosed disabilities were supported 
by colleges and universities in 2021/22. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Increase academic research and national 
data collection initiatives on international 
students with disabilities. 

This report provides a robust analysis based on a sample 
of U.S. institutions surveyed and qualitative interviews. 
To understand the broader population of international 
students with disabilities across the United States, the 
field needs further and sustained research on this topic, 
particularly as institutions build data collection 
processes. It is recommended that a question on 
international students with disabilities is added to the 
Open Doors International Student Census, which can track 
this information on a yearly basis and report on overall 
trends to the field. 

In addition to quantitative data provided through projects 
such as Open Doors, there continues to be the need for 
additional research on the perspectives of international 
students with disabilities, best practices for serving 
international students with disabilities, and the success of 
international students with disabilities in completing their 
programs of study. This continued research can elevate 
the perspectives of international students with disabilities 
so that institutions meet their needs and can show 
prospective international students with disabilities how 
the United States welcomes them within higher education. 

Encourage U.S. colleges and universities 
to create data collection protocols for 
international students with disabilities. 

As U.S. higher education institutions seek to serve all 
international students and all students with disabilities, 
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U.S. colleges and universities must continue to advance 
internal data collection on the intersection of these two 
populations, while safeguarding student data and taking 
privacy concerns into account. While this may take an 
initial investment in staff time and resources, it will yield 
a better understanding of this population of students on 
campus. Institutions can then use this information to 
advocate for international students with disabilities, 
allocate resources, and seek support to help these 
students succeed. 

Support collaboration across campus 
offices that serve students with disabilities 
and international students. 

While many U.S. institutions already have active 
collaborative efforts among offices that serve international 
students and those that serve students with disabilities, 
continuing to examine best practices for collaborative 
partnerships may expand outreach and support efforts. 
Developing institutionalized plans for consistent interoffice 
collaboration can improve support for international 
students with disabilities, increase training across teams 
on advising, and provide additional resources for 
international students on how disabilities are understood 
in the U.S. context and how to access disability services. 
Critically, through the development of plans that foster 
collaboration in a formalized manner, institutions can 
record best practices and institutional insights in the event 
of staff turnover. It may also be valuable for national 
organizations to support efforts to recognize and facilitate 
the sharing of best practices across institutions. 

Improve guidance from the U.S. Department of 
Homeland Security on reduced course load options 
for international students with disabilities. 

One of the key areas of need that U.S. institutions identified 
was the need for clarification related to international 
students with disabilities and their ability to pursue a 
reduced course load. While international students can take 
advantage of a reduced course load for illness or medical 

As the feld looks forward to the future, IIE 
remains committed to assisting U.S. higher 
education institutions through this research 
and continuing the conversation to support 
international students with disabilities. 

conditions for up to twelve months within a program, 
institutions would benefit from additional guidance from 
the U.S. Department of Homeland Security on how 
international students who may need longer-term 
accommodations can remain compliant on a student visa. 

Sustain dialogue on supporting 
international students with disabilities. 

As U.S. institutions work to build collaborative practices and 
provide innovative resources that serve international 
students with disabilities, it is imperative to continue to 
disseminate this information throughout the field. Continued 
dialogues on this topic can provide additional clarity and 
insights to practitioners in the field through resource guides, 
roundtable discussions, or conference panels. These forums 
for discussion will offer opportunities to share resources with 
professionals across both international student offices and 
disability offices. It is also critical to provide opportunities for 
professionals to ask questions and seek guidance from 
experts in the field as institutions build resources and 
circulate knowledge that can benefit all international 
students with disabilities. 

As the field looks forward to the future, IIE remains 
committed to assisting U.S. higher education institutions 
through this research and continuing the conversation to 
support international students with disabilities. 
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Appendix I: Additional Resources 

This report focused on the current ability of U.S. colleges 
and universities to collect and report data on international 
students with disabilities. For more information about best 
practices and resources for serving international students 
with disabilities, there are a number of resources available 
for practitioners working in international education. 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS AND DISABILITY 
Mobility International USA (MIUSA) is a disability-led 
nonprofit organization that is working “to empower people 
with disabilities around the world to achieve their human 
rights through international exchange and international 
development.” MIUSA supports the implementation of the 
U.S. Department of State’s Bureau of Educational and 
Cultural Affairs’ National Clearinghouse on Disability and 
Exchange (n.d., MIUSA National), which is designed to 
increase the participation of people with disabilities in 
international exchange between the United States and 
other countries. Resources include best practices for 
collecting data on students with disabilities, facilitating 
international student orientations to students who are 
disabled, and collaborating between international 
exchange and disability services offices. 

• www.miusa.org 

Advising International Students with Disabilities (2020) is a 
report authored by Cory Owen and published by NAFSA: 
Association of International Educators to provide practitioners 
with resources on how to work with international students 
with disabilities in the United States. This report provides 
information on visible and invisible disabilities, academic and 
facilities accommodations, on-campus collaborations, service 
animals, and insurance. 

• www.nafsa.org 

EducationUSA Resources for Students with Disabilities 
provides a list of resources and information for prospective 
international students with disabilities interested in 
studying in the United States. 

• https://educationusa.state.gov/resources-students-disabilities 

DISABILITY RESOURCES 
Association on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) 
is a leading professional membership association for 
individuals committed to equity for persons with 
disabilities in higher education. 

• www.ahead.org 

National Center for College Students with Disabilities is a 
federally funded center for U.S. higher education students 
with disabilities, supported by the University of Minnesota’s 
Institute on Community Integration and AHEAD. It includes 
a clearinghouse of information for students, research 
briefs, a training center, and a campus disability resource 
database that catalogs disability information from degree-
granting colleges and universities across the United States. 

• www.nccsdonline.org 

Higher Education’s Next Great Challenge: Ensuring Full 
Inclusion for Students with Disabilities (2020) is a report 
authored by Eve Hill, Dahlia Shaewitz, and Jessica 
Queener that outlines policies and best practices to create 
an inclusive environment for students with disabilities. 

• https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED615532 
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Appendix II: Disability Classifcation Resources 

There is not one single standard for the classification of 
disabilities around the world. To prepare the data collection 
for this report, the research team considered a number of 
classifications in developing categories. In addition to the 
resources below, the research team also conducted 
interviews with higher education institutions directly to 
ascertain classifications of disabilities in U.S. college and 
university databases. 

EDUCATION-RELATED DATABASES 
National Center for College Students with Disabilities 
The NCCSD at AHEAD published a 2017 research brief, 
National Databases with Information on College Students 
with Disabilities. This report describes eleven federal 
and university-based databases with information about 
the disability data collected in each survey instrument. 
The report outlines information collected in the NPSAS, 
the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System, 
the Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitudinal 
Study, and the National Survey of Student Engagement, 
among others. 

• https://www.nccsdonline.org/research-briefs.html 

U.S. Department of Education 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
mandates the provision of a free and appropriate public 
school education for eligible students ages 3–21 at the 
preprimary, elementary, and secondary levels. The IDEA 
database lists disability types and includes specific learning 
disability, speech or language impairment, other health 
impairment, autism, development delay, intellectual 
disability, emotional disturbance, multiple disabilities, 
and hearing impairment. 

• https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator/cgg/ 
students-with-disabilities 

Institute of International Education 
The Open Doors U.S. Study Abroad Survey began collecting 
data on U.S. students with disabilities abroad in 2006/07 
and developed the following disabilities classifications in 
coordination with MIUSA: ADHD or learning disability, 
autism spectrum disability, mental disability, physical 
disability, sensory disability, and other disabilities. 

• https://opendoorsdata.org/about/about-u-s-study-abroad-survey 

American College Health Association 
The National College Health Assessment is a national 
research survey of higher education students that examines 
information about students’ habits and behaviors related to 
health topics. This survey of students uses the following 
classifications: ADHD, autism spectrum disorder, deaf/ 
hearing loss, learning disability, mobility/dexterity 
disability, blind/low vision, and speech or language 
disorder. The survey also collects information about 
chronic conditions in a separate question. 

• www.acha.org 

CENSUS BUREAU 
The American Community Survey (ACS)  
The ACS began in the early 1990s as a vision for continuous 
measurement of the U.S. population and to reduce the scope, 
cost, and complexity of the decennial census. The current 
questions cover six disability types: hearing difficulty, vision 
difficulty, cognitive difficulty, ambulatory difficulty, self-care 
difficulty, and independent living difficulty. 

• https://www.census.gov/topics/health/disability/guidance/ 
data-collection-acs.html 

WASHINGTON GROUP QUESTIONS 
The Washington Group on Disability Statistics (WG) 
The WG promotes and coordinates international cooperation 
in the area of health statistics focusing on the development of 
disability measures suitable for census and national surveys. 

• https://www.washingtongroup-disability.com 
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degree in mathematics at the University of Denver. In 2017, 
Ms. He received the Benjamin A. Gilman International Scholarship 
to study at Waseda University in Tokyo. As an artist, she has 
volunteered with the Denver Art Museum and the Child Rescue 
Foundation. Ms. He hopes to bring people new perspectives in 
her two fields of interest: business and art. 
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