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An Introduction to ADA Case Studies

Complying with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) can sometimes be tricky business. We want 
to do right by our students, staff, faculty and visitors with disabilities. Yet, we may not always naturally 
think through a situation to make sure accessibility issues are considered.

ADA Case Studies can help get students and staff in the accessibility mindset. By exploring these 40 
case studies, along with comprehensive discussion questions, you and your staff will be more conscious 
of compliance issues and more sensitive to the needs of others. And, as a result, your campus will be more 
welcoming and comfortable for community members with disabilities!

People with disabilities have so much to offer our campus communities. We ethically and respectfully 
need to do all we can to help them contend with the obstacles presented by their individual disabilities 
so they can succeed on campus. Plus, we all need to develop enhanced understanding, empathy and 
responsibility. And ADA Case Studies is designed to help raise awareness and prompt action toward these 
very worthwhile goals.

All the best with your important work,

    The Folks at PaperClip Communications

Navigating ADA Case Studies
The case studies in this binder are presented in alphabetical order, based on the ADA issue being 
discussed within each one. Then, in the back of the binder, you’ll find additional materials to help  

make sense of the ADA.
SAMPLE
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As the coordinator for Multicultural Student Services, 
one of your responsibilities is to advise the Hispanic Student 
Association. You had a fairly reliable membership last year – 
about 30 students attended meetings each week and about 50 
students actively and regularly participated in the group over 
the course of the year. You have enthusiastic executive board 
members who have been doing a lot of recruiting.

At the Meeting

At the first meeting of the year, 70 students attend. At the 
start of the meeting, the executive board is thrilled. The room 
is completely full and they are ready to begin their agenda. 
After introductions and an icebreaker, the executive board 
begins talking about an outreach and tutoring program with a 
middle school in a predominately Latino neighborhood. They 
turn on a projector to show a presentation about the program.

When the projector turns on, one of the students in the 
room starts yelling at the top of his lungs and swinging his 
arms. The students surrounding him try to comfort him, but he 
is incredibly upset. After five minutes, the students determine 
that the light from the projector is upsetting him. When it is 
turned off, he calms down and the meeting continues.

Making Accommodations

After the meeting, you approach the student to see if there 
is anything you can do to help. The student, Joe, discloses 
that he is autistic. He has a letter from disability services that 
requests various accommodations for the classroom. You ask 
if he would be comfortable informing the executive board 
about these accommodations so that they can help him in the 
future. He agrees.

Over the next few meetings, the executive board makes 
two accommodations for Joe: ensuring that he gets the seat of 

Meeting Disruptions 
Autism

“We want the group to 
be open to all students, 
but we’re worried that 
Joe’s issues are driving 

our organization into the 
ground.”
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Discussion

Questions

Meeting Disruptions (continued)

 � How would you respond to the executive board?

 � How does the ADA relate to this situation?

 � How can you handle meeting the needs of an entire group while also being fair to an 
individual?

 � What could you do to further your own knowledge and understanding of autism?

 � What resources could you utilize to educate the students in the group about autism and 
other mental disabilities?

 � Are there any other accommodations that might assist Joe?

his choosing near the door and not using the projector in the 
room. Even with those accommodations, Joe has at least one 
loud outburst each meeting. 

Over the next month, attendance at meetings plummets to 
five or 10 students each week. The executive board members 
hear from their friends that they love the group, but are 
weirded out by Joe. Some people say that they are scared by 
the way he yells and waves his arms when he is upset. 

The executive board asks you for advice. “We want the 
group to be open to all students,” says the president, “but we’re 
worried that Joe’s issues are driving our organization into the 
ground.” You try to determine how best to advise them.

Autism

SAMPLE
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Catherine is a staff member who has worked at the college 
for 15 years. She is well-known on campus for being a patron 

of the arts and for encouraging students to explore their 
creative sides. You can also recognize Catherine on 

campus because she has an electronic wheelchair that 
she takes all over the place. She’s a dynamo.

The Event – and a Concern

Your group is planning a Veteran’s Day USO 
show featuring music from the World War II era, with 
proceeds to benefit patients at the local VA hospital. 

When Catherine sees posters for the event, she quickly 
calls to get tickets. She asks the student answering 

questions if her seat will have an appropriate sight line. “I 
don’t want to miss any of the action,” she says, “because I’m 
sure this is going to be an excellent show. I just don’t want 
someone’s big head being in my way so I can’t take it all in.”

The student isn’t fully sure how to answer 
this question, so she takes Catherine’s number 
and tells her that she’ll get back to her. She 
brings the question back to the organizing 
committee. Nobody is sure how to answer 
Catherine’s query. What is a sight line? Why 
is it so important to her? Are there any seats 
available where this won’t be an issue?

No Acceptable Answer

Nobody seems to have a satisfactory answer 
for Catherine. And, since the event is being 
held in a space that doesn’t typically host such 
performances, there is no precedent to rely upon. 

The student calls Catherine back and tells 
her that they’re not sure about the sight line 

A Seat with a View 
Event Accessibility

“I don’t want to miss any of the 
action because I’m sure this is 
going to be an excellent show. 
I just don’t want someone’s big 

head being in my way so I can’t 
take it all in.”

Assembly Area
According to the 2010 ADA Standards 

for Accessible Design (Dept. of Justice), 
an assembly area is “a building or facility, 
or portion thereof, used for the purpose of 
entertainment, educational or civic gatherings, 
or similar purposes. For the purposes of these 
requirements, assembly areas include, but 
are not limited to, classrooms, lecture halls, 
courtrooms, public meeting rooms, public 
hearing rooms, legislative chambers, motion 
picture houses, auditorium, theaters, playhouses, 
dinner theaters, concert halls, centers for 
the performing arts, amphitheaters, arenas, 
stadiums, grandstands or convention centers.”

SAMPLE
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Discussion

Questions

issue. Catherine gently, but firmly, tells her that this isn’t 
an acceptable answer, because people with disabilities 
need to be guaranteed access to the event, just like people 
without disabilities. She asks to speak with your group’s 
advisor “to sort things out.”

A Seat with a View (continued)

 � What responsibility does this performing group have to Catherine and other potential 
audience members with disabilities?

 � How might they accommodate her?

 � What proactive efforts could have been made so this didn’t become an issue?

 � How can members of student organizations be better informed about their ADA 
responsibilities when it comes to event accessibility?

 � What, if anything, is happening at your institution to make sure this happens?

Event Accessibility

Hosting an Event?
As a proactive way to address 

accessibility issues when it comes to 
events, consider what many schools do: 
putting a disclaimer on event publicity 
that says something like, “If you need 
accommodations to enjoy this event, 
please contact ________.”

SAMPLE
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Abe is a student leader you’ve come to know through his 
involvement with various organizations. He is involved with 
the intramurals program as a volunteer official plus he works 
on leadership programs with the multicultural office. Abe also 
took part in a community service project, helping to build an 
accessible playground for local schoolchildren, and you were 
the staff advisor for that project.

Struggling with Classes

You know that Abe is a hard working student, who 
really appreciates being at college. He gets a lot out of his 
co-curricular involvements. However, during your multiple 
interactions with Abe, he has talked with you several times 
about how he is struggling with his schoolwork. Sometimes 
you solicit information with a “How are classes going?” 
inquiry and other times Abe opens up to you all on his own.

When he talks about the kinds of troubles he is having 
– mainly when it comes to comprehending and retaining 
information – you suspect that he may have a learning disability 
like dyslexia. Plus, it also seems that he has some real test anxiety 
that is holding him back from showing what he does know.

Offering Suggestions

You have mentioned your thoughts to Abe several times, 
along with suggestions about how he can get help. You’ve 
pointed out services that the office of disabilities provides, 
such as testing students for learning disabilities so they can 
receive appropriate accommodations. You’ve also walked 
over to the learning center with Abe, to informally show him 
the resources available there.

However, Abe continues to struggle. The next time you 
talk with him about his studies, he tells you that he’s afraid 

Afraid to Seek Help
Not Taking Advantage of Services

“I don’t want people 
thinking I’m dumb. If 
someone sees me at 
the learning center, 

they’re going to know I 
can’t hack it.”
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he is going to fail a few classes due to low grades on some 
papers and homework assignments. He is all worked up about 
midterm exams, too, convinced that he’s really going to do 
poorly.

When you ask Abe if he has sought out help for his 
learning issues, he hesitates. “I don’t want people thinking 

I’m dumb,” he finally says. “If 
someone sees me at the learning 
center, they’re going to know 
I can’t hack it. And how is a 
student tutor my own age going 
to help me handle all this?” You 
can tell that Abe is overwhelmed, 
yet pretty dead set against seeking 
help. You really want to assist 
him, although you’re not sure 
how to help someone who isn’t 
willing to help himself.

Afraid to Seek Help (continued)

Not Taking Advantage of Services

Why Don’t They Seek Help?
Students often have various reasons for not taking 

advantage of campus services, such as:

• Fear of stigma

• Embarrassment

• Wanting to maintain a 
sense of “normalcy” 
by not self-disclosing

• Procrastination

• Hopelessness

• Being taught to “tough 
it out”

• Saying they don’t 
have enough time

• Difficulty with follow-
through

• Different cultural 
norms regarding 
help-seeking (see case 
study on page 23 for 
more)

Some of these traits may also be associated with their 
particular disabilities.SAMPLE



www.Paper-Clip.com
Part of ADA Case Studies. Copyright PaperClip Communications. All rights reserved.  
Reproductions and distribution allowed under license as described on page i of this binder. 

59

ADA Case Studies

Discussion

Questions

Afraid to Seek Help (continued)

 � Why do you think students with disabilities may resist seeking help?

 � What can we do on campus to help them overcome these obstacles?

 � What messages about help seeking are communicated on your campus? Do they help or 
hinder the cause?

 � What resources would you encourage Abe to consider on your campus?

 � How can you spread the word to students about available resources they can take 
advantage of?

 � If students don’t take your suggestions, how do you typically respond?

 � What are some other “hidden disabilities” besides learning disabilities that students may be 
dealing with?

SAMPLE
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Jaydene is a student worker in your department. During 
her first few months on the job, she has typically been hard-
working and organized in her tasks. She comes across as a 
little tightly wound at times, which sometimes results in her 
being very particular about how tasks get done.

Concerns Arise

However, Jaydene’s work performance has become 
somewhat erratic over the past month. She has completely 
missed some of her hours, only calling after the fact to say she 

had an appointment or that “something came up.” Other 
times, when she is in the office, she seems quite down, like 

she is having a hard time concentrating because she has 
something big on her mind. “It’s just not a good day,” 
she often replies when you ask her if things are okay.

You’re growing increasingly concerned about 
Jaydene personally, plus her on-the-job performance 
is impacting others in your department. You’re not 
sure what is going on, so you ask her to stop in your 
office during her next shift.

When she enters, you invite her to sit down and 
gently tell her that you’re concerned. “You haven’t 

seemed like yourself these past few weeks,” you tell her, 
“and it has been difficult to get you to open up. You’re entitled 
to your privacy – and I respect that. I just need to let you 
know that your missed shifts and lack of focus on the job have 
been impacting others. And your job performance isn’t at the 
level where it needs to be. Would you like to talk about it?”

Going to the Counseling Center

Jaydene starts to tear up as you’re talking. “I know I 
haven’t been my finest this past month,” she explains, “and 
I’m really sorry to let you down.” As you assure her that 

Inconsistencies
Psychiatric Disabilities

“I’ve been so anxious about 
things this semester and things 

just built up to the breaking 
point within the last month. 

My sister encouraged me to go 
see someone in the counseling 

center because she was so 
worried about me.”

SAMPLE
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Inconsistencies 
(continued)

Psychiatric Disabilities

she’s not letting you down – you’re just concerned about her 
well-being – she starts to sob. “I’ve been so anxious about 
things this semester and things just built up to the breaking 
point within the last month. My sister encouraged me to go 

see someone in the counseling center 
because she was so worried about 
me. So I did and it has been helping 
somewhat. There are just times when 
I need to talk with someone right 
away and, unfortunately, that means 
I go to the counseling center instead 
of making it to my work shift. I’m 
really, really sorry.”

You let Jaydene know that you’re 
very glad she is seeking help and that 
it is very brave – and smart – of her to 
do so. And you thank her for telling 
you more about what’s happening so 
you can put things in context. You 
want to support Jaydene in dealing 
with her anxiety and chronic tension, 
yet you are also responsible to your 
department for making sure things 
run smoothly and that staff members 
are doing what needs to be done. You 
try to reconcile how to move forward 
with Jaydene while also meeting the 
needs of your department. 

What are Psychiatric Disabilities?
When mental illness significantly interferes with the 

performance of major life activities, such as learning, 
working and communicating, the term “psychiatric 
disability” is often used. And since the onset of many 
psychiatric disabilities occurs between the ages of 18 and 
25, more students are likely requesting accommodations 
and services during their college years.

According to Tennessee Tech University’s Disability 
Services, observable behaviors may include:

Sources: Boston University Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation, 
www.bu.edu/cpr/reasaccom/whatis-psych.html; Tennessee Tech 
University’s Disability Services, www.tntech.edu/disability/types/

• Anxiety

• Chronic tension

• Depression

• Inability to interact in 
large groups

• Missing class

• Inability to focus

• Medication reactions 
(slow reactions, 
drowsiness, 
hyperactive or 
disruptive behavior)SAMPLE
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Discussion

Questions

Inconsistencies  
(continued)

 � Jaydene’s mental health issues seem to be interfering with her work life. How might you 
handle her employment status from this point forward?

 � What are the main issues that need to be addressed right away?

 � How do you handle it in your department when employees need to miss work or change 
shifts for medical/counseling appointments?

 � What are some ways to encourage students to seek help?

 � What type of environment surrounding help-seeking seems to exist within your 
department?

 � What do you know about anxiety disorders and how they can impact people?

 � How can you accommodate employees with mental illness while also meeting your 
responsibilities to your whole department?SAMPLE




