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ABSTRACT

Results of a Canada-wide and a Quebec based study of students with
a variety of disabilities in Canadian postsecondary education are pre-
sented. Study 1 involved 156 professionals. They represent 80% of the
population of professionals who provide on-campus disability support
services. Results indicate that (1) 8% of postsecondary institutions
reported not having any students with disabilities, (2) overall, 2% of stu-
dents are registered to receive disability related services from their post-
secondary institutions, and (3) this varies from 1/2% to 6% across the
country. Junior/community colleges had a higher percentage of students
with disabilities registered to receive disability related services (3 3/4%)
than universities (1 2/3%). (4) Distance education had 3%. (5) Quebec
has a smaller proportion of both college (2/3% vs 6%) and university
(1/2% vs 2 1/2%) students with disabilities than the rest of Canada. A
targeted study involving 46 professionals who provide disability related
services in Quebec s public junior/community colleges, the CEGEPs,
revealed that lack of recognition of learning disabilities for postsec-
ondary funding by the Quebec government is an important contributor to
the small percentages, although it cannot explain the huge discrepancies
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between Quebec and the rest of Canada. Extrapolation suggests that
there are over 100,000 students with disabilities currently enrolled in
Canadian postsecondary education, although only 1/4 to 1/2 of them reg-
ister to receive disability related services. 

RÉSUMÉ

Les r sultats d une tude pancanadienne bas e au Qu bec portant sur
des tudiants ayant diverses incapacit s dans des institutions
postsecondaires canadiennes sont pr sent s. L tude 1 impliquait 156
professionnels. Ils repr sentent 80% de la population des intervenants qui
fournissent de l appui, sur les campus, aux tudiants ayant des
incapacit s. Les r sultats r v lent que (1) 8% des institutions
postsecondaires rapportent qu elles n ont pas d tudiants ayant des
incapacit s, (2) globalement, 2 % des tudiants sont inscrits aux services
offerts aux tudiants ayant des incapacit s de leur institution
postsecondaire, et (3) cette donn e varie de 1/2%  6%  travers le pays.
Les coll ges communautaires ont un pourcentage plus lev  d tudiants
ayant des incapacit s inscrits aux services d appui (3 3/4%) par rapport
aux universit s (1 2/3%). (4) La formation  distance a 3% d tudiants
n cessitant des services de cette nature. (5) Le Qu bec a le pourcentage le
plus faible au Canada d tudiants ayant des incapacit s aux niveaux
coll gial (2/3% contre 6%) et universitaire (1/2% contre 2 1/2%). Une
tude cible impliquant 46 intervenants qui fournissent des services aux
tudiants ayant des incapacit s dans les coll ges au Qu bec, les CEGEPs,

r v le qu un des facteurs contribuant aux faibles pourcentages est le fait
que le gouvernement du Qu bec ne tient pas compte des difficult s
d apprentissage lors du financement. Cependant, ceci ne peut expliquer
les diff rences normes entre le Qu bec et le reste du Canada. Par
extrapolation, il est possible d avancer qu il y a plus de 100 000 tudiants
ayant des incapacit s pr sentement inscrits dans des institutions
postsecondaires canadiennes, quoique seulement 25  50 % de ceux-ci
soient inscrits aux services offerts aux tudiants ayant des incapacit s.
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Canada s junior/community colleges and universities provide educa-
tion to well over a million Canadians (Statistics Canada, 1999a, 1999b).
Postsecondary education has been targeted a key vehicle for providing a
labour force ready to meet the challenges of the new workplace (Butlin,
1999). Indeed, the Government of Canada (2002) estimates that, By
2004, more than 70% of all new jobs created in Canada will require
some form of postsecondary education.  

As we become increasingly reliant on the new knowledge based
economy, citizens with disabilities can have an unprecedented opportu-
nity to fully participate in the social and economic life of Canada. The
knowledge based economy offers promising new possibilities for the
close to 15% of Canadians over the age of 15 who have some level of
disabilities (Statistics Canada, 2002a) in an environment where valuable
commodities are no longer physical goods and services but information
and knowledge (e.g., Loewen & Tomassetti, 2002; Wolfe & Gertler,
2001). This will only become a reality when they have the same opportu-
nities for postsecondary education as other Canadians (e.g., Government
of Canada, 1999; Pettigrew, 1998). The goal of the research presented
here is to examine how well the need for postsecondary education for
individuals with disabilities has been met in various parts of Canada. 

It is only in the past two decades that North American institutions of
higher education have begun to recognize the need to deliver disability
related services to people with disabilities (Fichten, Bourdon, Creti, &
Martos, 1987; Hill, 1992; Leblanc, 1999). During this time, the number
of people with disabilities in postsecondary education has increased dra-
matically, both in the U.S. and in Canada (e.g., Hill, 1996; Louis Harris
& Associates, 1994; Tousignant, 1995). By 1998 more than half of
adults with disabilities (51%) had completed some college  a propor-
tion almost identical to that for the nondisabled population  according to
Louis Harris & Associates (cited by the National Organization on
Disability, 1999). In Canada, in 1996 a substantially smaller proportion
of individuals with disabilities (33%) than those without disabilities
(49%) had some postsecondary education (Human Resources
Development Canada, 2002). Of Americans with disabilities, 12% grad-
uated from university compared to 23% of the nondisabled population
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(Harris Interactive, 2000). In Canada, according to a recently released
2001 Census based report (Statistics Canada, 2003a), 11% of Canadians
with disabilities graduated from university. The comparable figure for
nondisabled Canadians is 20%, almost double the rate for Canadians
with disabilities. The corresponding figures for college graduates are
16% versus 17%, respectively.

Postsecondary education for individuals with disabilities, as it is
for the rest of the Canadian population, is important because it helps
fulfill personal goals, allows for effective competition in the job mar-
ket and contributes to independence and financial security. At most
North American postsecondary institutions there is at least one desig-
nated professional whose responsibility it is to provide disability
related services and accommodations to students as well as to liaise
and advocate with the campus community. Data from both the United
States (Horn & Berktold, 1999; Miller, 2001) and Canada (Jorgensen
et al., 2002; Outcomes Group, 1998) show that postsecondary students
with disabilities who receive adequate services persist in their studies
and graduate at similar rates to their nondisabled peers. 

University and college graduates with and without disabilities
have better employment outcomes than people without postsecondary
education (e.g., Government of Canada, 1996; Horn & Berktold,
1999). Data on postsecondary students and graduates with disabilities
indicate that most want to work (Hubka & Killean, 1996). Thus,
higher education is, if anything, even more important for people who
have a disability. It has been shown, for example, that although
employment of university graduates with disabilities is somewhat
lower than that of their nondisabled peers both in the U.S. (e.g., Horn
& Berktold, 1999) and Canada (Fawcett, 1996), once employed,
salaries are similar, and rates of employment are still substantially
higher than that of students who did not complete university, who, in
turn, fare better than those who never went to college (Canadian
Council on Social Development, 2002; Government of Canada, 1996;
Louis Harris & Associates, 1994; Nichols, 1998). 
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Proportion of students with disabilities in North American 
postsecondary Institutions

Data on the number of students with disabilities on campus are
affected by the definition of disability used, what question is asked, of
whom it is asked, and how percentages are calculated. Most research is
based on self-reports by probability samples, although a substantial num-
ber are based on responses of on-campus professionals who provide dis-
ability related services. Estimates of the number of North American
postsecondary students with some disability have ranged from 5% to
11% (cf., American Association of Community Colleges, 1996; CAD-
SPPE, 1999; Greene & Zimbler, 1989; Henderson, 1999, 2001; Horn &
Berktold, 1999; Horn, Peter, & Rooney, 2002; Hurst, & Smerdon, 2000;
National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). Generally, junior/com-
munity colleges have larger proportions of students with disabilities than
universities (e.g., Most college students with disabilities attend commu-
nity colleges, undated). For example, the 1995—96 National
Postsecondary Aid Study (cited by Horn & Berktold, 1999) indicates
that approximately 6% of 21,000 American university undergraduates
surveyed indicated that they had a disability. The 1994 freshman survey
conducted by the Cooperative Institutional Research Program studied
237,777 students attending 461 American universities and 2 year col-
leges (Henderson, 1995). The 1998 freshman survey examined responses
at 469 American junior/community colleges and universities. In both
freshman surveys, approximately 9% of students reported at least one
disability (Henderson, 1995, 1999). More recently, the freshman survey
has looked only at university students. Here the data show that 6% of
freshmen reported having a disability (Henderson, 2001). Large scale
American results also show that between 1996 and 1998, 72% of post-
secondary educational institutions enrolled students with disabilities
(Lewis, Farris & Greene, 1999). Until the present investigation, compa-
rable data for Canadian institutions did not exist. However, a recent sur-
vey shows that 6% of junior/community college graduates and 4% of
university graduates in 1995 indicated that they had a disability (Taillon
& Paju, 2000). 
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Francophone students with disabilities in Quebec and the rest 
of Canada

The situation of students with disabilities in Quebec is different from
that of students in the rest of Canada in a variety of important ways.
First, the language of instruction in the majority of postsecondary insti-
tutions is French. Second, in Qu bec, high school ends in grade 11.
Students who plan on pursuing a university education must then com-
plete a 2 year junior/community college (CEGEP) program of pre-uni-
versity studies. This system is unique in Canada and Qu bec s 48 tuition
free public CEGEPs account for close to 150,000 postsecondary students
(Minist re de l ducation, 2002). Moreover, there are many important
differences between Qu bec s CEGEPs and junior/community colleges
in the rest of Canada. In particular, there is the requirement in the
CEGEPs that students take at least some academic literature and human-
ities courses, regardless of the nature of their program. Third, the con-
ceptualization of disability is very different in Quebec from that of the
rest of Canada (e.g., Fougeyrollas et al., 1998; Lemieux-Brassard, 2000). 

There are francophone junior/community colleges and bilingual uni-
versities outside Qu bec. The circumstances of the students with disabil-
ities enrolled in these institutions are likely to be different from both
their anglophone and their Quebec based francophone peers.

Present Investigation

The goal of the two studies that comprise this investigation was to
explore the representation of persons with disabilities in the Canadian
postsecondary education system and to examine similarities and differ-
ences between anglophone and francophone universities and colleges.
Study 1 focused on a cross-Canada comparison of students with disabili-
ties in universities and junior/community colleges. Study 2 focused
exclusively on Qu bec s unique junior/community college system, the
CEGEPs. Three variables were evaluated: the number and percentage of
students with disabilities at the respondent s campus/institution and the
comparable number of nondisabled students.
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METHOD
Study 1

Participants

Participants were 156 on-campus professionals who provide services
to students with various disabilities, including learning disabilities: 110
women and 46 men. They were participating in a larger investigation of
the computer and adaptive technology needs of students with disabilities
(Fichten et al., 2001). Ninety-six worked in a junior/community college,
58 in a university, and 2 in a postsecondary distance education institution
(1 junior/community college and 1 university). Overall, participants
worked for an average of 9 years providing services to students with dis-
abilities (range <1 to 26).

Participants represent 91 of the 115 community/junior colleges and
55 of the 68 universities that were listed on the web pages of the ACCC
or the AUCC on April 22, 2000. Interviewees met the following criteria:
(1) their institution enrolled students, (2) they indicated that they cur-
rently enrolled students registered to receive disability related services,
and (3) did not indicate that another postsecondary institution was look-
ing after services for students with disabilities. Several institutions had 2
or more campuses which were not individual members of AUCC or
ACCC but which had different individuals responsible for services to
students with disabilities (e.g., some provinces have a regional college
system with campuses in several cities). At several institutions, different
individuals were responsible for services for students with specific
impairments (e.g., learning disability versus other disabilities). In these
cases we attempted to interview all these individuals. This resulted in
more than one individual being interviewed at 10 postsecondary institu-
tions. Thus the 156 participants represent 146 independent institutional
members of the ACCC or the AUCC. The overall institutional participa-
tion rate was 80%: 79% participation from junior/community colleges,
81% from universities, and 2 of the 3 postsecondary distance education
institutions. Additional details are available in Fichten et al. (2001). 
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Procedure 

To recruit participants we telephoned the 247 institutional members
of the AUCC and the ACCC that were listed on their web sites on April
22, 2000. Whenever an institution was a member of both organizations,
it was counted as a junior/community college rather than a university.
This was done because most college and university-college  members
of AUCC did not have charters to grant their own degrees. Rather, they
typically provided credits that could be transferred to a university. We
asked to speak to the person responsible for providing services to stu-
dents with disabilities. Of the 247 institutions/campuses listed, 46 were
ineligible, mainly because their services for students with disabilities
were delivered through another campus or institution. Three institutions
had no students  they were merely administrative or research units.
Fifteen had students, but none registered to receive disability related ser-
vices. This left 183 eligible institutions.

Potential participants at the 183 eligible institutions were asked to
volunteer. Despite repeated attempts to contact the individual responsi-
ble for providing services to students with disabilities we were unable to
reach 11 institutions. 26 individuals contacted either refused to partici-
pate outright, mostly citing time constraints, or we were unable to make
appointments due to problems with scheduling and unreturned phone
calls. The remaining 156 (86%) individuals were faxed or emailed the
questions and an informed consent form prior to the scheduled appoint-
ment for the interview. To encourage candid responses, even if these did
not reflect well on their educational institution, participants were assured
that the information they provided would never be linked either to them-
selves or their institution.

Interviews were conducted by telephone during the spring of 2000.
Participants responded to structured interview questions related to the
larger study in which they were participating (Fichten et al., 2001). In
addition, they indicated the numbers of students with and without dis-
abilities at their campus/institution by responding to the following ques-
tions, Approximately how many students with all types of disabilities,
documented or not, including learning disabilities, are enrolled at your
institution? and Approximately what is the total student enrollment at
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your institution? (This includes students with and without disabilities and
refers to the same campus(es) as the previous question.) Respondents typ-
ically indicated that they could only provide the number of students with
disabilities who were registered with them to receive disability related
services. Participants noted that there are many students with disabilities
who choose not to register to receive disability related services.

Study 2

Participants

Participants were 46 Quebec junior/community college (CEGEP)
on-campus professionals who deliver services to students with disabili-
ties (22 females and 24 males). They were participating in a larger inves-
tigation of the computer and adaptive technology needs of students with
disabilities (Fichten et al., 2000). They represent 38 of the 43 public
CEGEPs which enrolled students with disabilities, yielding an overall
institutional participation rate of 88%. Several CEGEPs had 2 or more
autonomous campuses or units with different individuals responsible for
services to students with disabilities. In this case, we attempted to inter-
view everyone. Six participants were from anglophone and 40 from fran-
cophone CEGEPs. Approximately equal numbers of participants came
from one of Qu bec s 3 large cities (n = 22; 48%) and from outlying regions
(n = 24; 52%). Respondents had worked providing services to students with
disabilities for an average of 8 years (SD = 5, range = < 1 yr to 24 yr).
Additional details are available in (Fichten et al., 2000). 

It should be noted that there is substantial overlap between Studies 1
and 2: 20 of the 46 participants (43%), 2 anglophone and 18 francoph-
one individuals, are also part of the Study 1 sample. Nevertheless, more
than doubling the sample size of Qu bec s colleges allowed for a more
in depth analysis of differences within Qu bec, including examination of
differences between anglophone and francophone CEGEPs. 

Procedure 

To recruit participants we telephoned the 97 individual campuses or
sectors of the 48 public CEGEPs that were listed in the spring of 2000
on the web site of the F d ration des CEGEPs (2002); 8 of these were

Canadian Postsecondary Students With Disabilities 79

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 79



anglophone and 89 francophone. At this time we asked to speak to the
person responsible for providing services to students with disabilities. Of
the 48 CEGEPs, 5 indicated that currently there were no students regis-
tered to receive disability related services. Of the 97 campuses or sectors
which comprise the 48 public CEGEPs, 12 did not enroll any students -
they were merely administrative or research units. Twenty-seven enrolled
students, but had no students registered to receive disability related ser-
vices. Potential participants at the remaining 58 campuses and sectors
(i.e., those that did have students with disabilities) were asked to volun-
teer. 46 (79%) participated and 12 (21%) individuals contacted either
refused to participate outright, mostly citing time constraints, or we were
unable to make appointments due to problems with scheduling and unre-
turned phone calls. The same procedure as that in Study 1 was followed. 

RESULTS

Study 1

Students registered to receive disability related services in Canada’s
colleges and universities

Fifteen of the 198 institutions on the AUCC or ACCC lists (7.58%)
indicated that although they had a student body, they currently enrolled
no students registered to receive disability related services. The overall
enrollment was 1,342,583 at those institutions/campuses in our sample
which had at least 1 student with a disability. The corresponding total
number of students with disabilities was 33,503 (2.50%). This indicates
that since 7.58% of institutions did not enroll any students registered to
receive disability related services, overall, less than 2.50% of the post-
secondary enrollment in Canada is registered to receive disability ser-
vices. Because our response rate was 80%, extrapolating the scores
suggests that there are approximately 41,879 students with disabilities
registered to receive disability related services at Canadian postsec-
ondary institutions. 

An alternate method of computation yields a more optimistic per-
centage: 3.58%. This involves calculating the percentage of students
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with disabilities at each institution and taking the mean. This optimistic
percentage is due to the larger number of junior/community colleges in
the sample. While smaller than universities, these generally have a larger
proportion of students with disabilities. To ensure that comparable fig-
ures are used when comparing studies, it is important to ascertain which
computational method is used. 

There were great discrepancies among institutions (range: <.01% to
35.64%, SD = 4.20%, median = 2.21%). Similarly, although average over-
all enrollment at participating postsecondary institutions was 8606, again
there was great variability (range = 40 to 45,000, SD = 9559). The same
was true of the mean number of students with disabilities enrolled. While
the mean was 215, scores ranged from 1 to 1800 (SD = 262). To better
understand the reasons for the large differences we examined variables
related to enrollment of students with disabilities in a variety of ways. 

Differences between colleges and universities. It can be seen in Table
1 that, in general, the mean overall enrollment of colleges (M = 5648) was
significantly lower than that of universities (M = 13,455), t (152) = 5.30,
p < .001. The total number of students with disabilities, however, was
very similar (M = 211 and M = 217, respectively), t (150) = .13, p > .05.
It is, therefore, not surprising that test results indicate that a significantly
larger percentage of college (M = 4.44%) students than university stu-
dents (M = 2.11%), have a disability t (150) = 4.10, p < .001.

Differences among provinces and territories. Summary data on
student enrollments broken down by province/territory and college/uni-
versity status are available in Table 1. Means and standard deviations
show that, with the exception of 1 outlier score, the average percentage
of students with disabilities registered to receive disability related ser-
vices in Canada s provinces and territories ranges from 1.92% to 5.67%
in all provinces. The outlier is Qu bec, where the percentage of students
with disabilities is substantially lower: 0.55% (i.e., only 1/2 of 1%). A 
1-way ANOVA (10 Provinces) comparison indicates that there was a
significant difference among the provinces in the proportion of students
with disabilities, F (9,148) = 4.27, p < .001. The Tukey HSD test shows
that only 2 scores are significantly different (p<.05) from each other.
These show that Quebec enrolled a significantly lower percentage of 

Canadian Postsecondary Students With Disabilities 81

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 81



C.S. Fichten, J.V. Asuncion, M. Barile, C. Robillard, M.E. Fossey & D. Lamb82

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

T
ab

le
 1

St
ud

en
ts

 W
it

h 
D

is
ab

ili
ti

es
 R

eg
is

te
re

d 
T

o 
R

ec
ei

ve
 S

er
vi

ce
s 

F
ro

m
 T

he
ir

 E
du

ca
ti

on
al

 I
ns

ti
tu

ti
on

 I
n 

C
an

ad
ia

n 
P

ro
vi

nc
es

 A
nd

 T
er

ri
to

ri
es

N
um

be
r 

O
f 

St
ud

en
ts

  
T

ot
al

 E
nr

ol
lm

en
t

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 O

f 
St

ud
en

ts
 

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

N
M

ea
n

St
an

da
rd

M
ea

n
St

an
da

rd
M

ea
n 

of
 

St
an

da
rd

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
D

ev
ia

tio
n

D
ev

ia
tio

n
Pe

rc
en

ta
ge

s 
1

D
ev

ia
tio

n
of

 M
ea

ns
 2

P
ro

vi
nc

e/
In

st
itu

tio
n

A
lb

er
ta C
ol

le
ge

14
17

2.
71

22
9.

46
6,

91
0.

79
8,

29
7.

40
5.

13
%

9.
10

%
2.

50
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
3

28
0.

00
20

7.
85

19
,6

66
.6

7
12

,3
42

.3
4

1.
25

%
0.

54
%

1.
42

%
T

ot
al

17
19

1.
65

22
3.

51
9,

16
1.

82
10

,0
05

.2
2

4.
44

%
8.

35
%

2.
09

%

B
ri

tis
h 

C
ol

um
bi

a
C

ol
le

ge
13

30
1.

33
17

9.
07

8,
36

1.
46

7,
00

2.
66

4.
53

%
2.

74
%

3.
60

%
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

6
17

8.
60

14
0.

20
16

,9
80

.8
3

12
,5

54
.8

0
2.

14
%

2.
64

%
1.

05
%

T
ot

al
19

26
5.

24
17

4.
02

11
,0

83
.3

7
9,

66
5.

39
3.

83
%

2.
86

%
2.

39
%

M
an

ito
ba

C
ol

le
ge

4
14

4.
50

20
7.

72
8,

91
1.

00
15

,7
89

.2
1

3.
62

%
4.

62
%

1.
62

%
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

2
37

5.
00

17
6.

78
13

,9
00

.0
0

11
,1

72
.2

9
4.

74
%

5.
08

%
2.

70
%

T
ot

al
6

22
1.

33
21

5.
19

1,
05

74
.0

0
13

,4
60

.3
5

3.
99

%
4.

28
%

2.
09

%

N
ew

 B
ru

ns
w

ic
k

C
ol

le
ge

3
13

.0
0

14
.7

3
71

6.
67

67
8.

85
1.

60
%

0.
43

%
1.

81
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
5

58
.0

0
62

.5
1

3,
77

4.
00

3,
01

6.
85

2.
11

%
1.

58
%

1.
54

%
T

ot
al

8
41

.1
3

53
.2

7
26

27
.5

0
27

99
.3

2
1.

92
%

1.
24

%
1.

57
%

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 82



Canadian Postsecondary Students With Disabilities 83

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

T
ab

le
 1

 (
co

nt
d)

N
um

be
r 

O
f 

St
ud

en
ts

  
T

ot
al

 E
nr

ol
lm

en
t

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 O

f 
St

ud
en

ts
 

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

N
M

ea
n

St
an

da
rd

M
ea

n
St

an
da

rd
M

ea
n 

of
 

St
an

da
rd

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
D

ev
ia

tio
n

D
ev

ia
tio

n
Pe

rc
en

ta
ge

s 
1

D
ev

ia
tio

n
of

 M
ea

ns
 2

P
ro

vi
nc

e/
In

st
itu

tio
n

N
ew

fo
un

dl
an

d
C

ol
le

ge
5

76
.0

0
69

.1
4

1,
75

6.
00

2,
10

3.
49

6.
05

%
5.

59
%

4.
33

%
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

2
65

.0
0

49
.5

0
8,

60
0.

00
10

,4
65

.1
8

1.
56

%
1.

33
%

0.
76

%
T

ot
al

7
72

.8
6

60
.2

0
3,

71
1.

43
5,

68
8.

20
4.

76
%

5.
09

%
1.

96
%

N
ov

a 
Sc

ot
ia

C
ol

le
ge

3
18

3.
33

12
3.

32
4,

73
3.

33
2,

30
9.

40
3.

67
%

0.
73

%
3.

87
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
6

83
.6

7
53

.3
9

5,
26

7.
67

4,
21

4.
59

1.
63

%
0.

83
%

1.
59

%
T

ot
al

9
11

6.
89

89
.8

2
5,

08
9.

56
3,

53
6.

44
2.

31
%

1.
27

%
2.

30
%

O
nt

ar
io C
ol

le
ge

24
47

9.
54

38
3.

41
7,

12
1.

21
5,

57
5.

57
7.

64
%

2.
73

%
6.

73
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
19

37
3.

74
25

4.
93

15
,3

25
.4

7
12

,4
90

.4
8

3.
18

%
2.

11
%

2.
44

%
T

ot
al

43
43

2.
79

33
3.

44
10

74
6.

35
10

04
3.

97
5.

67
%

3.
32

%
4.

03
%

Pr
in

ce
 E

dw
ar

d 
Is

la
nd

C
ol

le
ge

2
51

.0
0

69
.3

0
1,

12
0.

00
1,

52
7.

35
4.

77
%

0.
32

%
4.

55
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
1

10
0.

00
2,

50
0.

00
4.

00
%

4.
00

%
T

ot
al

3
67

.3
3

56
.5

8
1,

58
0.

00
1,

34
2.

09
4.

52
%

0.
50

%
4.

26
%

Q
u

be
c 

C
ol

le
ge

23
19

.3
9

41
.6

9
3,

28
9.

57
1,

84
5.

98
0.

62
%

1.
18

%
0.

59
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
12

10
1.

50
15

7.
89

16
,6

96
.2

5
13

,9
32

.9
1

0.
41

%
0.

58
%

0.
61

%
T

ot
al

35
47

.5
4

10
3.

70
78

86
.1

4
10

32
9.

46
0.

55
%

1.
01

%
0.

60
%

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 83



C.S. Fichten, J.V. Asuncion, M. Barile, C. Robillard, M.E. Fossey & D. Lamb84

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

T
ab

le
 1

 (
co

nt
d)

N
um

be
r 

O
f 

St
ud

en
ts

  
T

ot
al

 E
nr

ol
lm

en
t

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 O

f 
St

ud
en

ts
 

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

W
ith

 D
is

ab
ili

tie
s

N
M

ea
n

St
an

da
rd

M
ea

n
St

an
da

rd
M

ea
n 

of
 

St
an

da
rd

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
D

ev
ia

tio
n

D
ev

ia
tio

n
Pe

rc
en

ta
ge

s 
1

D
ev

ia
tio

n
of

 M
ea

ns
 2

P
ro

vi
nc

e/
In

st
itu

tio
n

Sa
sk

at
ch

ew
an

C
ol

le
ge

2
17

0.
00

19
7.

99
12

,6
50

.0
0

17
,4

65
.5

4
5.

62
%

6.
19

%
1.

34
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
2

28
2.

50
16

6.
17

15
,0

00
.0

0
4,

24
2.

64
1.

80
%

0.
60

%
1.

88
%

T
ot

al
4

22
6.

25
16

2.
76

13
,8

25
.0

0
10

,4
65

.3
0

3.
71

%
4.

22
%

1.
64

%

T
er

ri
to

ri
es

 (
A

ll)
C

ol
le

ge
3

35
.3

3
39

.3
1

61
6.

67
67

8.
85

5.
57

%
2.

50
%

5.
73

%
T

ot
al

3
35

.3
3

39
.3

1
61

6.
67

67
8.

85
5.

57
%

2.
50

%
5.

73
%

D
is

ta
nc

e 
E

d
D

is
ta

nc
e 

E
d

2
29

9.
00

21
0.

72
10

,0
00

.0
0

7,
07

1.
07

4.
98

%
5.

63
%

2.
99

%
T

ot
al

2
29

9.
00

21
0.

72
10

,0
00

.0
0

7,
07

1.
07

4.
98

%
5.

63
%

2.
99

%

T
ot

al
3 C
ol

le
ge

96
21

1.
41

28
7.

18
5,

64
7.

74
6,

54
1.

98
4.

44
%

4.
88

%
3.

74
%

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
58

21
7.

35
21

9.
49

13
,4

55
.1

7
11

,7
27

.8
8

2.
11

%
2.

03
%

1.
62

%
D

is
ta

nc
e 

E
d

2
29

9.
00

21
0.

72
10

,0
00

.0
0

7,
07

1.
07

4.
98

%
5.

63
%

2.
99

%
T

ot
al

15
6

21
4.

75
26

2.
10

8,
60

6.
30

9,
55

9.
18

3.
58

%
4.

20
%

2.
50

%

1
Sc

or
es

 a
re

 b
as

ed
 o

n 
ca

lc
ul

at
in

g 
th

e 
pe

rc
en

ta
ge

 o
f 

st
ud

en
ts

 w
ith

 d
is

ab
ili

tie
s 

fo
r 

ea
ch

 in
st

itu
tio

n 
an

d 
ta

ki
ng

 th
e 

m
ea

n 
(i

.e
., 

ea
ch

 in
st

itu
tio

n,
re

ga
rd

le
ss

 o
f 

its
 s

iz
e,

 h
as

 a
n 

eq
ua

l w
ei

gh
t)

. P
er

ce
nt

ag
es

 a
re

 n
ot

 id
en

tic
al

 to
 v

al
ue

s 
ob

ta
in

ed
 b

y 
di

vi
di

ng
 d

ue
 to

 r
ou

nd
in

g 
er

ro
rs

.
2

Sc
or

es
 a

re
 b

as
ed

 o
n 

di
vi

di
ng

 th
e 

av
er

ag
e 

nu
m

be
r 

of
 s

tu
de

nt
s 

w
ith

 d
is

ab
ili

tie
s 

by
 th

e 
av

er
ag

e 
ov

er
al

l e
nr

ol
lm

en
t i

n 
th

os
e 

sc
ho

ol
s.

 F
or

 e
xa

m
-

pl
e,

 th
e 

to
ta

l e
nr

ol
lm

en
t r

ep
or

te
d 

by
 th

e 
15

6 
re

sp
on

de
nt

s 
w

as
 1

,3
42

,5
83

. T
he

 to
ta

l n
um

be
r o

f s
tu

de
nt

s 
w

ith
 d

is
ab

ili
tie

s 
w

as
 3

3,
50

3 
(2

.5
0%

)
3

B
as

ed
 o

n 
re

sp
on

se
s 

fr
om

 1
83

 c
am

pu
se

s/
in

st
itu

tio
ns

.1
5 

ad
di

tio
na

l 
ca

m
pu

se
s/

in
st

itu
tio

ns
 i

nd
ic

at
ed

 t
he

y 
ha

d 
no

 s
tu

de
nt

s 
w

ith
 d

is
ab

ili
tie

s
en

ro
lle

d 
(8

%
).

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 84



students with disabilities than Ontario. None of the other provinces were
significantly different from each other. To ascertain whether this differ-
ence was due to language or to differences in provincial policies we con-
ducted a series of analyses on provincial and linguistic variables.

Colleges and universities in Quebec and the rest of Canada. First,
we examined differences between institutions in Quebec and in provinces
in the rest of Canada by conducting a series of 2-way ANOVA compar-
isons [2 Institution (College/University) x 2 Location (Quebec/Rest of
Canada)]. Dependent variables were: total enrollments, enrollments of stu-
dents registered to receive disability related services, and percentage of
students with disabilities. Of interest are main effects for location and
interactions with the location variable. Results indicate that the average
enrollment in postsecondary institutions in Quebec (M = 7886) and the
rest of Canada (M = 8795) do not differ significantly. There was, however,
a significant interaction of location and institution showing that, on aver-
age, Qu bec s colleges are relatively smaller and Qu bec s universities rel-
atively larger than those in the rest of Canada, F (1,150) = 4.13, p < .05. 

The situation was somewhat different when enrollment of students
with disabilities was considered. Here, the results show that the mean
number of students with disabilities enrolled in postsecondary institu-
tions is significantly lower in Quebec (M = 48) than in the rest of
Canada (M = 263), F (1,148) = 15.93, p < .001. 

Perhaps the most compelling difference was found on the percentage
of students with disabilities. Results indicate a significant main effect for
location, F (1,148) = 23.66, p < .001. In addition, the interaction effect
approached significance, F (1,148) = 3.80, p = .05. These indicate that
Quebec has a substantially smaller percentage of students with disabili-
ties both at the college (M = 0.62% vs M = 5.66%) as well as at the uni-
versity levels (M = 0.41% vs M = 2.56%), with the difference being
most pronounced among colleges. 

Linguistic differences across Canada. Are the scores in Quebec
related to linguistic differences or to differences in provincial policies
and practices? To answer this question we conducted another series of
ANOVAs, this time using language rather than location [2 Institution
(College/University) x 2 Language (Anglophone/Francophone)]. Of
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interest are main effects for language and interactions with the language
variable. The results show that although none of the interactions were
significant, there were significant main effects for language on both the
number, F (1,147) = 23.79, p < .001, and the percentage of students with
disabilities, F (1,147) = 18.36, p < .001. Overall, the results are very
similar to those on location, except that differences were generally
somewhat smaller. 

Because most of the francophone institutions are from Quebec 
(N = 31 vs N = 8 outside Qu bec), the previous analysis was not a com-
pelling test. Therefore, we conducted 3 series of comparisons examining
the dependent variables in: francophone institutions in Quebec and else-
where; anglophone institutions in Quebec and elsewhere; and anglo-
phone and francophone institutions in Qu bec. We conducted separate
evaluations for francophone colleges and for francophone universities in
Quebec and the rest of Canada because the number of participating fran-
cophone universities outside Quebec (N = 2) was too low for inferential
statistical analysis. 

In the case of francophone colleges inside and outside Quebec we
performed a t-test. The significance test here is very stringent because of
the sample sizes. The number of francophone colleges was 21 in Quebec
but only 6 in the rest of Canada. Scores and test results in Table 2 show
that while mean overall enrollment in francophone colleges in Quebec
(M = 3093) was significantly greater than in francophone colleges else-
where in Canada (M = 515), t (25) = 3.41, p < .01, the mean number of stu-
dents with disabilities enrolled did not differ significantly (M = 17 and 23,
respectively), t (25) = .32, p > .05. The test on the percentage of students
with disabilities in Quebec colleges, however, approached significance and
showed that the mean percentage of students with disabilities was substan-
tially lower in Quebec francophone colleges than in francophone colleges
outside Quebec (M = 0.59% and 4.91%, respectively), t (25) = 2.16, p < .10. 

It was not appropriate to conduct inferential statistical tests when
evaluating francophone universities and anglophone colleges and univer-
sities inside and outside Quebec because of sample sizes. For example,
there were data for only 2 francophone universities outside Quebec and
for only 2 anglophone colleges and 2 anglophone universities inside
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Qu bec. Means and standard deviations for these comparisons are, how-
ever, available in Table 2. 

In general, these show that on average, universities in Qu bec, both
francophone and anglophone, have substantially greater overall enroll-
ment than those in the rest of Canada. Anglophone colleges in Quebec
and the rest of Canada are, however, similar in size. When it comes to
the percentage of students with disabilities, however, regardless of lan-
guage or college or university status, the proportion of students with dis-
abilities in Quebec institutions was substantially lower. These
relationships can best be seen in Figure 1, which compares anglophone
and francophone colleges and universities inside and outside Quebec and
illustrates the percentage of students with disabilities enrolled in a bilin-
gual institution as well as in distance education. As Figure 1 clearly
shows, both the province as well as the language are related to the per-
centage of students with disabilities, with both variables having an inde-
pendent effect, and Quebec francophone institutions having the lowest
proportions of students with disabilities.

Is the size of the institution related to the percentage of students
with disabilities? 

Because of substantial differences in total enrollments we wanted to
find out whether institution size was related to the proportion of students
with disabilities. To explore this possibility we correlated the percentage
of students with disabilities with total enrollment for all institutions as
well as for anglophone and francophone colleges and universities sepa-
rately. Pearson product-moment correlations indicate a weak but signifi-
cant negative relationship between overall enrollment and the percentage
of students with disabilities, r (152) = —.229, p < .01. This indicates that
the larger the institution, the smaller the percentage of students with dis-
abilities. When this relationship was examined separately for colleges
and universities, the coefficients show that the relationship was signifi-
cant for anglophone institutions (colleges r (66) = —.263, ‹ < .05; univer-
sities r (55) = —.274, p < .05). It was nonsignificant for francophone
universities, r (10) = .126, p > .10. It only approached significance for
francophone colleges, r (25) = —.368, p < .10. 
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DISCUSSION 

Study 1

The results show that there is a substantially and significantly
smaller proportion of students with disabilities in Quebec colleges and
universities than in institutions in the rest of Canada. Analyses which
attempted to unconfound language and province were only partially suc-
cessful in answering the question, Is the difference due to language or
to differences in provincial policies?  because of the limited number of
anglophone institutions inside and the limited number of francophone
institutions outside Qu bec. The closest approximation to an answer that
we can propose is that most of the difference is due to provincial policies
and practices (e.g., loss of social assistance benefits if the student enrolls
for more than 6 hours of classes per week), with a smaller but indepen-
dent role for language. To explore this issue further, in Study 2 we
focused only on Qu bec s publicly funded junior/community college
system, the 48 public CEGEPs (5 anglophone, 43 francophone). Because
we were not restricted to members of ACCC, the sample sizes in Study 2
were considerably larger. 

Study 2

Students registered to receive disability related services in 
Québec’s CEGEPs 

Because of the different ways in which disabilities are defined and as
a check on participants  responses concerning total enrollments we used
two sources of information: that provided by the participants and offi-
cial  data. This latter consisted of (1) total enrollment data for 1999 for
each CEGEP from the Quebec Ministry of Education web page
(Minist re de l ducation, 2002) and (2) the number of students with dis-
abilities enrolled in each CEGEP that was provided by the 3 designated
centres d accueil.  These 3 centers are responsible for administrative

aspects of services for students with disabilities for all CEGEPs. The fig-
ures represent the number of students for whom an individualized educa-
tion plan had been submitted and approved, and for whom services are
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officially  provided by the CEGEPs and funded by the Minist re de
l ducation. Only data for the 38 CEGEPs which participants represented
are used. Thus, it should be noted that scores for the 5 francophone
CEGEPs which reported that they had no students with disabilities are
excluded, as are data from the 1 anglophone and 4 francophone CEGEPs
which did have students with disabilities but declined to participate. 

Of the 48 public CEGEPs, 5 (10.42%) indicated that they enrolled
no students registered to receive disability related services. The data
indicate that there are great discrepancies among CEGEPs in the per-
centage of students with disabilities (range < .01% to 5.71%). To better
understand the reasons for this we examined variables related to the pro-
portion of students with disabilities in a variety of ways. 

Summary data on student enrolments at participants  institutions and
percentages of students with disabilities based on the 2 data sources are
available in Table 3. Overall, the findings show that the average total
enrolment at the participating CEGEPs was approximately 3500 
(SD approximately = 2000, range approximately = 725 to 8,000).
Information concerning the percentage of students with disabilities on cam-
pus shows that the mean was approximately 1/2 of 1% (i.e., 5 per 1000).

Means in Table 3 and inferential statistical tests indicate no signifi-
cant difference between official and participants  data on total enroll-
ments. However, the 2 data sets differ significantly both on the number, 
t (35) = 2.11, p < .05, and the percentage of students with disabilities,
t (35) = 2.12, p < .05, with official scores being significantly lower than
participants  scores.

A Pearson product-moment correlation indicates that the total enroll-
ment figures provided by participants and the Ministry of Education web
site are highly and significantly correlated, r (34) = .94, p < .001. To sim-
plify presentation of the results, unless otherwise noted, total CEGEP
enrollments provided by the participants are used in analyses. Correlation
coefficients show that the number of students with disabilities provided
by the 2 data sources are also highly and significantly correlated, 
r (35) = .688, p < .001. Given the very small numbers, it is not surprising
that the coefficients are somewhat lower, although still highly significant,
for the percentage of students with disabilities, r (35) = .453, p < .01.
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Is the size of the CEGEP related to the percentage of students
with disabilities? 

Because Study 1 showed that the correlation between the size of
francophone colleges and the percentage of students with disabilities
was not significant, the analysis was redone based on the larger number
of Quebec francophone colleges (31) in the current sample. Anglophone
CEGEPs were excluded from this analysis to avoid confounding lan-
guage with institution size. Pearson product-moment correlation coeffi-
cients indicate no significant relationships between total enrollment and
the percentage of students with disabilities (31) = .097, p > .05, corrobo-
rating the Study 1 findings.

Is the language of the CEGEP related to the percentage of students
with disabilities?

It was also possible that francophone and anglophone institutions
enrolled different percentages of students with disabilities. This is espe-
cially likely as students with learning disabilities, who typically make up
approximately 1/3 of North American institutions  populations of stu-
dents with disabilities (Henderson, 2001; Hurst & Smerdon, 2000; Most
college students with disabilities attend community colleges, undated;
Scott, 1997), are not officially recognized or funded in Qu bec. Indeed,
among francophones, even the concept of a learning disability is fre-
quently absent (e.g., Cardyn & B gin, 1998). To evaluate this possibility
we examined scores for anglophone and francophone CEGEPs using
both data sets. Because there are only 4 participating anglophone
CEGEPs, statistical tests were not appropriate. 

Total enrollments in anglophone CEGEPs (approximately 5,975) are
substantially higher than in francophone CEGEPs (approximately 3,234),
with anglophone colleges being almost twice the size of francophone col-
leges. Thus, it is not surprising that, as can be seen in Table 4, anglophone
CEGEPs have more students with disabilities. What is surprising, how-
ever, is the magnitude of the difference, with anglophone CEGEPs having
4 to 8 times as many students with disabilities as francophone CEGEPs,
and double the percentage of students with disabilities. 
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To explore the differences further we carried out an additional series
of tests to remove a source of confound. Learning disabilities may not be
recognized as a disability in francophone CEGEPs. Therefore, we
reduced the number of students with disabilities at anglophone CEGEPs
by 1/3, the approximate proportion of students with learning disabilities
in most North American postsecondary educational institutions (cf.,
Horn & Berktold, 1999). Because learning disabilities are not officially
recognized for funding in either anglophone or francophone CEGEPs,
this was done only for participant data. The impact of this can be seen in
Table 4. This manipulation diminished the discrepancies somewhat.
Nevertheless, the data indicate that there continue to be between 3 and 5
times as many students with disabilities in anglophone than in francoph-
one CEGEPs. The percentages of students with disabilities reflect these
findings. So the presence of learning disabilities in anglophone CEGEPs
does not fully account for the discrepancy in the percentage of students
with disabilities enrolled in anglophone and francophone CEGEPs.

Location of CEGEPs 

Another possibility concerned the urban vs rural location of
CEGEPs. Only one campus of one anglophone CEGEP is located in
Qu bec s outlying regions, while more than half of the participating
francophone CEGEPs are located there. Therefore, we examined similar-
ities and differences between anglophone (n = 4) and francophone (n =
14) city CEGEPs and between city and outlying regions francophone
CEGEPs. Because there are only 4 anglophone CEGEPs in this data set,
statistical tests were not made on city CEGEPs. In the case of francoph-
one CEGEPs, however, a series of independent t-test were carried out
based on the 2 data sets. Means and test results for these analyses are
available in Table 5. 

Francophone CEGEPs: City vs regions. Data in Table 5 and test
results indicate that francophone CEGEPs in the cities have significantly
higher total enrollments than francophone CEGEPs from the regions, 
t (31) = 4.46, p < .001 (participants). There were also differences, although
less substantial, in the number of students with disabilities,
t (31) = 1.80, p < .10, (participants), t (31) = 3.28, p < .01, (official). When
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Table 4
Participants  Data: Differences Between Francophone and Anglophone
CEGEPs

Variable CEGEP Mean SD

All CEGEPs in the sample

Participants  scores
Total number of students Anglophone 74 67
with disabilities Francophone 16 35

% Students with disabilities 1 Anglophone 1.09% 0.70%
Francophone 0.51% 0.87%

Official scores
Total number of students Anglophone 21 22
with disabilities Francophone 5 8

% Students with disabilities 1 Anglophone 0.31% 0.22%
Francophone 0.16% 0.18%

2 Controlling for learning disabilities in 
anglophone CEGEPs participants  scores

Total number of students Anglophone 49 45
with disabilities Francophone 16 35

% Students with disabilities 1 Anglophone 0.73% 0.47%
Francophone 0.51% 0.87%

Note: Based on 4 anglophone and 33 francophone CEGEPs. 

1 Percentages are not identical to values obtained by dividing due to rounding errors.

2 Learning disabilities may not be considered a disability in francophone CEGEPs.

Therefore, the number of students with disabilities at anglophone CEGEPs was

reduced by 1/3, the approximate proportion of students with learning disabilities in

most North American postsecondary educational institutions. Because learning dis-

abilities are not officially recognized for either anglophone or francophone CEGEPs,

this was done only for participant data.
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Table 5
Characteristics of Participating Anglophone and Francophone CEGEPs
from the Cities and the Outying Regions: 2 Sources Of Information

Data Source Anglophone Francophone Francophone
Cegeps Cegeps Cegeps Cegeps

City City Outlying Regions

Controlling for Whole
Learning Sample

Disabilities

Participants  Data

Student Enrollment
Mean N/A 5,975 4,642 2,090
SD (1,750) (2,217) (1,381)
Number of CEGEPs 4 14 19

# of Students with Disabilities
Mean 49.24 73.50 28.64 7.00
SD (67.30) (53.06) (6.90)

% of Students with Disabilities
Mean .82% 1.09% .66% .40%
SD (.0070) (.0148) (.0037)

Official Data

Number of CEGEPs 4 14 19

# of Students with Disabilities
Mean N/A 21.00 9.79 2.11
SD (22.02) (10.33) (2.42)

% of Students with Disabilities1

Mean N/A .31% .20% .13%
SD (.0022) (.0016) (.0019)

Note: Percentages do not equal scores obtained because of rounding errors.
1 Based on division by the total enrollment reported by participants.
2 Learning disabilities may not be considered a disability in francophone  cegeps.

Therefore, the number of students with disabilities at anglophone cegeps was reduced
by 1/3, the approximate proportion of students with learning disabilities in most North
American postsecondary institutions.
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it came to the percentage of students with disabilities, however, although
means in both data sets indicated a larger percentage of students with
disabilities in city CEGEPs, the differences were not significant.

City CEGEPs: Anglophone vs francophone

Means in Table 5 indicate that anglophone and francophone city
CEGEPs differ in a variety of ways. First, anglophone CEGEPs are
approximately 25% larger than francophone CEGEPs. So it was not
surprising that they also have substantially larger numbers of students
with disabilities: approximately 2 1/2 times more. But it is the percent-
age of students with disabilities that was also substantially greater in the
anglophone CEGEPs, approximately 1 1/2 times as many. It can be seen
in Table 5 that controlling for learning disabilities in the anglophone
CEGEPs by reducing the number of students with disabilities in the
anglophone CEGEPs (participant data) does not alter the basic pattern
of results.

DISCUSSION

Limitations Of The Research

The participation of a very large proportion of the population of
individuals who provide disability related services to students was
obtained in both studies. Thus, the sample is truly representative of the
geographic, linguistic and institutional characteristics of the Canadian
postsecondary educational system. Nevertheless, there are limitations
that should be kept in mind when interpreting the findings. 

A key concern relates to problems respondents had answering ques-
tions about the number of students on campus. This applies both to stu-
dents with disabilities as well as overall campus enrollment and occurred
because there are many different categories of students: full-time, day,
evening, continuing education, etc. In general, the number of students
with disabilities provided by respondents reflected the number registered
to receive disability related services. It should be noted that this figure
does not include students with disabilities who, for what ever reason,
chose not to register to receive disability related services.
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In spite of these limitations, those validity indices which are avail-
able suggest that the responses in our study accurately reflect the reality
of postsecondary students with disabilities. For example, in Study 2 
(1) the overall enrolment data from official sources was highly correlated
with data from participants, and (2) the findings using official sources for
both the number and the percentage of students with disabilities on cam-
pus yielded similar results. In spite of these favorable checks on ecological
validity, the limitations noted above need to be taken into consideration.

ENROLLMENT

Students registered to receive disability related services in Canada’s
colleges and universities

Our data indicate great discrepancies among the 156 institutions
surveyed in the percentages of students with disabilities registered to
receive services. The mean varied between 2 1/2% and 3 1/2%, depend-
ing on the method of calculation (2 1/2% of the Canadian postsec-
ondary population and 3 1/2% when the typical  institution is
considered). The proportion of the Canadian postsecondary population
registered to receive disability related services is, actually, somewhat
lower than these values because institutions which enrolled students but
had no students registered to receive disability related services are
excluded from this calculation. 

Proportions of students with disabilities at the various institutions
ranged from close to 0% to more than 35%. Eight percent of institutions
had no students registered to receive disability related services. In most,
however, the percentage of students with disabilities was under 1%. In
general, junior/community colleges had a higher percentage of students
with disabilities (4 1/2%) than universities (2%). The actual mean num-
ber of students with disabilities at junior/community colleges and uni-
versities is similar, however (211 vs 217, respectively). The difference in
percentage is due to the larger size of Canadian universities. 

When comparing the findings to those of American investigations it
is important to note that this study examined only institutions which
had at least 1 student with a disability, and that the data reflect the num-
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ber of students registered to receive disability related services from
their institutions. Data about the number of students known  to indi-
viduals who provide disability related services has been obtained in
smaller scale Canadian and American studies. The findings from the
present study are surprisingly similar to these. For example, the mean
number of full time students with disabilities reported by the service
providers in Killean and Hubka s (1999) Canadian study was 163
(range: 0—1200). The overall full time enrollment for the same institu-
tions was 7,507 (range: 200—50,000). Dividing the number of students
with disabilities by the overall enrollment yields 2 1/4%. American
studies using similar methodologies also yield comparable percentages.
For example, Lance s (1996) study of 87 campus based disability ser-
vice providers showed a value of 2 1/4% as well (students with disabili-
ties: M = 287, range: 10—2100; overall enrollment M = 13,361, range:
100—60,000). Similarly, a very recent investigation by Jackson et al.
(2001) showed a value of 2 2/3% (students with disabilities: M = 276,
overall enrollment M = 10,329). The data from the present study, when
the percentage is calculated in the same way, shows that 2 1/2% of stu-
dents are registered to receive services from their postsecondary institu-
tion (students with disabilities: M = 215, overall enrollment M = 8,606).

These findings, as well as those of Canadians Killean and Hubka
(1999), closely resemble those reported in the American Lance (1996)
and Jackson et al. (2001) studies. Thus, the proportion of students with
disabilities in American and Canadian postsecondary institutions appear
to be similar. As noted earlier, large scale epidemiological self-report
surveys show that the percentage of students with disabilities in
American postsecondary institutions varies somewhere between 5% and
11%. Individuals who provide disability related services to students with
disabilities typically report only 2% to 3%. Therefore, it seems safe to
say that between 1/2 and 3/4 of students with disabilities do not register
with their office for students with disabilities either in Canada or the
United States. Based on 1998—1999 enrollments in Canadian postsec-
ondary education (Statistics Canada, 2001a, 2001b) we estimate that
there are well over 100,000 students with disabilities currently enrolled
in Canadian postsecondary education, although only between 1/4 and 1/2

C.S. Fichten, J.V. Asuncion, M. Barile, C. Robillard, M.E. Fossey & D. Lamb100

The Canadian Journal of Higher Education
Volume XXXIII, No. 3, 2003

071 - Fichten et al.  04/10/7  9:29 PM  Page 100



of them are registered to receive disability related services.

Canada’s provinces and territories. 

The data show the average percentage of postsecondary students
with disabilities registered to receive disability related services varies
from 1/2% to 6% in Canada s provinces and territories. Ontario, Prince
Edward Island, and the Territories have the largest proportion of postsec-
ondary students with disabilities and Qu bec, New Brunswick, and
Saskatchewan have the lowest. Ontario has the largest percentage of
junior/community college students (7 2/3%) and Manitoba has the
largest proportion of university students (4 3/4%). Quebec has the small-
est proportion of students with disabilities both at the college (2/3%) and
university levels (1/2%), with the difference being greatest in colleges.

Linguistic differences. Our results show that there is a substantially
and significantly smaller proportion of students with disabilities in
Quebec colleges (2/3% vs 5 3/4%) and universities (1/2% vs 2 1/2%)
than in comparable institutions in the rest of Canada. Across Canada,
smaller proportions of francophone than anglophone postsecondary stu-
dents are registered to receive disability related services from their post-
secondary institution, although Quebec francophone colleges have a
smaller proportion of students with disabilities than francophone col-
leges outside Quebec (2/3% vs 5%). Similarly, in Qu bec, francophone
colleges have substantially smaller percentages of students with disabili-
ties than anglophone colleges (2/3% vs 1%). Qu bec s anglophone 
(1 1/2%) universities have larger proportions of students with disabilities
than francophone (1/4%) universities. Regardless of language or college
or university status, the proportion of students with disabilities in
Quebec institutions is substantially lower. Analyses which attempted to
unconfound language and province were only partially successful in
answering the question, Is the difference due to language or to differ-
ences in provincial policies?  The closest approximation to an answer
than we can propose is that most of the difference is due to provincial
policies and practices, with a smaller but independent role for language.
The low enrollment of students with disabilities in Quebec postsec-
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ondary institutions has been lamented by a variety of sources (e.g., Allie
& H bert, 1998; AQEHPS, 1999; OPHQ, 1995).

Why does Quebec have a lower proportion of students with disabili-
ties that the rest of Canada? 

To explain the huge discrepancies between Quebec and the rest of
Canada the study examined  and rejected  five hypotheses related to
demographic factors and the nature of postsecondary education in
Quebec and the rest of Canada. The sixth hypothesis provides a partial
explanation of the results.

Hypothesis 1. Qu bec s colleges are more academic  than those in
the rest of Canada (i.e., Qu bec s 2 year pre-university  college pro-
grams are the equivalent of the first year of university in most other
provinces and the 3 year career  programs contain substantial academic
content). In addition, attending a college in the rest of Canada is gener-
ally based on a choice between university or college. In Quebec most
students must first attend college if they wish to go to university.
Although all of these differences are generally true, both our current data
set as well as our previous results (Fichten, Barile, & Asuncion, 1999)
show that the discrepancies between Quebec and the rest of Canada
holds true for universities as well. Moreover, in Study 1 we categorized
university colleges  outside Quebec as colleges, even though many of

these offer courses that are accepted for credit in university degree pro-
grams. Recent census data (Statistics Canada, 2003a) also indicates a
substantial gap between Qu bec and Canada in the number of junior /
community college graduates with disabilities (11% vs 16%, respec-
tively). Thus, the academic  orientation of Quebec colleges does not
account for the low numbers. 

Hypothesis 2. Quebec does not value education for its citizens the way
other provinces do. This, hypothesis, too, was rejected because, if anything,
Quebec is slightly ahead of the rest of Canada in stressing education for its
population. For example, according to Statistics Canada (2000a), in 1999
Quebec accounted for 24% of Canada s population. Yet, in 1996—97
Quebec accounted for 32% of full and part time college students (Statistics
Canada, 2000b), and 28% of full and part time university students
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(Statistics Canada, 2000c). Similarly, of individuals aged 17 to 34, the rate
of participation in postsecondary education in Quebec is 20%, compared to
the Canadian average of 17% (Lefebvre, 2000). 

Hypothesis 3. Individuals responsible for providing services to col-
lege students with disabilities in the large colleges typical of provinces
other than Quebec may have more sophisticated accounting systems for
keeping records on students with disabilities and a more comprehensive
view of what constitutes a disability. With this comes a more formalized
approach to registering and recognizing students with disabilities on
campus. This hypothesis, too, was rejected. Although Qu bec s
junior/community colleges are likely to be smaller than their counter-
parts in other provinces, the opposite is true of Qu bec s universities.
Yet, the percentage of students with disabilities is substantially lower in
Quebec universities as well. 

Hypothesis 4. The population of persons with disabilities in Quebec
is lower than the rest of Canada; therefore the discrepancy in student
enrollments simply reflects the distribution in the general population. In
1991 the percentage of persons with disabilities over the age of 15 in
Quebec was slightly lower (14%) than in the rest of Canada (18%)
(Statistics Canada, 2000d, 2000e, 2000f). In 2001, the difference is larger
(10% vs 15%) (Statistics Canada, 2002b). However, it should be noted
that the 2001 survey includes learning disabilities, which 2 1/4% of
Canadians over the age of 15 reported. A much lower rate than this was
reported in Quebec. For example, in Ontario 197,360 individuals reported
having a learning disability. In Quebec, only 80,140 did so. In spite of
differences in population parameters, the magnitude of the difference is
not comparable to the difference found for postsecondary students. 

Hypothesis 5. The differences are due to linguistic variables. As
noted by others, there are numerous differences in the postsecondary
education of Quebec anglophones and francophones (cf. Butlin, 1999;
Norris, 1999). Our findings indicate that language is an important vari-
able in the Quebec context as well (i.e., there is a larger proportion of
students with disabilities in Qu bec s anglophone (approximately 1%)
than francophone junior/community colleges (approximately 1/2%) as
well as universities (1/4% vs 1 1/2%, respectively). The same is true, but
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to a much lesser extent, in the rest of Canada (college: francophone 
M = 5% vs anglophone M = 5 3/4%; university: francophone M = 1/2%
vs anglophone M = 2 3/4%). Nevertheless, neither anglophone nor fran-
cophone colleges or universities in Quebec approach their counterparts
in the rest of Canada. This leads us to conclude that it is not primarily
language that is the determining factor, but, rather, some other systemic
differences in the ways of conceptualizing and dealing with individuals
with disabilities in Quebec and the rest of Canada (cf., Fougeyrollas et
al., 1998; Lemieux-Brassard, 2000). 

Hypothesis 6. Differences are due to the nature of the disabilities
that are officially recognized  in Quebec and in the other Canadian
provinces. Students with learning disabilities, who typically make up
about 1/3 of North American institutions  populations of students with
disabilities (e.g., Fichten et al., in press; Jackson et al., 2001; Roessler &
Kirk, 1998; Scott, 1997), are not recognized as having a disability for
funding purposes in Qu bec. Among francophones, in particular, learn-
ing disability as a clinical entity is virtually nonexistent (Cardyn &
B gin, 1998). Thus, Quebec enrollments, especially in francophone
institutions, exclude most of the 1/3 of postsecondary students with dis-
abilities who probably have a learning disability. To evaluate this possi-
bility, in Study 2 we conducted a series of comparisons where we
controlled for learning disabilities by subtracting 1/3 of the students with
disabilities in Qu bec s anglophone colleges. While this mitigated the
differences between Quebec anglophone and francophone colleges
somewhat, the correction by no means eliminated the very large discrep-
ancies. Moreover, in the current investigation participants from anglo-
phone colleges and universities in Quebec indicated that they had large
numbers of students with learning disabilities who received disability
related services such as tutoring, extra time for exams, etc. Nevertheless,
the difference between anglophone colleges and universities in Quebec
and their counterparts outside Quebec continue to show very substantial
differences that are considerably greater than that which can be reason-
ably accounted for by students with a learning disability. So while this
hypothesis has some merit, it fails to completely account for the magni-
tude of the difference between Quebec and the rest of Canada.
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Frankly, the reasons for the large linguistic differences within
Quebec or the large differences between Quebec and the rest of Canada
are difficult to understand, as neither institution size, nor institution loca-
tion are related significantly to the percentage of francophone students
with disabilities in francophone institutions. Indeed, no significant corre-
lations with the percentage of students with disabilities were found on
any of the variables examined. However, the poor educational representa-
tion of persons with disabilities in Quebec is also reflected in (1) the pro-
portion of individuals with disabilities who failed to complete high school
in Quebec and in the rest of Canada (i.e., 44% vs 34%, respectively when
rates for nondisabled individuals are virtually identical at 25%) (Statistics
Canada, 2003a), (2) employment (Canadian Spinal Cord Association,
2000; Statistics Canada, 2001, 2003a), and (3) income (Statistics Canada,
2003a). This suggests that systemic, fundamental differences in how indi-
viduals with disabilities are dealt with need to be explored. In particular,
the situation of students with disabilities in Qu bec s elementary and high
schools need further investigation as does transition programming from
high school to both higher education and employment.

The challenge for policy and research is to ensure that qualified
Canadians with all types of disabilities have access to postsecondary
education to the same extent as individuals without disabilities. It is only
by doing so that the promise of the knowledge based economy for citi-
zens with disabilities can be realized. In future research, analysis of
recruitment, advertising, and admissions practices of postsecondary
institutions and of policies and strategies in high schools relating to stu-
dents with disabilities should be considered. These can greatly impact
the number of students with disabilities registered.
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