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ABSTRACT 
 

LICIA TOURIGNY. Challenges and Opportunities in Career Preparation Services Serving 
Students with Disabilities in The University of North Carolina School System: Perspectives of 

Career Center Staff. 
(Under the direction of DR. ANDREW CASE & DR. ANITA BLANCHARD) 

With 1 in 4 individuals in the United States reporting a disability, it is critical to 

understand the barriers students with disabilities experience as they transition from higher 

education to the workforce. Specifically, there is a need to illuminate what challenges and 

opportunities exist to delivering accessible career preparation services at educational institutions. 

This study examined this from the unique perspectives of career center staff engaging students 

with disabilities (SWD) in career preparation services at public four-year colleges and 

universities in North Carolina. The study’s methods consisted of four focus groups, each with 

two to six career center staff from eight universities within the University of North Carolina 

School System. Further, to gain more comprehensive insights into the varied barriers and 

opportunities associated with the delivery of career preparation services, focus groups targeted 

key career center staff positions: (1) director; (2) team lead; (3) frontline worker; and (4) 

employer engagement team members. Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis and member 

checking process grounded in a constructivist paradigm. Results revealed that the eight career 

centers had similar challenges and programs but also had unique challenges and opportunities 

based on their resources, staff, student population, and the employers and departments with 

which they worked. The common thread throughout all four focus groups was that all staff 

members were seeking to create opportunities and support all students at their respective 

university. Some challenges mentioned across focus groups included the difficulty of disclosure 

from students, documenting programming and events, and having limited resources. In order to 

reduce barriers presented to the students with disabilities, participants discussed the importance 

 



iv 

of collaborations with on-campus staff and partner employers they work with, along with 

providing opportunities for specialized training for staff. Through these findings, 

recommendations are offered which include assessing what their career center is currently doing, 

and thinking creatively when offering new programming. As each participant reflected on their 

personal experiences and career center, they were all trying to provide the best opportunity for 

their students which looked different for each context.               

​ Keywords: Students with disability, career services, career centers  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION  

According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 1 in 4 adults in the United 

States (or 25% of the population) is diagnosed with some type of disability (“Disability Impacts 

All of Us,” 2023). Individuals with disabilities are at an increased risk for experiencing barriers 

to accessing opportunities in education and employment (Carr & Namkung, 2021; Gignac et al., 

2021; Zaluska et al., 2020). Statistically, individuals with disabilities have lower college and 

employment rates compared to peers without a disability (Enright et al., 1996; Von Schrader et 

al., 2013). In 2019, the Postsecondary National Policy Institute (PNPI) found that only 18% of 

individuals with disabilities hold a bachelor's degree compared to 36% of those without a 

disability (“Factsheet,” 2022). In 2023, 36.9% of individuals with disabilities were employed 

compared to 75% of individuals without disabilities (“Disability Employment Statistics,” 2023).   

To help students with disabilities (SWD) overcome barriers in education and the 

workplace, programs, services, and events have been created within university career centers that 

promote career competencies and skills. (Bonaccio et al., 2020; “What is Career Readiness,” 

2023). Examples of specialized services and resources that are provided through career centers 

include mentorship programs, handouts, and specialized internships and co-ops. Through these 

services and resources, students learn new skills within the safety of the university while gaining 

new connections to one or more employers for potential employment (Keul & Butler, 2021).  

Research findings have begun to suggest that while career related programs are designed 

for the benefit of students with disabilities, there may be barriers to students fully utilizing them. 

These barriers include students not being aware of the programs and becoming anxious about 

being in group settings or not wanting to attend disability-specific events due to stigma around 

disabilities (Couzens et al., 2015; De Beer et al., 2022; Kreider et al., 2015). 
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The goal of this study was to explore, from the perspective of career center staff, what 

barriers and opportunities exist in implementing career preparation services for SWD. The focus 

of this study were programs, resources, and events within the University of North Carolina 

(UNC) School System. Examining career center staff perspectives is advantageous for two 

reasons. First, because career center staff interact with students in the context of career 

preparation, they may have key insights into the types of barriers that exist to engaging SWD in 

career center resources and services. Second, given their knowledge of these potential barriers as 

well as the unique institutional context in which their career center is embedded, staff are 

positioned to envision opportunities to enhance career preparation offerings for SWD.   

1.1 Background on Disability 

The Americans with Disability Act (ADA) defines a disability as “long-term physical, 

mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which, in interaction with various barriers, may 

hinder their [the individual with a disability] full and effective participation in society on an 

equal basis with others” (“Guide to disability rights laws,” 2020). Approximately 16% of 

individuals worldwide (Global report on health equity for persons with disabilities,  2022), 26% 

of the U.S. population (Disability Impacts All of Us,” 2023), and 13% of North Carolina 

residents have a disability (“Employment First,” 2022). These statistics continually change 

because a person can develop a disability at any point in their lives, (Bonaccio et al., 2020). 

Under the disability umbrella are two main subcategories of disability: disabilities that 

are visible or can be physically detected and disabilities that are hidden or invisible. Visible 

disabilities can be identified using specialized equipment such as a wheelchair, walker, or a cane, 

or the use of a guide dog or sign language (Gelbar et al., 2015). Some examples of visible 

disabilities include Down Syndrome, Cerebral Palsy, Tourette Syndrome, and visual 
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impairments. Most people think of these disabilities even though they are only 20% of the total 

disabilities (Gelbar et al., 2015).  

When a person has a physical disability, one challenge is that the person has limited to no  

control over when their disability is disclosed to others. When others identify the disability, they 

may form preconceived notions about the person and their abilities before a conversation has 

even occurred (Hong, 2015). Additionally, the physical space and locations can become a barrier 

for individuals with physical disabilities due to the equipment used such as wheelchairs or 

medical equipment (Garrison-Wade, 2012).  

Invisible disabilities make up the other 80% of disabilities and typically cannot be 

identified unless the individual chooses to disclose them (Garrison-Wade, 2012; Global report on 

health equity for persons with disabilities, 2022; Quinlan, 2014). Examples of invisible 

disabilities range from mental health and psychiatric disorders, learning disabilities, chronic 

illness, and traumatic brain injuries (De Beer et al., 2022; Gignac et al., 2021). As in the case of 

visible disabilities, those with invisible disabilities may struggle with physical and architectural 

barriers and the stigma associated with their disorder or condition if it is disclosed. In addition, 

they often struggle with the disclosure of their disability. This consists of choices such as when 

to disclose, with whom to disclose, and how much to disclose (Gignac et al., 2021; Trammell, 

2009). This results in the individual considering the advantages and disadvantages of disability 

disclosure. For instance, the individual may contemplate whether to disclose their disability 

based on past disclosure experiences. (De Beer et al., 2022; Gignac et al., 2021; Trammell, 

2009). Since the disability or condition cannot be physically seen, it is not uncommon for others 

to dismiss the individual and be convinced that they are being dramatic or making up symptoms 

for attention. This type of response can cause the person to not wish to disclose in future 
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circumstances, even if they need accommodations in school or work (Kline & Davidson, 2022; 

Schrader et al., 2014; Trammell, 2009).  

1.2 History of Disability Construction 

Traditionally, disability has been viewed through the lens of the medical model. From this 

perspective, a disability is an impairment of an individual or an abnormality that needs to be 

fixed or healed for the individual to be able to have a full and productive life (Oliver, 2004). This 

did not change until the 1970s, when another perspective was formed, now referred to as the 

social model of disability (Oliver, 2004). First referenced by the Union of the Physically 

Impaired Against Segregation in their pamphlet, The Fundamental Principles of Disability, they 

explain the social model by stating “In our view it is society which disables physically impaired 

people. Disability is something imposed on top of our impairments by the way we are 

unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full participation in society” (Oliver, 2004). This has 

resulted in reconceptualizing disability not simply as a problem of the individual but as a 

problem in how society responds to persons with disabilities. For instance, from the medical 

model perspective, consider a person with asthma who works in a business building with no 

elevator. As a result of asthma, they have difficulty walking upstairs due to their shortness of 

breath. In other words, the person has a problem that needs to be navigated or overcome in some 

way. From the social model perspective, the problem is that the individual’s workplace is not 

accessible to them due to architectural conditions. From this point of view, the lack of elevators 

hinders the individual, not the asthma itself. 

This model helped to advance the disability movement, where people with disabilities of 

all races, ages, and ethnicities advocated for their right to have accessible use of basic services 

such as being able to ride the bus, go to school, and find meaningful work. This led to protests 
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and marches to see change in the way society responded to those with disabilities (Fleischer & 

Zames, 2011), eventually leading to the ADA being signed into law in 1990 by President George 

Bush (Vaugh et al., 2007). This law ensured that people with disabilities could have equal access 

to services, work, and schools without the fear of discrimination (Vaugh et al., 2007). Five years 

later, in 1995, the Workforce Recruitment Program (WRP) was expanded to include SWD in 

higher education. This led to students receiving assistance as they graduate and enter the 

workforce. This program is one that continues to today with colleges and universities (“About 

us,” n.d.). 

Over the next 30 years, progress generated from the disabilities movements resulted in 

amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in the early 2000s and the 

ADA in 2008 (Fleischer & Zames, 2011). These amendments continued to advance the rights of 

individuals with disabilities within both the education system and the workplace environment by 

providing guidelines and expectations for accommodations and inclusion. When upheld, these 

laws gave those with disabilities the freedom to ask for help without fear of discrimination 

(Fleischer & Zames, 2011). This continued further when, in 2009, the U.S. Department of 

Labor’s Bureau expanded the National Disability Employment Awareness Initiative (NDEAM) 

to cover a full month and began including the number of those employed with disabilities in their 

monthly reports. These two significant changes by the U.S. Department of Labor’s Bureau 

showed their support in creating accessible work opportunities for all individuals (Program 

areas, 2023). Despite the progress that has been made, some barriers persist for individuals with 

disabilities both physically and socially.  
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1.3 Preparing Students for the Workplace 

When entering the workforce, individuals with a disability are expected to handle the 

added stressors of their disabilities (Carr & Namkung, 2021; Gignac et al. 2021). This could 

include knowing when to disclose their disability and who to disclose to, what accommodations 

to ask for, and stressors of the potential response from co-workers (Gignac et al., 2021; Marques 

et al., 2020; Schrader et al., 2014). Each decision has potential benefits and consequences that 

the individual will need to consider (Gignac et al., 2021; Trammell, 2009). The timing for 

disclosure could be before the interview, during the interview, or after receiving a job offer. The 

individual will have to choose who needs to know their disability status and how many people 

within the workplace should know (Beer et al., 2014; Schrader et al., 2021). 

After the person has chosen to disclose, they have to make decisions on what 

accommodations to request (Bonaccio et al., 2020). This can be overwhelming for many, as 

accommodations can be difficult to translate from the classroom to a work environment 

(Bonaccio et al., 2020; Gignac et al., 2021). In addition, once the disability has been disclosed 

and the accommodations have been requested, the individual may experience microaggressions 

from managers and coworkers (Bonaccio et al., 2020; Carr & Namkung, 2021; Marques et al., 

2020; Schrader et al., 2014).  

In addition to navigating the disability, individuals are still expected to have the same 

skills and qualifications as their non-disabled peers. The National Association of Colleges and 

Employers (NACE) has identified competencies that employers are looking for from any 

candidate. They conducted extensive research and employed three different task forces over the 

past 8 years in creating and defining career competencies that colleges can use to prepare their 

students for entering the workforce. NACE has defined career readiness as a “foundation from 
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which to demonstrate requisite core competencies that broadly prepare the college-educated for 

success in the workplace and lifelong career management” (NACE, 2022). The competencies 

that are defined include career and self-development, communication, critical thinking, equity 

and inclusion, leadership, professionalism, teamwork, and technology (NACE, 2022). Each 

competency is viewed as a trait that employers seek when hiring new employees and qualities 

that colleges seek to enhance in their students, regardless of their disability status.    

1.4 Career Preparation and Transition Programs in NC Institutions  

​ According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in the 2015-2016 

school year, approximately 19% of undergraduate students reported having some type of 

disability (“Students with disabilities,” 2018). To better prepare SWD for entering the workforce, 

educational institutions have created support services for overcoming barriers (Petcu et al., 

2015). While services and events can exist in various departments and offices, many are often 

located within the school’s career center. For all students, career centers assist with topics such as 

job searching, interview practice, creating resumes and cover letters, and the development of 

hard and soft skills. SWD need to understand these concepts and in addition, they also need to 

understand how their disability may affect their future job.  

To address the specific challenges of working with a disability, career centers often have 

additional programs, events, or services to assist SWD. Examples of these specialized services 

include mentorship programs, specialized internships, workshops, panels and presentations, 

handouts, newsletters, and more. These services may support SWD in: (a) developing one or 

more career competencies; (b) disclosing a disability; (c) interviewing with a disability; (d) 

searching for a job with a disability; (e) obtaining accommodations (e.g. workplace 

accommodations), and (f) overcoming physical and social barriers within the workplace 
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(Garrison-Wade, 2012; Sapir & Banai, 2023; Couzens et al., 2015). For the purpose of this study, 

programs, services and events for SWD within career centers have been referred to collectively 

as career preparation services (see Table 1 for examples of career preparation services).  

1.4.1 Mentoring Programs  

Mentoring programs are one example of how universities can help bridge the gap and 

stigma created for a student with a disability. According to the organization Disability:IN North 

Carolina who aids in running a mentoring program for SWD at Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBUC), “Well-designed mentoring programs can also help address the unique 

challenges that SWD face during their college years. Mentoring programs can also provide a 

bridge to better prepare SWD to transition from college to careers after college” (Keul & Butler, 

2021). Some mentor programs are peer-to-peer, helping students adjust to college life while 

gaining social support, while others are career-focused, pairing individuals with faculty members 

or business mentors. When students have a positive experience with their mentors, they are 

learning to share about their disability, and what it means to self-advocate and gain confidence 

they can utilize in the workplace (Keul & Butler, 2021).  

1.4.2 Specialized Internships  

​ Within some companies and organizations, recruiters are actively seeking diverse 

candidates. To do this, there have been specialized internships created to target students and/or 

job seekers with a disability. When an organization works closely with a career center, that career 

center will share and advertise these opportunities with its students (Parker et al., 2021). This is 

helpful for students because it gives them a chance to gain work experience and have the support 

needed within the workplace. For instance, a company may have a neurodiversity program that 

will conduct specific interview days and positions for neurodiverse students and job seekers. 
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University Career Centers will be informed of these initiatives and share with the students they 

work with.  

1.4.3 Workshops, Panels and Presentations 

​ A common type of service provided by career services is one-time workshops, 

presentations, and panels. These may be led by staff at the university, in collaboration with a 

different campus partner, or led by employers (Parker et al., 2021). These events can be 

in-person, online, or hybrid allowing a variety of options for students. When the events are led 

by employers, it allows students to network and meet individuals who may potentially be hiring.  

1.4.4 Handouts, Resources, and Newsletters 

​ Depending on the staff and size, a career center may not have full programs or events 

specifically for SWD. This may be offset by providing handouts, links to outside resources, 

and/or newsletters with information that would assist SWD in preparing for a career. Handouts 

and resources may discuss topics such as disclosure conversations, asking for accommodations, 

and job searching with a disability. There are various job boards that are specific for individuals 

with disabilities that may be recommended (Parker et al., 2021).  

Table 1 

Career preparation services in the UNC School System  
 

 

Service and  
Resource Types  

Examples in North Carolina 4-year Public Institutions  

 
Mentoring programs  
 
  

At UNC Charlotte and North Carolina HBCUs, the career center 
and disabilities offices partner with Disability:IN NC to provide 
business mentoring. SWD are paired with business mentors in the 
student’s desired career industry (“Disabled students & people 
with disabilities,” 2023; Keul & Butler, 2021).  
  

Specialized internships  
  

The career centers at UNC Charlotte and Appalachian State 
University provide information on the Emerging Leaders 
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1.5 Barriers to Program Involvement 

​ The career preparation services that colleges and universities provide for SWD are 

designed to help individuals succeed in their academic and professional lives. When utilized by 

students, they have been shown to help with transitions into the classroom and later on into the 

workplace (Burgstahler et al., 2012; Couzens et al., 2015). Staff can be seen by the students as 

extra support for them to identify their strengths and showcase those in different settings. The 

program coordinators and staff’s job is to help the students overcome barriers and guide them 

through disclosure, accommodation and self-advocacy conversations (Couzens et al. 2015; Kline 

& Davidson, 2022). However, staff experience challenges when working with SWD in higher 

education, both with those with that experience visible and invisible disabilities (Kline & 

Davidson, 2022; Kreider et al., 2015).  

1.5.1 Disclosure 

 The first barrier that staff members of career centers may experience is whether the 

students choose to ask for help. Through a longitudinal study looking at students transitioning 

from high school to college, the NCES found that only one third of those students chose to 

disclose their disability once in a college setting (Adam & Warner-Griffin, 2022). In k-12 grades, 

 

Internship Program. This internship program lasts over the 
summer and is designed for SWD through the National Diversity 
Council (“The program,” 2023)  

   
Workshops, panels and 
presentations 
 

At UNC Charlotte, the career center holds a series of presentations 
and panels for NDEAM during October each school year 
(“Disabled students & people with disabilities,” 2023). 
 

Handouts, resources and 
newsletters 

At Fayetteville State University, the career center provides access 
to an article from Best Colleges that discusses barriers, 
professional development, job search strategies, and resources for 
SWD (Grant, 2023).  
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if a student has a disability the responsibility lies within the school to give the student assistance. 

This changes once the students enter into higher education and the students must first ask for 

help before any accommodations can be made. Depending on the high school and the student’s 

experience with disclosure and self-advocating, this may be a difficult and relatively new task 

(De Beer et al., 2022; Kreider et al., 2015; Trammell, 2009).  

For students with invisible disabilities (SWID), they have to decide if disclosing is worth 

the accommodations and services they would receive. Trammell (2009) describes this as a “cost 

benefit analysis” for the students as they weigh the benefits and consequences of disclosure. 

Through semi-structured interviews with students and staff, Kreider et al. (2015) found that some 

individuals wanted to succeed within the university without the label of disabled. During a case 

study, Couzens et al. (2015) found that some students did not view that they were disabled 

enough to receive the accommodations and programs that the university offered. In other 

circumstances, De Beer et al. (2022) interviewed students that expressed a lack of awareness for 

the programs, accommodations and services their university offers. These barriers are some that 

staff have limited to no control over but can impact the services and programs they manage. 

1.5.2 Documentation 

Once students choose to disclose their disability, some programs and services require 

documentation, proving that the student has the disability (Trammell, 2009). Sharing this type of 

information can be a difficult process for the students and the way the staff handles the 

information can determine how the individual chooses to handle disclosure in the future 

(Bonaccio et al., 2020; Kreider et al., 2015). For the programs and events that do not require 

documentation but are still designed for SWD, if the students choose to go they are sharing with 

others that they have a disability. This can be intimidating for students who may not want to 

 



12 

disclose to their peers and university staff (Couzens et al. 2015). Career center staff must find 

ways to provide resources and information to students who will disclose and those who do not 

wish to disclose to others yet still need the information. This puts staff in a difficult position as 

they are trying to navigate aiding the students who need it.  

1.5.3 Recruitment and Retention 

​ It has been found that SWD requires more effort to recruit and retain within higher 

education than those without disabilities (Martin et al., 2011). While this has improved over the 

last few decades, it remains a significant barrier (Fernández-Batanero et al., 2022). Translated to 

career preparation services within higher education career centers, the staff must become creative 

in their outreach to students (Lang, 2002; Martin et al., 201; Meeks & Jain, n.d.). While some 

research has been conducted on these strategies, there appears to be an overall gap in literature 

on the recruitment and retention strategies used for programs specific within institutions. In order 

to further explore this topic, insight from the staff is necessary. They provide unique experiences 

and expertise in which methods have and have not worked well (Martin et al., 2011).  

1.6 Present Study  

​ With most of the responsibility to advocate for one’s needs falling on SWD, career center 

staff need to use a variety of strategies to engage with those who use their services. This changes 

depending on the type of service, the size of the university, and the capacity of the staff. While 

SWD's experiences of challenges navigating higher education services have been explored 

within past literature, few studies have explored challenges and opportunities in implementing 

these services. To address this gap, this study utilized focus groups to explore the challenges and 

opportunities that the staff in career centers perceived when trying to implement career 

preparation services for SWD at the 16 UNC School System institutions. Such insights are 
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needed to understand current service limitations and gaps, while envisioning how higher 

education institutions might better meet the needs of SWD.   

The specific research questions addressed by this study are: 

1.​ What challenges or barriers do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and 

universities in North Carolina perceive or encounter engaging SWD in career 

preparation services? 

2.​ What opportunities do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities 

in North Carolina envision when engaging SWD in career preparation services? 
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CHAPTER TWO: METHOD 

2.1 Context of the Study 

​ This study targeted career center staff of the UNC school system. The UNC school 

system was established in the late 1700s and first supported the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill, which is the first public university in the United States (“About Us,” 2023). Because 

of the UNC school system, over the next two centuries, North Carolina grew to be a leading 

force for higher education in the U.S. (“About Us,” 2023).  

To date, the system consists of 16, four-year public institutions and one residential high 

school. As of 2022, these universities serve over 240,000 students with approximately 185,000 

undergraduate and 51,000 graduate students (“UNC System Fact Sheets,” 2023). Part of its 

mission is to “Discover, create, transmit, and apply knowledge to address the needs of 

individuals and society” (“About Us,” 2023, para. 6). While all 16 universities are governed by 

one overarching system, each university is unique in the organization of offices, programs, 

instruction, and degrees among others (“About Us,” 2023). They can vary depending on the 

context of the city, the number of students and staff, and individual strategic goals set forth by 

administrators. With this in mind, respective career centers function differently and vary in size, 

programs, services, and reach within their home institution. For instance, some centers are more 

centralized within the university, while others have smaller centers within specific colleges. 

These variations affect the types of specific supports that are available for SWD.   

2.2 Subjectivity Statement  

​ Due to the subjective nature of qualitative methods, researchers are urged to be 

transparent about the lived experiences that have shaped their viewpoint on the specific research 

topic being investigated (Morrow, 2005). When working with marginalized communities, in 
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particular, the researcher should share their insider versus outsider position within the study’s 

target population (Hay et al., 2021; Morrow, 2005) to ensure the trustworthiness of the research 

presented. (Shenton, 2004). 

​ I came to this research as both an insider and an outsider. My insider stance first came 

from my experiences living with an invisible disability. I have struggled with mental health 

challenges for many years and understand the difficulty that comes from disclosing a disability to 

others. Moreover, I was recently diagnosed with a neurodevelopmental disorder--one I have lived 

with and suspected I had but has only recently been confirmed. I can relate to students who 

might be hesitant to seek help for fear of discrimination and judgment. Secondly, I have worked 

extensively with individuals with disabilities through multiple nonprofit organizations. These 

positions have given me exposure to experiences of individuals with invisible and visible 

disabilities across a range of ages. Lastly, I came from an insider through my work within the 

Career Center at UNC Charlotte. In this role, I helped to manage all the center’s 

disability-focused programming. This provided me insight into some barriers that coordinators 

and staff members may face when working with SWD.  

​ While some of my experience has allowed me an insider perspective, I came to the 

research as an outsider in that participants in the focus groups were located across the state in 

different institutions. Despite these institutions belonging to the same UNC school system, each 

university had its own characteristics, strengths and barriers. I came to this research open-minded 

with the understanding that there were a range of perspectives, strategies, and experiences within 

the career services represented.  
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2.3 Philosophical Orientation  

​ This study utilized a constructivist paradigm to collect and interpret the data. In 

constructivism, knowledge is “constructed” through individuals' perceptions of their experiences 

and in dialogue with a researcher (Lowenthal & Muth, 2008). Through focus groups, I explored 

collective constructions of experiences working with SWD within career centers. Using 

semi-structured open-ended questions that fostered group discussion, I facilitated participant 

reflections on interactions with students and their perceptions of challenges and opportunities 

related to providing career preparation services for SWD. While there was a predetermined 

ordering of questions to the focus groups, there was some flexibility regarding new questions or 

prompts that emerged in the context of the group (Williamson, 2006).  

2.4 Research Design and Methods 

 ​ This study utilized the research technique of focus groups to learn from staff at career 

centers within the UNC school system. Participants consisted of career center executive 

directors, team leads, frontline workers, and employer engagement team members. For this 

study, the team lead referred to the individuals within a career center who were middle managers; 

they supervise frontline staff and answers to career center directors. Frontline staff work directly 

with students and do not supervise staff. An employer engagement team member was someone 

whose main role is to work directly with employers and/or recruiters within their career center.  

Each position provided unique insights into the career preparation services offered for SWD at 

career centers and the barriers and opportunities that exist in providing the services to the 

students.  
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2.4.1 Participants  

​ The participants in this study were sixteen career center staff from eight (50%) of the 16 

universities in the UNC school system eligible to participate (see Table Two to see more about 

each university represented). Two participants were directors, six were team leads, four were 

frontline workers, and four were employer engagement team members. To recruit participants for 

the focus group, I contacted executive directors from each of the 16 career centers via email. 

From there, I received recommendations for team leads, frontline staff, and/or employer 

engagement team members within their office who might be interested in participating. 

Additionally, I recruited through postings to LinkedIN, the NCACE LinkedIN group, and from a 

career center executive director who was not eligible to participate in the study.    

Table 2  

Career Centers in the UNC School System 

 

 Student 
Population 

Number of 
Participants 
Represented 

Full time 
and part 
time staff  

Student 
workers  

Specialized or 
general career 

coach  

University 
A 

25,000 - 
30,000 

5 participants 21-26 21+ Specialized career 
coach 

University 
B 

10,000 - 
15,000 

3 participants 1-10 11-15 General career 
coach  

University 
C 

15,000 - 
20,000 

2 participants 11-20 1-10 General career 
coach  

University 
D 

15,000 - 
20,000 

2 participants 6-10 6-10 General career 
coach  

University 
E 

5,000 - 
10,000 

1 participant 1-10 1-10 General career 
coach  
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​ Once staff expressed interest in participating, I emailed an informed consent form and a 

recruitment screening tool to aid in placing participants in the appropriate focus group. Example 

questions included “Role,” “Institution,” and “Please indicate your level of agreement with the 

following statement: There is a need on my campus for career-focused resources, events, and/or 

services for students with disabilities” (see Appendix A). Depending on the individuals 

interested and their positions within the career centers and universities represented, participants 

were placed in one of four focus groups. This recruitment strategy was consistent with purposive 

sampling, allowing the participants to be best positioned to address the research questions and to 

share their perceptions and expertise when working with SWD (Etikan et al., 2016). This 

allowed directors, team leads, frontline staff, and employer engagement team members to be 

paired with others in similar positions. After participants were organized by focus groups, I used 

a scheduling software to identify a time that worked best for all participants. Each focus group 

size varied from two to six participants. 

2.4.2 Focus Groups 

​ Once participants were identified, I conducted four focus groups via zoom, each lasting 

an hour (Danner et al., 2018; Introduction to Conducting Focus Groups, 2009). The director 

 

 Student 
Population 

Number of 
Participants 
Represented 

Full time 
and part 
time staff  

Student 
workers  

Specialized or 
general career 

coach  

University 
F 

15,000 - 
20,000 

1 participant 1-10 1-10 General career 
coach  

University 
G 

1,000 - 
5,000 

1 participant 11-20 1-10 General career 
coach  

University 
H 

25,000 - 
30,000 

1 participant 11-20 6-10 General career 
coach  
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focus group had two participants (one participant from University B and one participant from 

University E). The team lead focus group had six participants (two participants from University 

A, one participant from University B, one participant from University D, one participant from 

University G, and one participant from University H). The frontline workers group consisted of 

four participants (one participant from University B, one participant from University C, one 

participant from University D, one participant from University F). Finally the employer 

engagement team member focus group had four participants (three participants from University 

A and one participant from University C).   

Before beginning the discussion, I asked participants to complete a demographics survey 

and provided them with two potential pseudonyms to choose from. (see Appendix B). Within 

each group, the members shared their expertise working with SWD, specifically the perceived 

barriers and opportunities in the services offered to their students and potential solutions to the 

barriers. Questions that followed included a semi-structured moderator guide with slight 

differences tailored for each work role (see Appendix C) (Danner et al., 2018; Litoselliti, 2003; 

Newcomer et al., 2015). Following the focus groups, participants received a $15 gift card as 

compensation. 

2.4.3 Data Analysis 

​ After I conducted the focus group, the conversations were transcribed. Once all the 

discussions had been transcribed, I followed Bruan and Clarke’s phases for thematic analysis. I 

started with step one, familiarizing myself with my data (Braun & Clarke, 2006), by doing an 

initial read-through, creating notes about my reactions and words and phrases that stood out 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Introduction to Conducting Focus Groups, 2009). Once initial notes 

had been made, I entered step two, generating initial codes, which followed a cyclical analytical 
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process with the data, by reading through the transcriptions and creating and refining codes 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Next, I followed step three where I transformed codes into overarching 

themes and sub-themes across conversations (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Introduction to 

Conducting Focus Groups, 2009). Importantly, for a code to count as a theme it had to be 

mentioned by at least five different participants located at two or more different universities. 

Steps four and five, focused on reviewing and naming themes, were followed by my advisor 

conducting an audit check of my created themes for further refining and creating preliminary 

names (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Once my advisor completed an audit check, I reached out to all 

participants to identify individuals interested in being part of a member check focus group or 

reviewing themes through a survey (See Appendix G) (Katz-Buonincontro, 2022). This allowed 

me to share my preliminary themes and identified any areas the group felt I missed or should 

continue to refine. Based on the survey and focus group, I made small adjustments to the final 

themes. For the last step in the thematic analysis process, producing the report, I finalized my 

findings and summarized them to be shared with participants and other career centers (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006).  

2.5 Quality Criteria and Procedures  

2.5.1 Conceptual Depth or Saturation  

​ In this study, I aimed for conceptual depth to ensure all potential themes, barriers and 

opportunities had been fully explored (Nelson, 2016). The initial goal was to achieve data 

saturation, whereby no new ideas emerge in regard to identified themes (Nelson, 2016). Despite 

multiple attempts at and varied forms of recruitment, I was only able to recruit 16 participants 

and conduct four focus groups. I conducted a member check survey and member check group 
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discussion to receive feedback from participants on identified themes, which moved my analysis 

closer but not to complete saturation.  

2.5.2 Member Check  

​ To ensure that the staff members’ perspectives were represented accurately through the 

preliminary themes, I implemented a member check focus group and survey. These were 

presented as additional opportunities for participants to contribute to the study. Through the 

survey, participants received a google form that provided short videos and handouts that 

reviewed the proposed themes and provided space for feedback. For the focus groups, 

participants received a $10 gift card as compensation and for the survey participants did not 

receive compensation.  

Only one participant completed the survey form. The one response from the survey 

showcased that the participant thought the themes accurately represented their thoughts on the 

services for SWD at their university. They only had one additional comment in regards to the 

challenges on low attendance (See Additional challenges: Low attendance).  

During the member check focus group, I reviewed the themes through summaries and 

quotes in a synchronous virtual PowerPoint presentation. After each section, I solicited 

participant feedback that could further expand or clarify the themes (Katz-Buonincontro, 2022). 

This occurred via Zoom and lasted an hour. There were five participants that attended the 

member check focus group, one of whom had also filled out the survey. In section one, I 

reviewed the themes that covered what career centers were currently doing for their SWD. In this 

section, participants mostly agreed with the themes and gave minimal feedback that seemed to 

support my interpretation rather than contradicted it. In the second section, I discussed themes 

related to the challenges to offering the services for SWD. In the section, participants added a 
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few points and considerations to the themes Navigating the challenges of limited staff and 

resources, Limited Cross-department Collaboration Capacity and the Inaccessibility to events 

and programs that provided further clarification and deepened points like the impact of low 

attendance on events and a difficulty in limited resources. In the third and fourth sections, 

participants reflected on the opportunities themes and overall thoughts. Here there were mainly 

positive thoughts and confirmations with the themes, with a few new ideas and additions to the 

themes such as new collaboration ideas across campuses and providing more opportunities 

mentoring and training for employers.  

2.5.3 Reducing Social Desirability  

​ Often in qualitative focused studies, researchers need to be attentive to how participants 

might desire others' to have favorable perceptions of them, thus potentially influencing how they 

might answer questions within focus groups. This is referred to as social desirability bias. 

(Bergen & Labonté, 2019). I took steps throughout my research study to reduce the chances of 

this occurring. The focus group guide informed participants that all responses were welcome, 

that they only had to share what they felt most comfortable with, and did not need to share which 

university they worked with unless they wanted to. They were also each given a pseudonym to 

use and asked to update their Zoom profile with the pseudonym before logging to Zoom. They 

also were not asked to turn on their cameras. These same precautions were taken in the member 

check focus group to provide feedback based on preliminary themes. In addition, in the member 

check survey, participants did not share identifiable information.   

2.5.4 Trustworthiness 

​ To ensure that the data  being collected and analyzed were trustworthy, I was transparent 

in my methodology and analysis plan and practiced reflexivity throughout the study (Nelson, 
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2016). Before I conducted focus groups, I created a facilitator guide that had been approved by 

my advisor, thesis committee and professionals who work within career services. Additionally, I 

described the steps I took to recruit participants, the details of the focus groups, and the steps of 

the data analysis. During the data analysis process, my advisor conducted an audit of my work to 

ensure I did not overlook major themes or alternative interpretations. In doing these steps, I 

provided an audit trail so my work would be available for others to read (Shenton, 2004).  

​ In addition to creating an audit trail, I practiced reflexive journaling after each focus 

group session (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Finlay, 2002; Morrow, 2005). Through using writing 

prompts (found in Appendix D), I processed through my initial thoughts and identified how my 

experiences and biases influenced how I interpreted the data. In addition to journaling, I met with 

my advisor to process the focus groups and ensure my own thoughts and biases I experienced did 

not negatively affect the analysis and dissemination of the data (Morrow, 2005).  

Through reflexive journaling and meeting with my advisor, I was able to think through 

how I was interpreting the data from the focus group and the demographic survey. It aided in my 

ability to visualize and externally process through my personal opinions based on my 

experiences from living as a neurodivergent college student and working in a career center. After 

journaling I was able to separate my personal thoughts with the actual data that was in front of 

me.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESULTS 

This section summarizes the findings of data collected from a demographic survey, four 

focus groups, and a member check survey and focus group. The data were coded, resulting in 16 

themes across three categories: (1) overview career centers and their student services, (2) 

challenges experienced by staff when offering career preparation services and (3) opportunities 

for career centers when offering these services to SWD in the future (see Table 3). 

3.1 UNC Career Centers  

​ The following six sections describe themes related to what university career centers are 

currently doing for their students, specifically SWD. Across the four focus groups, staff 

discussed their career center goals (both explicit and implicit), student accessibility and access to 

the programs and events offered, current collaborations within the university and outside 

organizations, initiatives across diverse groups of students, outreach to students, and staff 

training.  

3.1.1 Career Center Goals  

While each center has slightly different goals, the overarching goal of many centers was 

to help all students “prepare and connect” (Madison, Team Lead, University A), so when 

students graduate they are ready for the workforce with the experience and network to achieve 

their goals. Additionally, staff aimed to give each student a space in which they feel safe to 

explore their career journey and development, empowering them with the tools they need to 

enter the workforce.  

In some career centers, the goals for students were discussed explicitly by leadership with 

staff. In other cases, staff expressed goals that they implicitly perceived from their leaders related 

to their career center. When discussing goals specific to the SWD, many shared goals that they 
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Table 3 
 
Generated Themes  
 

 

Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
 

UNC Career Center  

 
Career Center Goals 

 
  

  
Goals centered around all students include: students are 
successful; feel welcomed, safe, and have a sense of 
belonging; feel empowered through equipping students 
with the knowledge and the confidence to be in real 
world situations; help them achieve their own 
professional goals and prepare and connect them with 
opportunities and experiences for professional 
development.  

Goals centered around SWD include: closing the 
employment gap; helping them be aware of the 
resources and services that are available to them and 
giving them access to the same experiences as their 
non-disabled peers. 

 

 
Accessibility to Existing  

Career Services  
  

 
Currently, career centers do a variety to ensure their 
services are accessible. Examples include having the 
disability department walk through their office and 
identify things to change, offering in-person, virtual 
and hybrid events and having individuals with 

 
“So we try to make everything as inclusive and 
accessible as possible but we're always thinking 
through how can we better support students with 
disabilities and make different resources 
available...”  Mia, Team Lead, University G 
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Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
disabilities test out equipment such as their IRIS Photo 
Booth.   

 
Approaches to Career 

Center Collaborations with 
campus partners and 

employers 
 

  
The collaborations that are currently identified as 
successful have contacts who have a desire to reach  
the students with disabilities. This includes offices  
and departments along with employers.  

 
“...I think we do a really good job of partnering 
with other organizations, departments to assure 
that all of our students are appropriately 
represented both from our career coach side and 
our employer facing side...” Jamie, Employer 
Engagement Participant, University A 
 

 
Diversity in Action:  
Initiatives in Career 

Centers 
 

 
This theme focuses on the career center’s reach to 
diverse students, which includes students with 
disabilities. Examples given include panels  
with diverse students as panelists and conducting 
 career center hours at disability services and  
cultural offices.    

 
“I will say that we do our best to provide a quality 
experience for all of our students and alumni who 
ultimately decide to tap back into that resource 
that they have access to... We as staff do our best 
to be as current when it comes to information out 
there when working with diverse audience groups 
be they non-traditional students or students with 
disabilities and the list goes on.” Ethan, Front 
Line Worker, University B 
 

 
Outreach Strategies:  

Recruiting Students with 
disabilities 

 
Recruitment strategies being used include  
social media, word of mouth with other  
students with disabilities, sharing/ collaborations 
with other offices and clubs, and website updates.    

 
“We did do a video that we put together for one of 
our month-long programming efforts that we did 
this past spring. We did a video, we invited 
students, faculty, and staff in to share their stories 
and then just featuring more stories on our blog 
and social media and things like that so that it's 
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Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
more apparent to our wider audience and just for 
other students that might relate to them to be able 
to read those stories and see and hear about their 
successes too” Scarlett, Team Lead, University A 

 
Developing Career  
Center Staff Skills 

 
Depending on the office, the training will vary but 
some sources of information include associations (i.e. 
NCACE), guest speakers on special topics, and joint 
workshops.   

 
“We are members of some professional 
associations like NACE and NCACE and those 
sorts of things and so the staff does participate in 
webinars and workshops.” Elizabeth, Director, 
University B 

 
Challenges 

 
Data Dilemmas:  

The struggle to disclose 
disabilities 

 

 
Career center staff share the difficulties around  
tracking the students with disabilities coming  
through the office. A reason given as potentials 
reason is that many disabilities are invisible and 
students might choose to not disclose their  
disability  

 
“A challenge that a number of us have would be 
that I don't think we have a good way to capture 
students on campus who have disabilities. We 
certainly can partner with disability services 
offices, but certainly not all students with 
disabilities are registered, so we know there's a lot 
of students out there that just aren't connected or 
identified anyway…” Emma, Team Lead, 
University H 

 
Limited Cross-department 

Collaboration Capacity 
 

 
This theme reflects the difficulties when working with 
other campus offices, departments, and organizations 
and employers.  

 
“...From what I was told before I got here, the 
relationship between the faculty and some of the 
deans wasn't that great with their office so I've 
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Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
been in the rebuilding phase. As of right now I can 
just say that I am good friends with the dean of 
our School of Business…but I'm still trying to 
build good relationships with the other deans…” 
Benjamin, Director, University E 

 
Unbalanced Growth:  

Challenges of Inconsistent  
Staff Training 

 

 
A common challenge across career centers  
consisted of inconsistent training when  
working with a student with a disability and 
having turn-over in staff which can lead to  
a loss in information.  
 

 
“In the last two years I have trained six people 
from scratch who had no counseling experience. 
Two of them have left, so we have a counseling 
team of four people who are basically still in entry 
level capacity.” Ava, Team Lead, University B 
 

 
Navigating the Challenges  

of Limited Staff and  
Resources 

 

 
Another challenge highlighted by participants was 
centers being under-staff or limited in what types of 
programming they could offer.   
 

 
“Something specific to my university is that we've 
had a really hard time keeping our office of 
accessibility staffed and outside of the career 
center, we haven't had a great support system for 
students with even something as simple as how do 
I get classroom support if I have a disability.” 
Mia, Team Lead, University G    

 
 

Additional challenges 
 

 
A few other challenges that were briefly mentioned 
included low attendance to events, the inaccessibility to 
events and programs, and some parents attempting to 
be involved in coaching sessions with students.   
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Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
 

Opportunities 

 
Advancing accessibility  
in career center support 

 
Moving forward, career center staff expressed  
aiming to make events and programs more  
accessible. Examples given were floor layouts  
of career fairs, quiet/ sensory rooms, and offering  
both in-person and virtual events.   

 
“Do we need to change this? Do we need to make 
it virtual? How can we get the students to come? 
And I know there are probably different things that 
we've tried and some have been successful and 
some have not and so I think it's constantly just 
trying to understand this population and what they 
want from us as the career center and from 
employers, what works best for them.” Chloe, 
Employer Engagement, University A 

 
Connecting campus and  

career: Expanding  
opportunities for  

collaborations 
 

 
All four focus groups discussed a desire to continue 
working with other departments, offices and  
employers to reach more people and have more 
resources available to the students. 

 
Example Quote: “I think something that we would 
like to do in the future is just create more 
collaborations with them because we see that 
they're interested, we see that they want to come 
here and they're pushing their students to come 
here as well. So, you know, building off that and 
hoping, creating more partnerships...” Amelia, 
Team Lead, University D 
 

 
Equitable opportunities: 

Transforming Career 
Center Initiatives 

 

 
This theme focuses on expanding career center  
reach to diverse students and reaching more  
employers. Examples given include adding tags to 
employer stickers at career fairs that identify  

 
“I'll just summarize to say we are exploring 
ourselves employer websites to explore which 
employers might have affinity and identity groups. 
And I think we've really been thinking more about 
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Theme Name  Description of Theme Example Quotes 
them as inclusive and expanding lists of employer  
ERG and BRGs that can be accessible to students.   

ethnicity and LGBTQ+ identities, and I think what 
I would like to see is which organizations may 
have ability groups so that we could identify some 
employers who would be resources for job and 
internship opportunities and also for that support 
that you all are mentioning to empower students 
and to help them become career ready.” Alex, 
Employer Engagement Participant, University C 

 
From campus to  

careers: Ideal support 
systems for students  

for students with 
disabilities 

 

 
When thinking of an ideal world, staff focused  
on new and increased resources and staff, a more 
accepting attitude of employers and increased  
events specific for students with disabilities.   

 
“In an ideal world if we can eliminate the word 
bias... so when we think about individuals who do 
have something physical and how that affects 
others' perception of them so if we can get rid of 
bias because I think it affects how we all interact 
and service those students...” Benjamin, Director, 
University E 

 
Additional Opportunities 

 

 
Other opportunities mentioned included new 
recruitment strategies to reach students with  
disabilities and specialized and frequent training and 
skill development when working with students with 
disabilities   
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felt encapsulated what their career center focused on. One participant discussed how their aim 

was focused on all students, which includes their students with disabilities:    

“I will say that we do our best to provide a quality experience for all of our students and 
alumni … many of these individuals may also have a disability so we do our best to 
provide them with that quality experience.” (Ethan, Front Line Worker, University B). 

 
Another participant mentioned how important it is to ensure SWD have access to the same things 

as their non-disabled peers: 

“A big focus has been on helping our students with disabilities have access to the same 
experiences, especially internships and on-campus employment opportunities because of 
how important it is toward the long-term progression of their career. And one of the 
things that ties into that for us is … helping them keep it and retain in that position…” 
(Mia, Team Lead, University G).  
 

Lastly, it was mentioned how important it is to focus on “closing the employment gap for 

students with disabilities” (Scarlet, Team Lead, University A). To help achieve this goal, this 

university offers various programming to students with disabilities that focus on specific topics 

in their career journey. When participants discussed their career preparation services, they 

covered a variety of topics spanning from resumes and interview techniques to more specific 

topics to SWD such as disclosing a disability and requesting workplace accommodations.  

3.1.2 Accessibility to Existing Career Services  

In three of the four focus groups, staff members discussed ways in which they were 

currently making services to students with disabilities accessible. Accessibility in this case varied 

from the physical layout and spacing of events to adjusting the format of events (i.e. virtual or 

hybrid) and intentionally providing quiet spaces for bigger activities.  

A few career center staff expressed intentionality around adjusting the physical space of 

the career center. Grace, an employer engagement team member from University A shared:  
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“And I do remember pre-COVID disability services going around our entire campus. 
They walked every component of the university to make sure that they had a map for 
accessibility. …They made it where they had an entire map where somebody who had a 
physical accessibility issue knew where to go, where the doors were. They were starting 
to look at buildings to make sure there was access into the building. So, you know, it can't 
happen overnight, but at least they started the one plan and are now working into each 
building to get the funding to make sure there's accessibility into those.” 
 

An example of a specific service that was shared by three different career centers was using the 

IRIS photo booth to take professional pictures and ensuring that it’s accessible for students with 

physical disabilities. Justin, a frontline worker from University D stated:  

“We, at the beginning of the academic year, were able to acquire a professional photo 
booth device… We worked with a program that's unique at our campus ….which works 
with students who have intellectual and physical disabilities and we allowed them the 
chance to come and get a professional photo made for whatever they would choose to use 
it for, and we worked with every single one of the currently enrolled students in that 
program, and they seemed to enjoy it.” 
 
In addition to ensuring physical spaces are accessible for students with disabilities to 

access, staff also ensure they are accessible for various types of learners and those with invisible 

disabilities. Chloe, an employer engagement team member from University A, discussed tactics 

they used such as providing smaller events virtually or hybridly, using closed captions during 

virtual presentations, and recording presentations to share with students later.  

Several participants mentioned creating sensory rooms at events like their career fairs. 

One participant shared:  

“One thing that we did implement this past semester was a sensory room for people to 
just go and decompress, because our career fairs, especially the general one, is very large. 
There's 150 employers who typically go to that. It fills the arena plus the concourse so 
someone who maybe goes into sensory overload, just a place for them to go to recollect 
themselves and their thoughts.” (Ava, Team lead, University B).  
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3.1.3 Approaches to Career Center Collaborations with Campus Partners and Employers  

In all four focus groups, staff shared the importance of their current collaborations that 

occurred both on and off campus. On campus, staff discussed various offices and departments 

they worked with for their career preparation services. Off campus, collaborations with outside 

organizations and employers were utilized to help with the student’s transitions from college to 

the workforce.  

​ On-Campus Collaborations. The majority of the participants mentioned partnerships 

and/or shared programming with each university’s disability office. Collaborations varied from 

doing workshops and presentations on career center topics for students with disabilities 

(Benjamin, Director, University E; Matthew, Frontline Worker, University F; Justin, Frontline 

Worker, University D), working together with a federal government programs for internships and 

jobs (Elizabeth, Director, University B), helping with employer connections for larger events 

(Benjamin, Director University E), referring students to either office (Alex, Employer 

Engagement Team Member, University C), creating accessible spaces (Chloe, Employer 

Engagement Team Member, University A), and marketing events through the disability office, in 

turn reaching more students with disabilities (Scarlet, Team Lead, University A).  

​ Outside of the disability office, collaborations with other departments and offices are 

emphasized in different career centers. Amelia shared: 

“In my office we also do something that's targeted really for all students but we host 
office hours or satellite office hours in our office of intercultural engagement. So that's a 
way to promote our resources and services in spaces that students may feel more 
comfortable disclosing …” (Team Lead, University D). 
 

Talking about a specific program for students with intellectual disabilities at University D, Justin 

stated:   
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“I've worked with some of the different support staff members in the past to present two 
different presentations to that student population for one on job searching, and then one 
specifically around interviewing” (Frontline Worker).    

 
Speaking about additional departments and offices, Director Elizabeth (University B) made 

mention of the importance of faculty and staff involvement in their programming. Elizabeth 

discussed: 

“A lot has been us going out and pounding the street. My staff is out and about on 
campus and we are meeting with faculty in their offices. We're having conversations with 
them in their group meetings that we get sent to. We're invited to every college's opening 
ceremony to talk because we've made the relationship. On my end I've made relationships 
with the deans, they've made relationships with the faculty and chair people…” 
 

Having those relationships helped to build the programming and increase the number of students 

with the knowledge of the services.  

Employer Collaborations. Collaboration on campus was one part of the story staff 

mentioned. The other part included employer collaborations which aided in opportunities and 

networking for the students with disabilities. For instance, Amelia stated “I know last year we 

worked with a local nonprofit to help students who have disabilities prepare them for applying 

for jobs” (Team Lead, University D). Avery shared  

“...If an employer communicates directly that they are open to working with or if they are 
already very accepting of students depending on disability specifically, if it's a physical 
modality, if they are in an institution that allows for that kind of flexibility within an 
employee, then we do try to make sure we're communicating with other relevant 
departments across campus…” (Frontline Worker, University C).   
 

In some cases, collaborations took place with the career center, other departments and 

employers. Matthew provided this example when he shared:  

“We have connected with the Disability Resource Center pretty regularly with 
programming. We have our employer advisory board where we meet as an entire board, 
and we get people together at minimum once a semester… There were more than more 
than ten employer or different types of employers from different organizations, recruiters, 
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HR directors, all the above when it comes to these types of organizations and employers 
that we really collaborate with all throughout the year, but one thing that was really cool 
about it is that the recruiters then got to turn around and ask the director of the Disability 
Resource Center, how can we support you...” (Frontline Worker, University F). 
 

3.1.4 Diversity in Action: Initiatives in Career Centers 

​ In most of the career centers, a variety of the programming were focused either on all 

students or on diverse populations of students which includes students with disabilities. This 

programming ranged from staff working with diversity-focused offices to conducting specific 

diversity initiatives and events. Amelia (Team Lead) shared that at University D they “host office 

hours or satellite office hours” in their “Office of Intercultural Engagement.” Director Benjamin 

emphasized the importance of this by stating “...I push my team about this sometimes. We need 

to be a career center that gets outside of the four walls” (University E). In addition to working 

with other offices to reach diverse students, many staff members shared the specific 

programming they offer.  

Examples of diversity focused events mentioned include alumni mentoring (Mia, Team 

Lead, University A), panels where diverse groups of students are the panelists and the employers 

are the audiences (Jamie, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A; Chloe, Employer 

Engagement Team Member, University A), networking opportunities (Elizabeth, Director, 

University B; Chloe, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A), and presentations and 

coaching (Ava, Team Lead, University B; Ethan, Frontline Worker, University B). 

3.1.5 Outreach Strategies: Recruiting Students with disabilities 

​ The current strategies for marketing career preparation services for students with 

disabilities included getting buy-in from faculty and staff, other offices and departments, 

advertising on websites and social media accounts and encouraging word of mouth among 

SWDs. Director Elizabeth said: 
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“Where we've had our success over the years has been our relationships with faculty and 
staff across campus. So they know about us, we know about them, and they know where 
to refer people...and so word of mouth for us has been our number one way to maintain 
our numbers and we have quite a few” (University B).  

 
Another example from University B shared by Ethan (Frontline Worker) was targeting a specific 

program on campus that would reach students with disabilities. Through word of mouth and the 

relationships built, the career centers were able to grow attendance to the programming.  

​ Besides word of mouth and utilizing the collaborations built, social media and the career 

center websites are ways to reach students with disabilities for the career preparation services. 

Scarlet from University A exemplifies this when she shared:  

“We did do a video that we put together for one of our month-long programming efforts 
that we did this past spring. We did a video, we invited students, faculty, and staff in to 
share their stories and then just featuring more stories on our blog and social media and 
things like that so that it's more apparent to our wider audience and just for other students 
that might relate to them to be able to read those stories and see and hear about their 
successes too” (Team Lead). 
 

3.1.6 Developing Career Center Staff Skills 

​ In general, when training and the development of skills working with students with 

disabilities came up, many staff mentioned being part of different professional associations. 

Example associations that were mentioned included the NACE and the North Carolina 

Association of Colleges and Employers (NCACE) (Elizabeth, Director, University B; Ethan, 

Frontline Worker, University B; Benjamin, Director, University E). These associations provide 

specialized training, blogs, webinars and conferences for college and university career centers.  

In other career centers, staff mentioned having speakers talk with staff when working 

with various populations and training on campus (Chloe, Employer Engagement Team Member, 

University A; Justin, Frontline Worker, University D), reading books on specific topics 

(Elizabeth, Director, University B), and focusing on professional development goals with each 
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staff member (Benjamin, Director, University E). Many discussed the difficulties around staff 

staying up-to-date on all working with various populations of students which is discussed further 

under theme “Unbalanced Growth: Challenges of inconsistent staff training.”    

3.1.7 Summary: The UNC Career Centers  

Across universities, career center staff articulated a central goal of helping all students by 

connecting and preparing them for future careers. Further, for SWD, there was a unique focus on 

removing barriers to employment. While there was a shared vision to assist SWD in future career 

endeavors, the approach differed across institutions. Some opted for a general approach where 

the goal was to increase accessibility to general student offerings. They exemplified this through 

developing all events, such as their career fairs and presentations, with access in mind. Others 

took a more population-specific approach, creating events and programming for the needs of 

SWD and targeted to their unique experiences. All eight career centers varied in their outreach 

approach to SWD but all sought to reach the students where they were in their journey. 

Leadership sought to equip staff for these goals by offering access to training through NCACE 

and special topic guest speakers.  

3.2 Challenges  

The following five sections answer research question one: What challenges or barriers 

do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities in North Carolina perceive or 

encounter engaging SWD in career preparation? Specifically, they summarize the challenges 

that career center staff have experienced when implementing career preparation services. 

services? These challenges included difficulty in tracking data, struggles with on-campus and 

off-campus collaborations, maintaining the training of staff when they work with SWD, and 
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having limited resources. In each of these themes, participants give their insight into the 

frustrations and barriers they have experienced and potential reasons why these barriers exist.  

3.2.1 Data Dilemmas: The Struggle to Disclose Disabilities 

​ One challenge participants continually brought up in all four focus groups was the 

difficulty tracking data and having a full understanding of the SWD that each career center 

interacted with. While this was a challenge in regards to all students, this was brought up 

specifically with SWD due to the number of disabilities that are invisible. One director stated:  

“We don't have as many students with physical disabilities that you can see, and so a lot 
of times the students need to self-disclose and we do not approach that with them unless 
they choose to, so there are probably a lot of students that are using our services, but we 
don't know who they are. So for us it's kind of hard to think about a specific success story 
…because a lot of them may not ever bring it up or talk about it” (Elizabeth, Director, 
University B).   
 

In this scenario, Elizabeth points out that staff can only track what students are willing to share. 

The team lead focus group exemplified this challenge when Emma shared: 

“A challenge that a number of us have would be that I don't think we have a good way to 
capture students on campus who have disabilities. We certainly can partner with disability 
services offices, but certainly not all students with disabilities are registered, so we know 
there's a lot of students out there that just aren't connected or identified anyway…” 
(Emma, Team Lead, University H). 
 

Since the majority of disabilities are invisible it must be the students choice to make disclosure to 

the career coach or staff member. One participant shared insight into her perspective why a SWD 

might not desire to disclose to staff or even an employer:  

“I do think that one of the barriers that I don't necessarily think that anybody has the 
answer for is a little bit more internalized for our students with disabilities. There's that I 
don't want anybody to have to work harder just to work with me, or there's that potential 
shame… all things that they don't deserve to feel, but the workforce in the last a hundred 
years has not made it any easier” (Jamie, Employer Engagement Team Member, 
University A). 
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This builds on a challenge that the employer engagement team member focus group 

discussed that affects employers perception of the students. Since it is difficult for career centers 

to track the data when they work with SWD, it can appear to employers that there are not as 

many SWD involved with career centers than in reality. 

3.2.2 Limited Cross-department Collaboration Capacity 

​ On-Campus Collaborations. When working with other individuals, there are always 

chances of various challenges in communication, capacity and goals. This is exemplified in the 

four focus groups as participants shared about current or past collaborations with other 

on-campus departments and/or outside organizations and employers. Director Benjamin 

discussed how the deans of the different departments and the career center did not have the 

greatest relationship when he first entered into the role as director. As he has been in the 

rebuilding stage, he has seen inconsistencies across departments and shares this by stating:  

“...From what I was told before I got here, the relationship between the faculty and some 
of the deans wasn't that great with their office so I've been in the rebuilding phase. As of 
right now I can just say that I am good friends with the dean of our School of 
Business…but I'm still trying to build good relationships with the other deans…” 
(Benjamin, Director, University E).  
 
In addition to the inconsistencies seen throughout the deans and faculty, some offices 

have limited staffing, resulting in less time, interest and opportunities to collaborate on 

programming and events. When there are limited staff, strong collaborations and connections 

become harder to maintain. Two examples of this came from the Team Lead focus group:  

“...We've tried reaching out to our counseling and psychological services staff to help us a 
little bit, but they're so inundated over there that it's difficult for them to cross train too… 
(Ava, Team Lead, University B). 
 
“​​ Something specific to my university is that we've had a really hard time keeping our 
office of accessibility staffed and so we actually, and outside of the career center, we 
haven't had a great support system for students with even something as simple as how do 
I get classroom support if I have a disability. So that's been a really big challenge for us 
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because we haven't always had somebody that's stable in that role and it's only a one 
person office at my university, and so that person I know is stretched very thin and 
students will go wherever they're gonna go to try to find resources and support…” (Mia, 
Team Lead, University G). 
 

Past simply thinking through the purpose of collaboration and needing time, Grace added to this 

during the member check focus group:  

“...It would be nice because we do have a disability service office and [name of staff 
member] is really great over there. But I would like to know, especially from a career 
services standpoint here, What are they doing there? Because we really don't know what 
they're doing there and what we're doing here to make sure, can we collaborate? What are 
we collaborating? Is it the same stuff, but how they're helping the students with 
disabilities like, I have no idea. So I think that there needs to be more education from 
disability services into various offices...” (Employer Engagement Team Member, 
University A). 

 
Here Grace expands on a challenge for collaborations in which some staff might not know where 

to start or if there is even interest, time and/or resources from other departments and offices.  

​ Employer Collaborations. Besides on-campus collaborations, there are some challenges 

when trying to work with employers and organizations off-campus. Similar to the challenges of 

working with departments, participants mentioned the capacity of employers and the alignment 

of resources and goals as challenges when working with the SWD. Some companies were so 

small that there was limited bandwidth to help specific populations of students, whereas other 

companies were so large that finding the right person to talk with could be extremely difficult. 

Frontline Worker, Justin, provided an example of this:  

“ I'm not gonna use the name of this company, but there was one company, banking and 
finance that in their job application I was helping a student with the job application, they 
point blank said that they are striving to have 7% of their workforce be individuals with 
disabilities. I tried contacting 3 people from that company basically wanting to know 
specifically about their recruiting strategies and also wanting to know if they wanted to 
come to University D to host an employer event, and unfortunately got no response from 
them” (Justin, Frontline Worker, University D).  
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In this scenario, the employer was so large that even attempting a collaboration proved difficult. 

A second barrier when working with off-campus employers is finding the right people, at the 

right time, at the right company to create a healthy and productive collaboration. These 

relationships need to be beneficial for both parties in order for it to continue and for it to grow.  

3.2.3 Unbalanced Growth: Challenges of Inconsistent Staff Training 

​ Throughout the four focus groups, participants discussed the difficulty of keeping 

consistent staff who are trained to work specifically with SWD. In some cases, participants 

shared that just keeping any staff in the career center was a challenge. Director Elizabeth 

demonstrated this point when she shared: 

“Career counseling is one of those fields that you need a lot of information, a lot of 
knowledge about a lot of different things, and so it is hard to get people, especially if 
they're new. If you've been in the field for 10 years, you're starting to get there. You're not 
even there yet, but you're starting to get there. But for our new staff that are younger, the 
first part is the knowledge base… now let's talk about different types of people and what 
they need and those sorts of things. So it's a long-term kind of training process with them 
and I think that's where a lot of the trouble comes in, is that there is just so much they 
need to know you have to start with the basics first before you can get to the 
individualized attention that people [need]” (Elizabeth, Director, University B).   

 
To Elizabeth’s point, when staff first come in, they have to learn the basics of coaching and it is 

only if they choose to stay with the profession they can start learning the ins and outs of working 

with specialized individuals such as SWD.  

​ Frontline Worker Avery adds to this point when she shares  

“I've yet to even see a full academic year at least here in the Career Development 
Center… so the nature of our services, again being so new, there might be things that we 
are doing that I am just not aware of yet, but I will say there has not been any form of 
formal training that I've received on career services specifically for students with 
disabilities” (Avery, Frontline Worker, University C).   
 

In this case, Avery is a new worker and while she is learning the basics, has not had a chance to 

learn strategies or techniques for working with SWD at her university. One Team Lead 
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participant, Ava, remarked on how high of a turnover rate there is for her office, making it 

difficult to be consistent in the training the coaches in her office receive.  

“In the last two years I have trained six people from scratch who had no counseling 
experience. Two of them have left, so I have a counseling team of four people who are 
basically still in entry level capacity. So it is something that we talk about and we have a 
cursory knowledge of, but no one on my team and myself included, has a counseling 
degree. And so our knowledge of differing abilities is pretty small” (Ava, Team Lead, 
University B).   
 

Ava highlighted the struggle that exists when staff is constantly changing, along with being short 

staff. Participants implied that when there is a shortage of staff and/or younger professionals, the 

focus needs to stay on the basics of the coaching instead of getting to the specifics of various 

populations. This can take away from the experience for SWD and the type of career preparation 

services that could be offered to them.  

3.2.4 Navigating the Challenges of Limited Staff and Resources 

​ In three out of four focus groups, participants discussed the challenges that come from 

having a limited number of staff in career centers. For instance, as mentioned in the previous 

quote by Ava, when there are a limited number of staff, only so many services can be offered 

which can make it difficult to have specific programming such as career preparation services for 

SWD. In this case, there is only a limited number of staff who can work with any student, 

without even considering the specific considerations that SWD brings to career centers.  

In other career centers, they are understaffed which can put added pressure and 

responsibility on the career coaches to meet the needs of all students. This point was explored 

further in the member check focus group, when Amelia (Team Lead, University D) mentioned 

the difficulty that career centers experience when there is not a specific liaison or point person 

that SWD can be directed to. If there is not a specific person with a further base of expertise, it 

can create confusion in certain situations.  
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To add to the pressure of limited staffing, some participants mentioned the frustrations of 

funding constraints needed to support specialized programming for diverse student populations 

such as SWD. When there is limited funding, each career center can only offer so much to the 

students and can only work with what they are provided. Elizabeth spoke to this issue at her 

university:  

“I'd like it to be a little bit more centralized but when you have resource constraints and 
you have to pick and choose who you're hiring and what they're hiring for, oftentimes the 
majority wins out over the minority, and it's hard to make that argument to fit those 
pieces in that are specific and centralized for a certain group and that's tough and so it's a 
balancing act to try to find - can you split a position in half and maybe have them half to 
and half not. Can you combine two people together to maybe work on some of this 
stuff?” (Elizabeth, Director, University B).  
 

To this point, Elizabeth shares her thought process as she tries to balance between having the 

staff support all students but still have some staff funded to help specific populations like SWD. 

As directors, they have to look at the resources they have and think creatively about how to make 

it stretch to support a student body with diverse needs.  

In the team lead focus group, Emma focuses on the struggle when there is limited human 

capital which can lead to a challenge in the growth that staff would like to see. During her focus 

group, she shared 

“...I don't think we are equipped here to help the students who need the help. And it also 
comes with providing equity. I want to give each student that sits at my desk the time and 
the dedication and the same affordability of opportunities, and that certainly is not there. 
So there are a lot of changes that need to be made. I'm hopeful with a lot of changes that 
are going on in our career center right now that those changes do happen…” (University 
H).  
 

3.2.5 Additional Challenges 

​ When discussing the barriers to working with the SWD, participants mentioned a few 

additional challenges. The three additional challenges included low attendance to various 
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career-related events, the inaccessibility to events and programs, and some parents attempting to 

be involved in coaching sessions with students.  

Low Attendance. During the focus groups, three participants mentioned the difficulty in 

seeing student follow-through to events both virtual and in-person. At some career centers, they 

offered career preparation services to their SWD and had no to low attendance rates making it 

difficult for the career center to continue offering these services. Ava exemplified this when she 

shares: 

“...We've had some specific programming and workshops, things like interviewing for 
neurodivergent individuals, job searching strategies for students with differing disabilities 
that have not been as well attended in the past and so I don't know if we're gonna 
continue to do that or not. We've tried both in person and online just to be as accessible as 
we possibly can but our numbers for those specific workshops have been pretty low.” 
(Ava, Team Lead, University B).  

 
In another focus group, Chloe states: 
 

“I think one barrier that we faced in our office is just getting students here for in-person 
events for sure. A lot of work goes into partnering with different departments and also 
working with employers to get them to attend these events and then get really excited 
about the event and then not many students show up and just try to get the students to 
come.” (Chloe, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A).  
 

Both Ava and Chloe point to the problem that just because the resources exist does not mean 

students are utilizing them. In addition to the participants mentioning this during the focus 

groups, one participant elaborated on this theme in the member check survey stating: 

“Low attendance can be due to many factors, but the issue that students don't want to be 
'seen', do not know they have a disability, etc. is a huge factor” (Participant from Member 
Check Survey).  
 
Inaccessibility to Events and Programs. Despite career centers increasing their 

awareness to make events and programming accessible to all students, in some cases participants 

expressed areas that their career center still needs to improve. Two participants mentioned this in 

relation to the career fairs. In one case, Matthew mentioned how the growth of the fairs has made 
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it overcrowded, which could be an overstimulating situation for students who have sensory 

issues such as neurodivergent students. Benjamin spoke to the physical layout of the space they 

had used for a career fair.  

“...We have this huge event hall space and I think the first year we did the fair, we 
probably didn't take into consideration making sure that there was a lot of space between 
booths…” (Benjamin, Director, University E).  
 

In a different focus group, Alex discussed how they at one time offered student shuttles for 

events. This was reconsidered due to the buses not being accessible for students in wheelchairs.  

​ When this theme was introduced to the member check focus group, participant Grace 

mentioned how each school has different ways and processes to offer accommodations to 

participants (Employer Engagement Team Member, University A). This can be hard for new 

students to know where to look for assistance or even know what type of accommodations and 

services they may have access to. Due to this, a SWD might have a plethora of opportunities 

without realizing this.  

Parents in Coaching Sessions. One challenge that was mentioned only in the Team Lead 

focus group was the struggle that can come when SWD engaged their parents in coaching 

sessions. Participants expressed this as a challenge because the parents can take away the 

responsibility from the student. This made the appointment centered on the parents desires, needs 

and questions rather than the individual taking ownership and feeling empowered for their future. 

Mia mentioned:  

“...Something else that we've encountered as well is a barrier and this is one of those that 
is not intentional, but sometimes parents are actually a barrier to their kids. I've had a lot 
of students come in with specific goals or ideas, but their parents are very concerned 
about them trying to get a job or an internship or them not being able to find employment 
when they graduate. So I have noticed a lot, at least for my students, a lot of them do 
have parents that are a bit helicoptery if we're being honest and sometimes that can 
actually be detrimental to the student and it does impact their experience as well.” (Mia, 
Team Lead, University G). 
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From there, Madison added to Mia’s point regarding the struggle working with parents in 

coaching sessions.  

“...I definitely see that as a barrier and then when it becomes constant and then you get 
the students sitting in my office saying one thing about their parents, but then the call 
seemed another…” (Madison, Team Lead, University A). 
 

In both these cases, the parents meant the best for their child but instead of supporting the desires 

of their child, they pushed for their own goals and desires, making it difficult for the career 

coaches.  

3.2.6 Summary: Challenges  

Across the four focus groups, participants communicated challenges across the eight 

represented career centers, with many challenges overlapping universities. Two challenges that 

were mentioned in most cases, were a limit on resources, both physical resources and human 

resources, along with limited training on working with SWD for the employed staff. These two 

pain points often work in close alignment with one another, as often when limited resources were 

mentioned so was a limit in training opportunities. When discussing the limitations of resources, 

participants would bring up collaborations. On certain campuses, collaborations were difficult to 

pursue from limited staff at other departments and/or disinterest from the staff. When they would 

try to encourage collaborations, a few expressed a lack of data or documentation to show the 

importance of these resources and programs, creating further difficulty. While those challenges 

were mentioned by the majority of participants, a few unique challenges were mentioned that 

were worth nothing including low attendance to events, the inaccessibility to events and 

programs, and parents of the students attempting to be involved in coaching sessions with 

students.   
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3.3 Opportunities  

This section is in response to research question two: What opportunities do career center 

staff at public 4-year colleges and universities in North Carolina envision when engaging SWD 

in career preparation services? The opportunities presented were increasing the accessibility to 

the career center and services, increasing and improving current collaborations, and continuing to 

offer equitable services for all students, new recruitment strategies and further training for career 

center staff. Additionally, participants shared their perspective on what ideal supports should be 

offered for SWD as they transition from school to the workforce.  

3.3.1 Advancing Accessibility in Career Center Support 

​ In all four focus groups, participants shared new ideas their career centers were either 

hoping to implement or had begun implementing to make their services and career centers more 

accessible to all students. In some cases, the accessibility being referenced was the physical 

space of the center or the larger events such as their career fair. One participant in the team lead 

focus group mentioned how her career center aims to take a universal design approach to help 

ensure that events are accessible to as many students as possible (Mia, Team Lead, University 

G). In the directors focus group, Benjamin mentioned how they adjusted their career fair space to 

make it easier to maneuver after students having challenges navigating:  

“We have this huge event hall space and I think the first year we did the fair, we probably 
didn't take into consideration making sure that there was a lot of space between booths, 
so we did a big conscious effort this year not to fit everybody, but making sure there was 
a lot of good space for students to maneuver through” (Benjamin, Director, University E).  

 
In this case, Benjamin expressed how they were able to take a challenge and create a solution for 

a better experience for future SWD. In addition to what Benjamin discussed, participants in the 

member check focus group mentioned the idea of adding further signage and overview fliers for 
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SWD to know all the types of services they have access to. This can reduce the barrier of 

students being unaware of their options.   

Throughout the focus groups, many participants mentioned either recently implementing 

or working towards implementing the use of quiet or decompression spaces at career fairs. The 

career fairs are one of the larger events most career centers put on and, as such, can be one of the 

most sensory loaded events for students. This can make it an overwhelming experience for 

students with sensory issues. Through adding the use of quiet/ decompression space, students can 

have a safe location to recompose themselves before talking with employers (Ava, Team Lead, 

University B; Chloe, Employer Engagement Team Member, Univetisy A; Justin, Frontline 

Worker, University D; Madison, Team Lead, University A). One participant even mentioned 

employers using the spaces, sharing how beneficial they can be to all who attend (Chloe, 

Employer Engagement Team Member, Univetisy A).  

​ Expanding on accessibility at career fairs in the team lead focus groups, both Emma and 

Ava mentioned the idea of having employers identify themselves as disability friendly. While 

neither participant had the details worked out, they both agreed that this might make SWD feel 

safer and more comfortable to go speak with those employers. In this case, the employer would 

then be able to reach a wider and more diverse audience of students and new potential 

employees. When Emma mentioned her idea she shared:  

“​​…And then go even a step further at a career fair that if you are open and it's a safe 
place, it's gonna be so wonderful for a student to walk in the doors of a career fair and be 
able to identify, just like the Teal pumpkins at Halloween now. There could be something 
that can identify an employer that's gonna be a safe one to go talk to” (Emma, Team 
Lead, University H).   
 

Expanding on that, Ava stated:  
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“I was gonna say some way to identify employers at a career fair, like a ribbon or a 
sticker on their name tag or something like that, that would indicate … they know that it's 
a safe space…” (Ava, Team Lead, University B).  
 

​ In addition to modifications to career fairs and the physical layout of spaces, some 

participants discussed ideas to improve the accessibility of the events such as adjusting the 

format of the event or creating specialized workshops to help SWD with skills that may come as 

a struggle to them. During the employer engagement focus group, Chloe shared: 

“...We have an amazing marketing team that markets our events for us and so what we've 
had to do is brainstorm about what can we do? Do we need to change this? Do we need to 
make it virtual? How can we get the students to come? And I know there are probably 
different things that we've tried and some have been successful and some have not and so 
I think it's constantly just trying to understand this population and what they want from us 
as the career center and from employers, what works best for them. And also realizing 
what will work for one student is not always gonna work for another student that has a 
disability. So I think it's constantly trying to change and go with different ideas and 
seeing what works. And sometimes they'll be successful and sometimes it won't be, but 
that's okay. We just usually just pick ourselves up and just move on to a new idea.” 
(Chloe, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A).  

 
Here Chloe shared with the group how University A strives to adjust their programming to fit the 

needs of the students, taking into account their experiences and needs. She also brought up an 

important point in that what is accessible to one student might not be to another student, so 

career centers need to remember that accessibility is an ever-changing process and one size does 

not fit all.  

​ In the Team Lead focus group, Mia discussed how her career center is working towards a 

new event series that would aim to partner with employers to make interviewing more 

approachable and easier for SWD. In this approach, employers would help teach students 

interviewing skills and techniques as well as potentially conduct specific interviewing days for 

the SWD. Through new career preparation services like this, the SWD would have an easier time 
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sharing their experiences and skills to employers and give them the opportunity to make a strong 

impression. 

“We've had a lot of discussions about this, is how to make interviewing more 
approachable to students with disabilities, especially those who do have more 
neurodivergent disabilities. A lot of them find that that's probably one of the biggest 
barriers to obtaining employment of any kind. And we've been trying to brainstorm some 
different ways that we can be partnering with employers who already like to partner with 
our university to brainstorm ways that we can make this more approachable, whether it's 
specific types of interview days or different types of settings where they might feel more 
comfortable talking with employers…” (Mia, Team Lead, University G). 
 

In the above examples, each career center is trying to improve their accessibility based on where 

their capacity and resources exist.  

A third way career center staff showcased accessibility is creating a welcoming 

atmosphere to students during events and in coaching appointments. Employer Engagement team 

member, Chloe, gave an example from when she invited a student to engage her program.  

“...When I saw a student that had a disability, a very visible disability at an event, I ran up 
to her and I said, Hey, I want you to be on a panel, would you be interested in that? And 
she was just so vivacious…She was on the panel, she’s got a fire in her and she's only a 
freshman. So when I see her in our office, 'cause she comes to our office all the time, we 
say hi, we hug each other. That's someone that I know is going to be super engaging 
throughout her experience here at University A. So that's a real success story for me 
personally…Making the students feel great and letting them speak out and share their 
story…” (University A). 
 

Here, Chloe highlighted how she involved students in her programming and panels, giving 

students a place to feel empowered to share their story with others. During the Frontline Worker 

focus group, Justin shared an experience he had during career coaching sessions with a student 

he worked with.  

“...I know one of the students and alumnus now that I've worked with in the past, he was 
a graduate of the Master's in Library Science Program, and one of the things that for a 
while was really standing as an obstacle to him was interviewing which makes sense 
because I think that's an obstacle for several students out there but one of the success 
stories is seeing him first coming to Career and Professional Development and seeing the 
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progress that he's made and feeling more comfortable talking about his specialized 
projects…” (University D).  
 

In this scenario, Justin exemplified how having an open mind and patience with the students can 

give them the space to become better equipped for employment. Along with the two examples 

given above, Avery (Frontline Worker, University C) and  Mia (Team Lead, University G) both 

share their own stories working with students to reach their goals. While each center has a 

different level of ability, they are all finding ways to improve, helping their SWD access their 

resources, whether that is in regards to the physical layout, new events and programming or 

meeting with students and working with them individually to meet their goals.   

3.3.2 Connecting Campus and Career: Expanding Opportunities for Collaborations 

On-Campus Collaborations. During the focus groups, participants discussed the 

exciting new opportunities that their university is trying to offer as they collaborate with other 

departments and offices on their campus. Director Benjamin showcased this in his efforts to try 

reaching students by having his staff step outside of the career center office and physically go 

into other departments. In this regard, he shared 

“... I push my team about this sometimes, we need to be a career center that gets outside 
of the 4 walls, so I would love for having someone that goes to the Student Accessibility 
Services office because if that's where they're going, we need to be there but not just 
there, we need to be in a whole lot of different spaces…” (Benjamin, Director, University 
E).   

 
Here, he focused on the importance of reaching people where they are. In another focus group, 

Grace touched on how they have been working with their disability office to increase the 

accessibility in the physical location, leaning on their expertise to improve the space for students, 

employers, and staff. She elaborated on this further during the member check focus group 

mentioning the idea of inviting to the disability office to collaborate with them on larger events 

such as Career Fairs and Meet-Ups, bringing their expertise on topics along with increasing 
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visibility on the services to this population of students. Additionally, increasing the visibility of 

contact for services was discussed by adding in emails and names to all career center classroom 

presentations and events.   

​ Within the frontline worker focus group, Justin shared his experience with collaborating 

with colleagues from different offices for training. In this case, he combined his expertise from 

the career center with the expertise from their disability office to provide a comprehensive 

presentation to their SWD. In the team lead focus group, Mia spoke to the importance of 

collaborating not just with on-campus departments but also student groups.  

“…Another success that we've had is we have a disability student union that's student 
run, and we also partner with them…. We've also been able to build really good rapport 
with a few students around campus who have shared or disclosed with us and are 
comfortable sharing information for us… So kind of tapping into students directly has 
been really helpful for us and really successful in trying to get more students aware of the 
supports that we offer.” (Mia, Team Lead, University G).  
 

When student groups are utilized, the reach and ability to communicate with more students 

becomes more feasible and builds credibility among the student population.  

​ Employer Collaborations. Across all focus groups, participants mentioned tapping into 

employer connections more frequently to create programming and new opportunities for 

students. During the director focus group, Elizabeth and Benjamin discussed the multiple job 

platforms that reach out to them as directors to work with specialized populations. These 

platforms seek to reduce barriers for job seekers in specific populations, such as connecting job 

seekers with disabilities with inclusive employers. Despite the many types of platforms reaching 

out Benjamin focused on one for SWD. 

“...There is one platform that reached out to us about how they're helping students with 
disabilities and we've kind of been in talks with them because they pretty much their 
focus is trying to have employers who are focused on hiring that type of population, so 
we haven't really finalized talks with 'em as of yet, but it's kind of started so to speak, so 
yes” (Benjamin, Director, University E).     
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As they were discussing potential collaborations, Elizabeth joined in an idea that her career 

center had been thinking about. They were seeking to gain stickers that employers could wear, 

identifying themselves as hiring for part or full time. She discussed how this could be translated 

to employers sharing their view on inclusive hiring practices, making the connections for SWD 

easier as they look for employment.  

​ During the employer engagement focus group, participants discussed new ways to partner 

with organizations such as the ADA to help support the accommodations of students as they 

transition into the workforce. Through these ideas, they discussed extra ways such as “on the job 

training” could be offered as support for both employers and students. Jamie expanded on this 

idea by sharing 

“Or even partnering with folks from the ADA when it comes to simplifying, because I 
think a lot of organizations are nervous when it comes to working in spaces that they're 
unaccustomed to, right?… So I think that creating that liaison between the actual 
organization that you'd be asking and what it is that you're asking for, creating that 
bridge, I think would be very helpful so that people can understand that there's a lot that 
it's more simple than I think that they had originally expected…” (Jamie, Employer 
Engagement Team Member, University A).  
 

In this conversation, Jamie highlighted the significance of a collaboration between an employer, 

a university career center and an employer. When all three entities work together, it can help 

create greater awareness and support for the student.  

​ Matthew touched on this type of collaboration when he discussed the Employer Advisory 

Board his university utilized. At University F, representatives from the career center, the 

disability office and specific employers met to discuss programming and opportunities for the 

students such as internships.  

“...The career center, the Disability Resource Center, and a select handful of the 
employers with which we collaborate with regularly, did get to start the conversation on 
making sure how we as a career center can collaborate with the Disability Resource 
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Center to ensure that the accommodations are continuously being in place for the 
internships that students do… making sure that those things are consistently not only put, 
but also held in place…” (Matthew, Frontline Worker, University F).  
 

When leaders in all three of these spaces are able to come together, they are able to bring their 

expertise to the programming, optimizing the experience for all involved.  

3.3.3 Equitable Opportunities: Transforming Career Center Initiatives 

​ With a goal of helping all students prepare for their future, career center staff might 

choose to use their resources to help as many individuals as possible. With this in mind, some 

programming might be created to help specific groups of students with specific needs, like SWD, 

whereas other programming is general for all students. In the directors focus group, Elizabeth 

mentioned two newer initiatives they started to help all their students. The first was a networking 

event for diverse groups.   

“...We had a specific networking night that was specific for invited populations, and it 
was invitation only. So we invited students from our intercultural affairs office and 
athletics and greek life and accessibility resources… So we put that together and had 
employers come and meet with those students who were willing to come to that invite 
only kind of event…” (Elizabeth, Director, University B).  
 

The second diversity initiative she mentioned was during their career fairs. Her career center 

added a space on the name tags so students could write what they were looking for, such as a part 

time or full time position, which would allow students to connect with their right employer. 

Adding to the conversation, Benjamin mentioned a newer event that his university had recently 

held which he called a “Career Signing Day.” 

“I will share a student who has utilized our services quite a bit this year. She is in a 
wheelchair and she has come to several different advising appointments and she's also 
attended some of our career panel events. Recently we just did an event called Career 
Signing Day, and it was patterned after the draft, the NFL draft was last night, so we had 
the draft theme… and then we said the next pick who's going to Dell Technologies is 
blank, blank, blank, and then they would come and get their award and take pictures of 
with a backdrop. We had signs up... that student that I just referred to who's utilized our 
services and is a wheelchair user, she participated in Career Signing Day, so it was great 
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to see the whole year of her activity in our office culminate in her being one of the 
students that we honored last Friday” (Director, University E).  

 
In this example, Benjamin shows how a new program that was meant for all students was 

utilized by a SWD at his university, leading to employment.   

​ During a different focus group, Alex shared how her career center has been aiming to 

find new resources for students such as affinity groups and which employers have special hiring 

programs or initiatives for various populations of job seekers.  

“And so I think what we've really been thinking more about ethnicity and LGBTQ+ 
identities, and I think what what I would like to see is which organizations may have 
ability groups so that we could identify some employers who would be resources for job 
and internship opportunities and also for that support that you all are mentioning to 
empower students and to help them become career ready” (Alex, Employer Engagement 
Team Member, University C).  
 

As this discussion continued, Jamie added how her university career center has been looking to 

not just equip students with the knowledge and resources but also the employers. At University 

A, they have started offering programming for employers to learn about trends for different 

populations of upcoming students and job seekers. They have been in the process of trying this 

out to see what type of interest comes from the employers. It’s through initiatives like these that 

current career centers are aiming to make their offerings equitable to all students.  

3.3.4 From Campus to Careers: Ideal Support Systems for Students with Disabilities 

​ One of the last questions in each focus group asked participants what they imagined an 

ideal support system to be for SWD as they transition from student to a member of the 

workforce. Two main themes that emerged through this conversation were more wrap-around 

support and resources as well more awareness and acceptance from employers and the career 

center staff. Scarlett summarized this during the member check focus group with the phrase of 

“Career Everywhere” (Team Lead, University A).   
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​ As support and resources were mentioned in the focus groups, participants mentioned the 

need for dedicated staff with the expertise to help both the students and training for other 

members of the career center. Elizabeth mentioned specifically having 1-2 staff members focused 

on working with SWD and Matthew mentioned having both the staff resources and the money to 

support that.  

“...In an ideal world we would actually be able to have the funding, and ability to have a 
position to truly serve students and alumni with disabilities…” (Matthew, Frontline 
Worker, University F). 
 

Additionally to specific staff positions, some participants mentioned the importance of 

strengthening collaborations with employers and state agencies to provide mentorship and 

resources for accommodations as the students leave the university. When Chloe mentioned the 

idea of a mentorship program, she even thought about the programming going past college and 

extending into the workplace itself. As this conversation continued, Grace added on extra 

support for students needing accommodations in the workplace setting.  

“And I think too for students with disabilities…if we had a reference cheat sheet, hey 
students, here's an entire list of employers that say they work and have accommodations 
for students with disabilities. Like how would that list grow? Or, you know, if we put 
what kind of accommodations… these are employers that have just stepped out and said, 
yes, we would love to interview or yes, we can work with students with accommodations 
like right off the bat, even though by law they probably have to, but knowing like we 
want to release that fear of asking or fear of interviewing for a job with a company 
knowing it's okay and then train that student on how to address that, their accommodation 
or disability within that interview process 'cause I think that's something students still 
have an uncomfortability about doing as well…” (Grace, Employer Engagement Team 
Member, University A). 
 
The second main topic participants mentioned was breaking the stigma or mindset around 

people working with disabilities. Many mentioned the importance of bringing awareness to the 

university, to the employer and empowering the students. Both Director Benjamin and employer 
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engagement team member, Jamie, spoke to this point during each of their respective focus 

groups. Benjamin shared 

“In an ideal world if we can eliminate the word bias… Elizabeth mentioned this earlier 
about seen and unseen disabilities, so like again just because I don't have anything 
physically that you can see, that doesn't mean I don't have one, so when we think about 
individuals who do have something physical and how that affects others' perception of 
them… because I think it affects how we all interact and service those students, but also 
to the employment community as well limiting or thinking some type of way about what 
those students are limited to doing and so much focusing on the disability as opposed to 
focusing more on the ability...” (Benjamin, Director, University E).   
 

In the employer engagement focus group, Jamie expands on this concept when she shared 

“I think one of the things that we have in common is that we have folks who are willing 
to ruffle a few feathers. And when I say that, there's no change that can never happen 
without somebody who was unwilling to shut up. And I say that because if you have 
somebody who's just like this is something that is wrong, this is something that needs to 
be addressed, those people are necessary in every space to speak for every demographic 
that requires, that needs a voice. So I think that it is important to have people who are not 
willing to shut up and who are willing to actually go against the grain…” (Jamie, 
Employer Engagement Team Member, University A). 
 

During this conversation, Jamie gave perspective about the ideal group and the type of actions 

that are needed in order to make those first steps toward change. As participants reflected on 

their ideas of where they would like to see their career preparation services move in the future, 

they were asked to share three words that they felt described the future of career services for 

SWD. Some of the repeated words included hopeful, inclusive, innovative and optimistic (See 

Appendix F).  

3.3.5 Additional Opportunities 

As participants shared about the new opportunities that were happening across career 

centers, some were brought up by only a few participants. The two additional opportunities 

included new recruitment strategies to reach SWD and specialized training and skill development 

when working with SWD.  
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Recruitment Strategies. In two of the four focus groups, participants mentioned new 

ways their career center has been bringing awareness to their services and offerings to their 

SWD. In the frontline worker focus group, Ethan shared about a desire to discover strategies of 

sharing student success stories. He shared:  

“More often than not…it's understanding outcomes and trying to capture success stories 
of students. We do our best through several means, however, it's not as thorough of a pool 
of success stories that we would like to share or tell, and in some cases, it's even harder to 
identify whether those success stories that we do capture represent students with 
disabilities and I think that being able to in an appropriate way, shed some positive light 
on scenarios that were successful, or situations that were successful for students with 
disabilities, be it finding an internship or a full-time job or going to graduate school. I 
think being able to capture that and showcase it in a positive light could go a long way, 
both for the employer side, but also on the counseling side...” (Ethan, Frontline Worker, 
University B).  
 

This would allow the career preparation services to reach a wider audience and showcase the 

importance of providing and attending the programming. As shown through the importance of 

collaboration, even sharing these stories to faculty and staff can help as they can advertise these 

programs to their students as they see it might be needed.  

​ In the team lead focus group, Ava and Scarlet reflected on a desire to reach new 

audiences through various techniques such as improved signage, increased posts on social media, 

and even creating and maintaining a blog and informational videos on YouTube. Scarlet shared 

how the video and blog were something University A had recently tried and found it to be 

something they would continue looking to do.  

“…This is something that we're currently working on when we hear success stories, is 
sharing them out. So we did do a video that we put together for one of our month-long 
programming efforts that we did this past spring. We did a video, we invited students, 
faculty, and staff in to share their stories and then just featuring more stories on our blog 
and social media and things like that so that it's more apparent to our wider audience and 
just for other students that might relate to them to be able to read those stories and see 
and hear about their successes too” (Scarlet, Team Lead, University A).  
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Specialized Training and Skill Development. A second inventive way career centers 

are creating opportunities for their staff is offering training and raising awareness among their 

staff around working with specific populations, in this care SWD. Director Benjamin emphasized 

this as he stated: 

“...The professional associations, they have those trainings as well, so the opportunities 
are out there. We're really pushing for the team to get involved in that, and also it's one of 
the things that when I do performance reviews, I'm looking at what all have you done this 
year to really develop yourself?” (Benjamin, Director, University E). 
 

In this case, the emphasis is on the opportunity presented to staff through outside organizations, 

pushing those memberships, allowing for other organizations of professionals to provide that 

professional development support that a smaller career center might not be able to offer.  

​ In the employer engagement focus groups, participants emphasized the importance of not 

only training their staff members, but also training the employers that are set to work with their 

students. In these cases, participants at University A spoke to recently trying out sessions that 

train the employer on inclusive ways to work with the SWD. This allows an easier collaboration 

across both the university career side and the employer side as they bring on new talent into the 

workforce.  

“...Like here's resources for you, here's how you can do it, here's how you can make 
things adaptable to students. Because I think it's just the fear of the unknown of how to 
make it work for a student with disabilities, especially students with unseen disabilities as 
well…” (Grace, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A).  
 

Here Grace discussed the importance of bringing awareness not just to staff but also the 

recruiters and individuals that would be working with these students.  

3.3.6 Summary: Opportunities   

​ During the focus groups, participants had no issues coming up with the challenges 

presented to them when asked, however when given the opportunity they also had a plethora of 
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current ideas they were recently starting to implement or hoping to implement at their career 

centers to further engage their SWD. Provided that many career centers expressed having limited 

resources, some were working towards engaging others both on and off campus to counter what 

they lacked at their center. An example given from University F where representatives from the 

career center, the disability office and specific employers met to discuss programming and 

opportunities for their SWD. Adding to the discussion on collaborations, many participants 

added to the focus groups with events, features and programming used to reach all students and 

create new opportunities to increase the accessibility of those events. A common example used 

were new features at their career fairs such as the sensory rooms. This increases the accessibility 

to neurodivergent students but also benefits everyone. When talking through the vision for the 

future, staff shared ideas and potential solutions to decreasing the gap of employment for SWD 

like adding in mentoring opportunities in the transition from college to the workplace. A few 

additional ideas mentioned included innovative ways to recruit SWD and enhancing the training 

for current and future staff.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION  

​ Statistically, it has been shown that individuals with disabilities tend to have more 

barriers to finding a fulfilling career than their non-disabled peers (“Disability Employment 

Statistics,” 2023). This remains true even when the individual has a college degree and holds the 

necessary skills to do the job (Enright et al., 1996; Von Schrader et al., 2013). In order to 

decrease these barriers and aid their SWD, university career centers have begun offering career 

preparation services to equip and prepare them for the workforce. In some cases this includes 

creating opportunities for connecting the students directly with potential employers. Despite 

offering these services, many staff members experience challenges in offering these services.  

The current study aims to fill the gap, examining why these services are often reported as 

being underutilized from the perspective of career center staff members at eight of the sixteen 

universities in the UNC School System. This study sought to answer the following questions: 1). 

What challenges or barriers do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities in 

North Carolina perceive or encounter engaging SWD in career preparation services? 2). What 

opportunities do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities in North Carolina 

envision when engaging SWD in career preparation services? Through the four focus groups 

conducted, participants provided insight into the future of career preparation services, ways to 

overcome challenges in offering and implementing these services and how they can help bridge 

the gap that their SWD experience as they transition from the university to their careers.   
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4.1 RQ#1: What Challenges or Barriers do Career Center Staff at Public 4-Year Colleges 

and Universities in North Carolina Perceive or Encounter Engaging SWD in Career 

Preparation Services? 

4.1.1 Disability Disclosure  

When students have a disability, they are automatically at an increased risk of facing 

barriers to their education and their ability to find employment (Carr & Namkung, 2021; Gignac 

et al., 2021; Zaluska et al., 2020). One of the challenges that career center staff experience when 

working with SWD is whether or not the students choose to disclose their disability. As members 

of a marginalized community, SWD may be cautious to share their disability with those they do 

not know well or are unfamiliar with. While they have access to the career preparation services, 

they do not always utilize them due to various reasons, often from internalized fear of judgement 

and shame (Gignac et al., 2021; Jamie, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A; 

Trammell, 2009).  

When the student walks into the career center, the staff often are unaware of when the 

student has a disability due to the non-visible nature of most disabilities (Elizabeth, Director, 

University B; Emma, Team Lead, University H; Garrison-Wade, 2012; Quinlan, 2014). In these 

cases, the onus is put on the student to share their needs and decide what specifically the staff 

member needs to know about their disability (Gignac et al., 2021; Jamie, Employer Engagement 

Team Member, University A; Trammell, 2009).  

Once a student chooses to disclose, it is imperative that the staff member has at least a 

basic understanding of disabilities and how to best support the student in their career journey. 

However, in many cases, staff are unaware of how to help these students at that moment (Avery, 
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Frontline Worker, University C; Elizabeth, Director, University B). When the student makes the 

conscious decision to disclose, the career centers need to be better prepared on how to aid them.  

Additionally, a lack of disclosure becomes problematic when career centers are unaware 

of the number of SWD they are truly serving. Without this information, staff are unable to track 

the success, challenges, and growth opportunities of their career preparation services (Elizabeth, 

Director, University B). If progress is not being tracked, leadership and employers collaborating 

with the career center will not have access to data showing the number of SWD they engage 

with. A lack of sufficient data to demonstrate the need for career preparation services could lead 

to resources being redirected to support other student populations that are perceived as having 

greater numbers or more urgent needs (Ethan, Frontline Worker, University B). 

4.1.2 Inconsistent Training  

Once a disability is disclosed, staff members are not always sure how to respond, how to 

best support the student, or how to adjust their career coaching style, events or programs to meet 

the student's needs (Ava, Team Lead, University B; Elizabeth, Director, University B). Each staff 

member brings a unique understanding and experience of disability, which can influence their 

reaction when a student shares this information. Some staff may have personal connections, such 

as having a disability themselves or knowing family members or friends with similar diagnoses 

(Matthew, Frontline Worker, University F). Conversely, other staff members may have limited or 

no experience with disabilities, leading to inconsistent responses for SWD (Avery, Frontline 

Worker, University C). 

When staff knowledge gaps exist, it can result in an inconsistent experience for students. 

In the short term, the student may not receive the necessary support for their career development. 
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Over time, this can damage the career center’s reputation, discouraging both the student and 

potentially their peers from seeking assistance in the future.  

Inconsistent training often stems from limited resources and staff, leading to a focus on 

training that benefits a broader student population rather than addressing the needs of a specific 

group (Benjamin, Director, University E). Directors are responsible for allocating funds and 

resources, which often means prioritizing initiatives that serve the greatest number of students. 

As a result, the training that tends to be emphasized is the foundational aspects of career 

coaching, rather than how to customize coaching sessions, programs, or events for SWD (Ava, 

Team Lead, University B). As previously mentioned, when there is sufficient data showing the 

number of SWD) the career center serves, the tendency may be to prioritize training for other 

student populations instead. 

4.1.3 Resources and Collaboration Challenges  

As career centers work to expand their career preparation services, they often face the 

challenge of limited resources, which could include staff, funding, physical space, or a 

combination of these factors. In their efforts to support a growing population of SWD, 

frustrations can arise from the desire to do more but lacking the time or manpower to make it 

happen (Emma, Team Lead, University H). When this occurs, two outcomes are possible: staff 

may become discouraged, causing career preparation services to stall, or they may become more 

creative and innovative, seeking external resources through collaborations (Matthew, Frontline 

Worker, University F). 

While collaborations can alleviate some of the pressure on staff, if they occur at the 

wrong time, with the wrong partners, or with misaligned goals, they can lead to more challenges 

than benefits. Successful collaborations require all participants to be committed to the effort and 
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support the group's objectives. When this commitment is lacking, it becomes difficult to achieve 

the group's goals. A common issue is that individuals involved may have other job or personal 

responsibilities, leading to a lack of follow-through, which places additional strain on a smaller 

group of individuals managing the program or event (Mia, Team Lead, University G). Career 

centers need to be mindful of the frequency and purpose of their collaborations, ensuring that 

these efforts are focused on providing the most effective support for both staff and students. 

4.2 RQ#2: What Opportunities do Career Center Staff at Public 4-Year Colleges and 

Universities in North Carolina Envision When Engaging SWD in Career Preparation 

Services?  

4.2.1 Leveraging the Potential of Collaboration 

In order to overcome the challenge of limited staff, training, and resources, career centers 

are more often focusing on collaborations for their career preparation services. Depending on the 

project and the needs of the service, a collaboration with the disability office could be sufficient. 

In this case, the career center brings its expertise on topics such as resumes and interviews, and 

the disability staff bring their expertise on types of disabilities, disclosure or accommodations. 

When combined for an event such as a workshop, the SWD gains the information needed, the 

staff each learn something new from the other, and the workload is spread out across multiple 

individuals (Matthew, Frontline Worker, University F). In other cases, a collaboration might be 

needed with other campus partners such as staff from an on-campus cultural office, deans and 

professors who see and work with the students weekly, or student groups (Benjamin, Director, 

University E; Jamie, Employer Engagement Team Member, University A; Mia, Team Lead, 

University G). As these collaborations are developed and expanded, the career centers can 

provide their expertise without needing to be experts in disabilities and have an easier time 
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finding the SWD who could benefit from the specialized programming (Matthew, Frontline 

Worker, University F).  

​ Outside of on-campus collaborations, many career centers tap in the professionals already 

in the workforce. Depending on the university they might already have employer partners they 

work closely with for all topics (Alex, Employer Engagement Team Member, University C; Mia, 

Team Lead, University G). Many large employers have employee resource groups (ERGs) for 

employees with disabilities and allies of those with disabilities. These groups can make great 

collaborators in career centers because when a person joins an ERG there is an expectation that 

they are to volunteer their time in the community and they are often disabled themselves (Alex, 

Employer Engagement Team Member, University C). When career centers work with ERGs, 

they can bring in experts on a topic with the lived experience of those with disabilities. This can 

make an impact on the SWD and can take the pressure off the career center staff themselves to 

create the content.  

​ When done well, collaborations can create ease for staff and create great opportunities for 

SWD to grow in their knowledge and connections. Characteristics of a positive collaboration 

include an established goal, positive relationships with the individuals, and each group is able to 

bring in their own expertise. When forming a collaboration, both parties need to have clear 

expectations and be in agreement on the purpose and goals of the working together. When there 

is misalignment, it can cause friction and create more problems for the staff. With collaboration, 

comes working in groups. This can either help create a productive and useful event or it can 

create dissonance and arguments. When working with others, there needs to be space for grace 

and understanding as this would be in addition to their other job responsibilities. Lastly, each 

member needs to be willing to put in effort where they have promised the group so the full 
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service, program or event doesn't land solely on one person, thus negating the purpose of having 

a collaboration. When successful, a collaboration creates benefits for everyone involved, 

especially the students the service is meant to equip. 

4.2.2 Advancing Accessibility and Equitable Opportunities  

As staff work to expand and enhance their career preparation programs, it can foster an 

equitable mindset throughout other areas of the career center. Efforts to make events and 

programming more inclusive for SWD can create a ripple effect, benefiting even students 

without disabilities. A common example is the inclusion of decompression and sensory rooms at 

career fairs. These spaces, initially designed to support neurodivergent students by providing a 

quiet, safe area to regroup, can also benefit other students who may feel shy or nervous to talk 

with employers (Ava, Team lead, University B; Benjamin, Director, University E).  

In this case, an adaptation meant to support SWD becomes a valuable resource for all 

students, and in some instances, even for employers. Here the accommodation made to the event 

was considered an universal accommodation (Mia, Team Lead, University G). This is becoming 

more common for programming as this can support all students, in all stages of life and 

experiences. When staff can demonstrate how their career preparation services benefit students 

from multiple backgrounds, not just SWD, they can make a stronger case for securing additional 

resources and support from leadership and employers, which in turn fosters continued growth in 

the programming. 

As career centers develop robust career preparation services, staff are better equipped to 

support their SWD. When utilized, these services provide students with the tools, knowledge, 

resources, and connections they need to pursue fulfilling career opportunities (Garrison-Wade, 

2012; Sapir & Banai, 2023; Couzens et al., 2015). These services are specifically designed to 
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help SWD navigate the unique challenges posed by their disabilities, such as managing 

disclosure, seeking accommodations, and handling misunderstandings with co-workers and 

managers (Carr & Namkung, 2021; Gignac et al. 2021; Mia, Team Lead, University G).  

Overtime, students engaging with the career preparation programs graduate not only with 

a degree in hand but also with the skills and knowledge necessary for everything from interviews 

to securing workplace resources. Throughout this process, as students participate, staff gain 

valuable insights, reinforcing the growing need for such programs. As these programs expand, 

staff can share success stories, data, and personal insights with collaborators, leadership, and 

other university career centers looking to enhance their career preparation services. When fully 

utilized, these programs, events and resources serve as tools to bridge the gap that SWD often 

face when transitioning from an educational setting to the workforce. 

4.3 Recommendations  

​ Based on the information provided from participants during the focus groups, there were 

four main recommendations developed for career centers to utilize as they assess their career 

preparation services for their SWD. The first recommendation is to evaluate how each career 

center handles accessibility and disability inclusion, looking at what is currently being done and 

what the mindset is of the staff members from leadership to student workers. The second 

recommendation is to take what was found through the assessment and involve all stakeholders 

in developing their disability inclusion plan. Next is to encourage and foster a growth mindset 

with career center staff. Finally, it is recommended to engage staff in training on working with 

those who have disabilities.  
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4.3.1 Evaluate Career Center Accessibility and Disability Inclusion 

​ The first recommendation is to evaluate your career center accessibility and disability 

inclusion. Throughout the focus groups, it became evident that each career center had a different 

culture and mindset, physical location and focus on accessibility, resources and programming. 

Each university and center had unique features so to compare one to the next would be an 

inefficient use of time. Instead, a career center staff should look internally and assess where they 

are currently.  Every center has to decide what would be best based on their current resources and 

ability. Example questions to ask might include: 

-​ Do we have a record of success stories with our current SWD? 

-​ Are we currently working with other offices or employers for specific topics for SWD? 

-​ Are we consciously thinking about the physical layout of our events, such as our career 

fairs, to make it accessible to all students?  

-​ Are SWD easily able to ask for accommodations?  

-​ Do we have resources on our website for SWD? Do we have specific employers or 

websites that we can point to SWD if they ask?  

-​ Does anyone on our current staff have specific expertise or training that can assist a SWD 

should they ask? 

4.3.2 Involve All Stakeholders in Developing Disability Inclusion 

​ The second recommendation for career centers is to involve all stakeholders in 

developing disability inclusion. To be most efficient, this works best when it starts with the 

leadership involved in the process and sees the worth and time-investment that might be needed. 

By engaging leadership, disability inclusion and programming can be prioritized and help to 

move the work forward. Past leadership, stakeholders refers to all staff members in the career 

 



70 

center of all levels from director to student worker. If possible and time permits, this could also 

include faculty and staff from other departments, employers they work with often, and even 

SWD. By including a variety of people in the development of ideas, staff can gain new 

perspectives and experiences that they might not have otherwise. An example of this shown 

during the frontline worker focus group is when Matthew, from University F, shared how he 

personally experiences overstimulation at career fairs from his own disability. Through  this 

experience, he has been able to help in the improvement of the sensory room used at their career 

fairs. By utilizing his personal experiences, he has been able to enhance the experience for their 

SWD. The importance of receiving buy-in and ideas from people of all levels is that the chances 

of the ideas coming to reality increases and brings in excitement. 

4.3.3 Foster a Growth Mindset: Embrace Challenges and Learn from Setbacks  

​ The third recommendation for career centers is to foster a growth mindset to embrace 

challenges and learn from setbacks. During the employer engagement team member focus group, 

Chloe from University A shared about how they encourage flexibility and changes within their 

programming. They ask questions after events or programs to see where they can improve for the 

students. This mindset is needed when trying to engage SWD. Sometimes things won’t go like 

staff might think it and they need to be ready to adjust and change from feedback.  

​ Along with the concept of encouraging a growth mindset, career centers should aim to 

find resources and training that staff can participate in to learn the unique challenges students 

might face with a disability. This might not be directly through the career center but might be 

their supplemental organizations, departments, websites or even books. The importance here is 

that the staff are being given the resources to grow and develop as professionals so they can 

better serve their students.   
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4.3.4 Engage Staff in Training  

There needs to be an emphasis from leadership of career centers to ensure their staff is 

properly equipped to help their SWD. Career centers need to provide the training necessary for 

staff to offer basic support and how to acknowledge the risk a SWD took in simply sharing their 

struggles. Example training topics might look like “what is a disability,” “disability etiquette” or 

“career coaching techniques to use when working with neurodivergent students.” These trainings 

could be in-house, they could be offered through different associations or it could be a few tips 

shared via email (Benjamin, Director, University E; Grace, Employer Engagement Team 

Member, University A). They could consist of bringing in guest speakers to staff meetings such 

as professionals from the disability office, utilizing inclusive employers, or experts from 

disability focused organizations, or leadership sharing articles or online courses that staff can 

access. The important piece is that knowledge is being shared and staff are learning how to better 

serve their SWD.   

4.4 Limitations of Research and Future Research  

​ Throughout this research there have been a number of limitations that should be noted 

when considering the results and findings. The first limitation that should be noted is that there 

were only a limited number of UNC Schools represented and an uneven distribution of 

participants from each university. Half of the schools participated in the focus groups with the 

number of staff varying from five staff members from one university to only one staff member 

from four of the universities. This additionally reflects in the type of staff member that 

participated with only two career center directors participating versus six participants in the team 

lead focus group. With the uneven distribution, we could not reach full saturation and more 

research should be conducted in the future (Nelson, 2016). Future research could look at the 
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other eight UNC School universities not included in this study. This would provide a bigger 

picture of the UNC School system more broadly. Additionally, future research could include staff 

members of all levels from each career center giving a clear picture of the culture of the career 

center in regards to disability inclusion.   

An additional note to this limitation was that each participant shared their personal 

experiences of what their career center. In a few cases when there were multiple people from the 

same career center participating in different focus groups, there tended to be a difference in 

opinion or knowledge in what was offered. This might have changed some of the answers and 

affected the results. Further research might explore each career center on its own to hear from 

more staff and gain a clearer picture of what is offered and their unique challenges and 

opportunities.  

After preliminary results were developed, I held a member check focus group and survey. 

The desire in doing this was to be provided feedback from participants in multiple formats to 

further define my themes. Only one participant conducted the survey and five participants took 

part in the member check survey (one participant in the focus group also participated in the 

survey). During the member check focus group, most participants used the chat with little overall 

engagement. With the limited feedback from participants, there might have been areas I missed 

or could have further examined.  

​ The final noteworthy limitations came from outside circumstances, the first was the 

uncertainty of the future Diversity, Equity and Inclusion (DEI) on college campuses throughout 

North Carolina. While some consider disability and accessibility separately protected, a number 

of disability-focused programming does fall into the category of DEI. Around the time of focus 

group recruitment and conducting the focus groups, the UNC School Board was reconsidering 
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policies around DEI (Knox, 2024). The lack of clarity for the future of DEI might have played a 

role in who felt comfortable speaking to the nature of their career center’s disability 

programming.  

Since the end of the research, there have been changes to both DEI policies in the UNC 

school system (The University of North Carolina System, 2024) and some federal laws in 

regards to the ADA in regards to the workforce (Borus, 2025). Future research could explore the 

impact of DEI policies implemented across the UNC School System on the career centers' focus 

on disability inclusion and the career preparation programs offered. Additionally, future research 

is needed to determine how the change in the ADA affects those with disabilities in both the 

workforce and education.  

​ The second outside circumstance that affected this study was Hurricane Helene. Around 

the time that the member check focus group was scheduled to occur, Helene hit North Carolina 

and affected some staff who had expressed interest in participating (Eberly & Smith, 2024). If we 

had moved forward with the scheduled date, we would have only had two participants and, in 

wanting to receive feedback from a variety of staff, we pushed the member check focus group 

from October 2024 to December 2024. This change in date pushed back finalized results to 

spring 2025.  

4.5 Contributions  

Although the limitations outlined above should be acknowledged, this study offers a 

distinct contribution by incorporating the perspectives of career center staff. Much of the existing 

academic literature emphasizes university programs, services, and events from the student 

viewpoint. While student experiences are crucial, this research specifically explored the 

challenges and opportunities staff encountered when implementing career programming for 
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students. Furthermore, the study gathered insights from staff at all organizational levels within 

the career center to provide a more comprehensive understanding. 

Beyond simply capturing staff perspectives, the study underscored the critical role of 

collaboration in supporting students with disabilities (SWD). Staffing shortages and limited 

capacity often made interdepartmental collaboration difficult, which could in turn reduce career 

preparation opportunities for SWD. Conversely, when collaborations with other departments or 

employers were strong, students had greater access to resources and career development 

opportunities. Ultimately, this study highlighted the pivotal role that career preparation services 

play in bridging the gap between higher education and employment for SWD. 

4.6 Conclusion  

​ As reflected by participants, the future of the ideal services for SWD are both hopeful and 

innovative but they are also a struggle, ever-evolving and full of unknowns. Each university is at 

a different point in developing its career preparation services, offering a unique perspective 

shaped by its student body, faculty and staff, employers, and leadership. Common challenges 

presented to career centers, limited resources and staff, need for specialized training, and a lack 

of disclosure and data tracking, create barriers to staff aiding their SWD to finding meaningful 

employment. Many career centers can get focused on what they do not have, rather than what 

they can do.  

When the mindset begins to shift from what they lack to what they can offer, innovation 

takes root and change is able to flourish. Collaborations are currently happening across the state, 

bringing professionals of all backgrounds together to support SWD. Career preparation services 

are essential in helping bridge the gap from university to work. These services are designed to 
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provide each student with the tools to feel empowered to take control of their own career 

journey.  

Since the start of the ADA in 1990 there have been an increasing number of individuals 

with disabilities going to college and working, but the work is far from finished. There is still 

much more work that needs to be done at the university level to better prepare SWD for their 

time in the workforce. An increased focus on career preparation services at universities is needed 

so their SWD can find more representation on-campus and in their respective fields, make more 

connections with employers, and have an increased chance of finding employment. As career 

centers assess their current position for their SWD and envision their future goals, they can take 

inspiration from Arthur Ashe's words: “Start where you are. Use what you have. Do what you 

can” (Quotes, n.d.).  
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT SCREENING TOOL  

Career Preparation Services for Students with Disabilities  
 

Welcome to the "Career Preparation Services for Students with Disabilities" project recruitment 
survey!   
 
The purpose of this research is to understand the services for students with disabilities within 
career centers. Through focus groups, staff members in different positions and roles will explore 
barriers and opportunities they experience working with students with disabilities. This survey 
will aid us in placing staff members in focus groups with other individuals in similar roles.  
 
You must be 18 or older to participate in this study and work at a career center at a university 
within the UNC School System. This survey has a series of questions about the career center you 
work in and the services offered for students with disabilities.  
 
It will take you about 5 minutes to complete this screening tool. We do not believe that you will 
experience any risk from participating in this study. You will not benefit personally by 
participating in this study. The information we learn from you will help us understand what type 
of services are offered. Participation is voluntary. You may choose not to take part in the study. 
You may start participating and change your mind and stop participation at any time. 
 
Your privacy will be protected and confidentiality will be maintained to the extent possible. Your 
responses will be treated as confidential and linked to your email address and name. After this 
study is complete, the data/information collected will not be used or distributed for future 
research studies even if identifiers are removed. 
 

●​ Yes, I consent 
Questions  

Full Name (open ended) 
 
Preferred Email (open ended)  
 
Institution (multiple choice)  

●​ University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) 
●​ North Carolina State University (NCSU) 
●​ Appalachian State University (ASU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Charlotte (UNCC) 
●​ East Carolina University (ECU) 
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●​ University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Wilmington (UNCW) 
●​ Western Carolina University (WCU) 
●​ North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NC A&T) 
●​ North Carolina Central University (NCCU) 
●​ Elizabeth City State University (ECU) 
●​ Fayetteville State University (FSU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Pembroke (UNCP) 
●​ University of NC School of the Arts (UNCSA) 
●​ Winston-Salem State University (WSSU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Asheville (UNCA) 

 
Role (Multiple choice - check the one that applies most to your position) 

●​ Director 
●​ Team Lead (individuals within a career center who supervise other staff members and 

may also work directly with students) 
●​ Frontline worker (staff members who work directly with students and who do not 

supervise part time and full time staff) 
●​ Employer Engagement Team Member  
●​ Other: ____ 

 
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: There is a need on my 
campus for career focused resources, events, and/or services for students with disabilities. 

●​ Strongly agree  
●​ Agree  
●​ Disagree 
●​ Strongly disagree   

 
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: I think it is important for 
career centers to have specific resources, events, and/or services for students with disabilities 
(agree or disagree) 

●​ Strongly agree  
●​ Agree  
●​ Disagree 
●​ Strongly disagree   
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APPENDIX B: RECRUITMENT FLIER  
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APPENDIX C: DEMOGRAPHIC SURVEY 

Pseudonym (open ended) 
 
Preferred Email (open ended)  
 
Gender  

●​ Man  
●​ Woman  
●​ Non-binary  
●​ Prefer not to answer  

 
Race/ ethnicity  

●​ American Indian or Alaskan Native 
●​ Asian / Pacific Islander 
●​ Black or African American 
●​ Hispanic 
●​ White / Caucasian 
●​ Multiple ethnicity 
●​ Other 
●​ Prefer not to answer 

 
Institution (multiple choice)  

●​ University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC) 
●​ North Carolina State University (NCSU) 
●​ Appalachian State University (ASU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Charlotte (UNCC) 
●​ East Carolina University (ECU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Wilmington (UNCW) 
●​ Western Carolina University (WCU) 
●​ North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University (NC A&T) 
●​ North Carolina Central University (NCCU) 
●​ Elizabeth City State University (ECU) 
●​ Fayetteville State University (FSU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Pembroke (UNCP) 
●​ University of NC School of the Arts (UNCSA) 
●​ Winston-Salem State University (WSSU) 
●​ University of North Carolina at Asheville (UNCA) 

 
Position title (open ended) 
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Role (Multiple choice - check the one that applies most to your position) 
●​ Director 
●​ Team Lead (individuals within a career center who supervise others and may also work 

directly with students) 
●​ Frontline worker (staff members who work directly with students and who do not 

supervise part time and full time staff) 
●​ Other: ____ 

 
How many years have you worked at your current career center? 

●​ Less than 1 year  
●​ 1-5 years 
●​ 6-10 years 
●​ 11-15 years 
●​ 16-20 years 
●​ 20+ years 

 
How many full time and part time staff work in your career center (multiple choice) 

●​ 1-5 
●​ 6-10  
●​ 11-15 
●​ 16-20 
●​ 21-25 
●​ 26-30 
●​ 30+  

 
How many student workers do you have in your (multiple choice)  

●​ 1-5 
●​ 6-10  
●​ 11-15 
●​ 16-20 
●​ 21+   

 
Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: There is a need on my 
campus for resources, events, and/or services for students with disabilities. 

●​ Strongly agree  
●​ Agree  
●​ Disagree 
●​ Strongly disagree   
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Please indicate your level of agreement with the following statement: I think it is important for 
career centers to have specific resources, events, and/or services for students with disabilities 
(agree or disagree) 

●​ Strongly agree  
●​ Agree  
●​ Disagree 
●​ Strongly disagree   

 
Does your career center offer any of the following services for students with disabilities? (check 
all that apply) 

●​ Mentoring Programs  
●​ Specialized internships  
●​ Workshops, panels and/or presentations 
●​ Handouts and/or resources  
●​ Newsletters 
●​ None  
●​ Other: _____  

 
How often does the career center offer specialized staff training in working with students with 
disabilities? (check the option that applies the best) 

●​ Once a semester  
●​ Once a school year 
●​ Every other year 
●​ As needed  
●​ Never  
●​ Other: ___  

 
If a student with disabilities comes into your career center, is there one career coach with 
specialized training working with students with disability they have the option to get referred to 
or would the student receive help from whomever is available? (multiple choice) 

●​ Specialized career coach  
●​ General career coach  
●​ Unsure  

 
Does your office partner with other campus departments to provide services for students with 
disabilities? (yes or no) 

●​ Yes  
●​ No  
●​ Unsure  

If yes, which departments? (open ended)  
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APPENDIX D: FOCUS GROUP GUIDE  

There are different perceptions, perspectives, and experiences. None are wrong. All are 
welcomed. 
 
Research Question: What challenges and opportunities do the staff and coordinators of career 
preparation services at public 4-year universities in North Carolina encounter in engaging SWD? 

 
Thank you for giving me some of your time to discuss career services for SWD at your 
respective career center.  
 
First- inform them of the study and ask for their consent to audio record the focus group. 
Remind them that the audio will only be recorded and their name will not be associated with the 
recording.  
 
Second- ask if they have any clarifying questions about the study. Once they give verbal consent, 
begin recording.  
 
[Begin recording]  
 
The purpose of this research is to understand the services for students with disabilities within 
career centers. Through this focus group discussion, staff members in _____ role will explore 
barriers and opportunities they experience working with students with disabilities.  
 
Before we begin with introductions, I am asking that you fill out the following demographic 
survey. See the link in the chat [Insert link] 
 
Introduction questions 

●​ Introduction  
○​ Pseudonym  
○​ University you work for  
○​ Job title / length of time in the role  
○​ Describe the nature of the services your career center provides 
○​ Icebreaker (slide of images - which one resonates with you and why)  

●​ How would you describe the need for career services for SWD on your campus?  
○​ Prompting: What have you seen or experienced to support this? 

●​ What is the general approach your center takes to supporting the career preparation of 
students with disabilities? 

●​ What do you think the goal of your career center is in regards to career preparation for 
SWD? 

●​ What goals do you consider to be most useful in preparing students with disabilities for 
workplace opportunities? 
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Opportunities for students with disabilities 
●​ When working with SWD give an example of a success story. What about this situation 

would you like to see happen more often?  
○​ If you can not think of a specific example, please share what you would like to 

see happen more within your office.  
●​ What strategies are currently in place or you would like to see implemented when 

connecting SWD with potential employers or recruiters  
●​ What would you like to see done differently within your office when working with 

SWD?   
●​ Does your office collaborate with other departments and/or organizations? 

○​ What do these collaborations look like? 
○​ What new collaborations could you envision and why?  

 
Recruitment and retention Questions 

●​ How do SWD learn about your resources and services? 
○​ From your perspective, would you say that these are adequately utilized or are 

they underutilized? 
●​ Do you conduct outreach specifically to SWD? If so, what does that look like? 

○​ What strategies do you use to reach students with disabilities?  
○​ How effective are these strategies? 

●​ What barriers, if any, have you experienced in recruiting students? 
●​ What barriers, if any, have you experienced in keeping students engaged? 

 
Other Barriers for students with disabilities 

●​ What additional barriers have you or other staff in your office encountered while working 
with students?  

○​ How often does __ barrier occur? 
○​ Have others experienced __ barrier? 

●​ When working with students with disabilities, what barriers have you observed students 
encounter when accessing services and resources?  

○​ How often does __ barrier occur? 
○​ Have others experienced __ barrier?  

 
Closing Question/ remarks  
Thank you for participating in today’s focus group. Before you hop off the call please share 3 
words that you feel describe the future of career services for SWD.  
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APPENDIX E: REFLEXIVITY QUESTIONS  
 
PRE-STUDY PROMPTS 

1.​ How have my experiences shaped my interest in this topic? 
2.​ What are my hopes for this study? What do I hope to get out of it? 
3.​ What do I expect the results of this study will be? 
4.​ What fears, worries, or concerns do I have about this study? 

 
POST-FOCUS GROUP PROMPTS (within 24 hours) 

1.​ What were the key insights I gained from the focus group? How do these insights affect 
my assumptions about the topic/study or my expectations of the results? 

2.​ Was there anything I learned that was surprising? Why was it surprising? 
3.​ Did I have any strong emotional reactions to anything said? What was said and what was 

the emotion elicited? Why did I have this particular emotional reaction? 
4.​ Do these observations suggest any changes in how I should conduct the study? 

 
POST-STUDY PROMPTS 

1.​ What did I learn about myself through this study? 
2.​ Which findings were consistent with my assumptions and expectations and which ones 

defied them? 
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APPENDIX F: WORD CLOUD 
 

A Vision for the Future of Services for SWD 
 

Prompt: Share 3 words that you feel describe the future of career services for SWD 
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APPENDIX G: MEMBER CHECK SURVEY  

Welcome to the "Career Preparation Services for Students with Disabilities" member check 
survey.  

As a reminder, the purpose of this research is to understand the services for students with 
disabilities within career centers from the unique perspective of staff. This is a summary of 
preliminary themes found through the focus groups that took place in April and May. 

Career Preparations Services   

●​ Mentoring Programs  
●​ Specialized internships 
●​ Workshops, panels and/or presentations 
●​ Handouts and/or resources  
●​ Newsletters  

Research Questions:   

1.​ What challenges or barriers do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and 
universities in North Carolina perceive or encounter engaging SWD in career preparation 
services?  

2.​ What opportunities do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities in 
North Carolina envision when engaging SWD in career preparation services?  

Section 1: This section provides context in the career center and focuses on what is currently 
happening for students with disabilities.   
 

●​ Career Center Overview  
●​ Current Connections: Access to Existing Career Services  
●​ Approaches to Career Center Collaborations with campus partners and employers  
●​ Diversity in Action: Initiatives in Career Centers  
●​ Outreach Strategies: Recruiting Students with disabilities  
●​ Developing Career Center Staff Skills  
●​ Stories of Success: Showcasing Career Center Impact on Student with disabilities  

 
Questions  
 

1.​ Do you think the preliminary themes accurately capture your experiences related to the 
career preparation services offered through your career center? Are there any important 
aspects we might have missed?  

2.​ Do you agree with the way we’ve grouped the themes, or do you think there should be 
different categories or sub-themes? What adjustments would you suggest?   
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3.​ Is there anything else you’d like to add that hasn’t been covered by the current themes? 
How does this additional information affect the themes we’ve discussed?  
 

Section 2: What challenges or barriers do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and 
universities in North Carolina perceive or encounter engaging SWD in career preparation 
services?  
 

●​ Data Dilemmas: The struggle to disclose disabilities  
●​ Challenges of inconsistent work dynamics and relationships  
●​ Unbalanced Growth: Challenges of inconsistent staff training   
●​ Navigating the challenges of limited staff and resources   
●​ Additional challenges   

 
Questions 
 

4.​ Do you think the preliminary themes accurately capture your experiences related to the 
career preparation services offered through your career center? Are there any important 
aspects we might have missed?  

5.​ Do you agree with the way we’ve grouped the themes, or do you think there should be 
different categories or sub-themes? What adjustments would you suggest?   

6.​ Is there anything else you’d like to add that hasn’t been covered by the current themes? 
How does this additional information affect the themes we’ve discussed?  
 

Section 3: What opportunities do career center staff at public 4-year colleges and universities 
in North Carolina envision when engaging SWD in career preparation services?   
 

●​ Advancing accessibility in career center support  
●​ Connecting campus and career: Expanding opportunities for collaborations  
●​ Equitable opportunities: Transforming Career Center Initiatives  
●​ From campus to careers: Ideal support systems for students for students with disabilities   
●​ Additional Opportunities   

 
Questions 
 

7.​ Do you think the preliminary themes accurately capture your experiences related to the 
career preparation services offered through your career center? Are there any important 
aspects we might have missed?  

8.​ Do you agree with the way we’ve grouped the themes, or do you think there should be 
different categories or sub-themes? What adjustments would you suggest?   
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9.​ Is there anything else you’d like to add that hasn’t been covered by the current themes? 
How does this additional information affect the themes we’ve discussed?  

 
Section 4: The following questions address themes across all 3 sections.  
 

10.​How well do the identified themes resonate with your personal experiences?  
11.​Do you have any suggestions for improving the way we present or interpret these 

themes?  
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