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What is the ADA?

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal civil rights law passed in 1990 with the 
purpose to address discrimination on the basis of disability. The ADA protects the civil rights of 
individuals with disabilities, similar to protections provided for individuals based on race, color, 
sex, national origin, age, or religion. The ADA ensures that people with disabilities have the 
same opportunity as anyone else, including equal access to all areas of public life. The ADA is 
composed of five titles that encompass protections for public life and private entities open to 
the public, including within employment and higher education policy areas.

Background

Employment and the ADA
Title I of the ADA protects individuals with disabilities from discrimination in employment. 
Unique to the ADA, this law ensures employers establish reasonable accommodations for 
employees with disabilities.1 This means that an employer must modify an aspect of the job, 
the work environment, or the way the job is usually done. Although the ADA has been in use 
for over 30 years, employment rates for individuals with disabilities are still disproportionately 
low compared to the general population.2 Previous research has explored both barriers and 
supports to successful employment for individuals with disabilities. For example, a previous 
ADA National Network research brief on the Experience of Discrimination and the ADA reported 
that people with disabilities experience common barriers of stigmatization, inaccessibility of 
physical spaces, and lack of reasonable accommodations.3 Reasonable accommodations such 
as telework options can help facilitate participation in employment and reduce discrimination 
from disclosing one’s disability.4

Higher Education and the ADA
Under both Titles II and III, individuals with disabilities may not be discriminated against 
in higher education institutions.5 In conjunction with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 
the ADA ensures higher education institutions provide equal opportunity for individuals 
with disabilities, such as through educational accommodations.6 Similar to the employment 
domain, previous research has explored both barriers and facilitators to access in higher 
education. For example, disability resource centers, universal design strategies, and educational 
accommodations all support equal opportunity in higher education.7 Although institutions are 
required to provide accommodations, such as auxiliary aids and services for communication, 
reports find they are often difficult to obtain and are misunderstood by faculty.8,9,10 Lastly, 
the changing use of technology in higher education provides flexibility and convenience for 
some students with disabilities.11,12 At the same time, this has created new challenges such as 
ineffectively designed school websites or technology access challenges in a virtual learning 
environment.13,14,15 Further information can be found in the ADA National Network Research Brief 
on Higher Education and the ADA.7


https://adata.org/research_brief/experience-discrimination-and-ada
https://adata.org/research_brief/higher-education-and-ada
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COVID-19
The COVID-19 pandemic has been impacting Americans, including those with disabilities, since 
2020. The pandemic has in turn impacted both the employment and higher education policy 
domains. For example, research finds an increase in the employment gap between people with 
and without disabilities.2 Further, there has been an increase in remote work across the country, 
but fewer people with disabilities hold jobs suitable for this opportunity.16 In terms of higher 
education, there has been a rapid shift to virtual and hybrid learning environments.17

Highlights of Findings

• The pandemic has brought more remote work opportunities to people with disabilities and 
hope for future accommodations.

• Students with disabilities have faced challenges accessing new or previous educational 
accommodations and difficulty communicating in the online environment.

• Virtual learning environments may facilitate access in higher education, but current barriers 
include poor institutional guidance and web inaccessibility.

Research about the ADA, Employment, and Higher 
Education during the COVID-19 Pandemic

The current research highlights three key themes related to employment, higher education, 
COVID, and the ADA – web accessibility, communication, and reasonable accommodations. The 
following sections synthesize the existing research in these areas.

Web Accessibility
The first area of current research is regarding web accessibility in higher education. Studies 
show reports of web accessibility challenges and changes since the onset of the pandemic. 
One study reported web accessibility issues in library homepage for the top ranked 100 post-
secondary institutions in the United States.18 Contrast errors were the most common issue. 
However, this study also found fewer web accessibility errors overall since the onset of the 
pandemic. Another study interviewed directors of digital accessibility at three universities.19 The 
directors reported more requests and complaints to their disability student services concerning 
web accessibility during the pandemic. On the other hand, this study also found an increased 
awareness of the need for accessible web content since the pandemic. There were more 
professors asking for online course accessibility options and more concern for university website 
access.

There has been an increase in virtual or hybrid learning environments for students in higher 
education since the onset of the pandemic. With this change has come challenges in accessible 
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web-based class content. One study interviewed students with disabilities who reported new 
barriers with online learning in the context of their disability, including in access to course 
materials.20 Similarly, national interviews of students with disabilities revealed mixed feelings 
on accessibility of online learning materials and institutional guidance during pandemic remote 
learning.21 However, most of this sample also reported that their online learning platforms 
were accessible. Through interviews, students with disabilities in another study reported more 
flexibility and increased access in online learning as compared to traditional learning pre-
pandemic.22 Students in this study with learning disabilities, ADHD, and psychological disorders 
were more likely to report that the online environment negatively impacted learning. This 
suggests that a student’s type of disability may impact the accessibility of online learning.

Effective Communication
Another key ADA theme found in the current research is effective communication. This theme 
refers to one’s ability to receive information from and communicate with covered entities under 
the ADA. The research in this theme concerns both higher education and employment.

Within higher education, research points to poor information availability from university 
disability resource centers during the pandemic.20,23,24 Through student surveys and interviews, 
two studies reported delayed responses to student requests at university disability resource 
centers.20,23 Another study found that only 20% of disability or accessibility webpages from 
universities in the New York Metropolitan area had information about helping these students 
during the pandemic.24 Research also points to new challenges communicating in the 
online class environment. Students with hearing impairments in one study reported feeling 
disconnected due to frequently breaking eye contact during video meetings to read captions.25 
Students with learning disabilities in another study reported it was more difficult to gather 
nonverbal cues in the online environment.22

Educational accommodations often support effective communication for students with 
disabilities in higher education. Studies have revealed how the pandemic has brought 
new challenges for universities to provide proper accommodations. Some students with 
disabilities report difficulty receiving previously held accommodations and not feeling properly 
accommodated in current classes.20,23 These barriers include video proctoring challenges and 
difficulty accessing reduced distraction testing, extended time for tests or assignments, peer 
note-takers, and speech to text devices. In other studies, students with disabilities report an 
increased need for educational accommodations such as online captioning services.19,21 Lastly, 
some students reported professors were not willing to make new accommodations or made 
assumptions about which were necessary.23

In terms of effective communication in employment during the pandemic, one study 
interviewed workers with disabilities who were already teleworking prior to COVID.19.26 With 
more and more people working from home, some participants reported an increased strain on 
their internet service. In turn, this disrupted video quality important for those who are deaf or 
hard of hearing to communicate virtually with sign language interpreters.

Reasonable Accommodations
Reasonable accommodations is the last major theme found in the research. All of the findings 
are relevant to COVID-19’s impact on telework. A study using U.S. population data found 
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that telework has increased more for people without disabilities during the pandemic, which 
is opposite of pre-pandemic findings.27 Authors find this is most likely due to occupational 
distribution, meaning individuals with disabilities are less likely to hold jobs fitting to telework 
accommodations.

Employees with disabilities that did remote work during the pandemic overall reported positive 
outcomes and a hope for telework accommodations in the future.28,29 Surveyed adults with 
disabilities and chronic health conditions reported that new work from home accommodations 
during the pandemic led to improved quality of life and more time for self care.29 Workers with 
disabilities in another study saw the general increase in telework as a potential culture shift 
surrounding remote work accommodations, hoping they would be more widely accepted.26

Although many people with disabilities were satisfied with new telework opportunities, some 
reported frustration that this was only due to the pandemic and were fearful remote work 
accommodations would not last.28 Similarly, individuals with disabilities already teleworking to 
some extent before the pandemic shared that they would have liked to telework more in the 
past, but were limited by company policy or preference.26 In interviews, this group expressed 
frustrations that furthered telework opportunities were only granted when “everybody else” 
was teleworking with COVID-19. Several of these participants noted an increase in virtual 
video meetings, which quickly drained the headphone battery for voice command software 
used by some workers with disabilities. This finding reveals how work culture changes with the 
pandemic may prompt new challenges and the need for adjusted work accommodations.

Conclusion

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, research has been exploring the impact on ADA implementation, 
including within key policy areas like employment and higher education. The current research 
discusses this topic in terms of three key ADA areas: web accessibility, effective communication, 
and reasonable accommodations. This research confirms new challenges for individuals with 
disabilities during the pandemic in higher education and employment. However, there are also 
new opportunities for understanding and facilitating equal opportunity in these domains.
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