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Educational accommodations are frequently given to students with disabilities. For
instance, students might be given a copy of class notes or provided additional time to
complete a test. One purpose of accommodations is to improve educational equity,
putting all students on equal footing. However, research on current accommodations
practices raises two distinct equity-related concerns. First, students from privileged
backgrounds are more likely to receive certain accommodations even without
adequate evidence of need; this can provide an unfair boost in performance and
widen gaps among students. Second, when students from less privileged
backgrounds are given accommodations, the incentive for schools to provide
academic remediation, compensatory strategies, and coping skills is lessened, leaving
these students in a worse position when accommodations are not available outside of
educational settings. Implications for practice are discussed.
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INTRODUCTION

Educational accommodations are alterations made to the delivery of instruction or testing, while
keeping the essential content the same (Lovett and Lewandowski, 2015)." Such accommodations are
frequently provided to students who have been diagnosed with disabilities. For instance, a student
with attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) might be permitted to take tests in a separate
location, due to concerns that the student is unusually prone to distraction, and that their
performance would be unduly affected by taking the test in a typical classroom full of ambient
noises. Similarly, the student might be given preferential seating during instruction, always being
seated close to the teacher, to help the student focus on the teacher and not be distracted by peers.
These accommodations would not change the content of the test or curriculum, just their delivery.
Accommodations can be distinguished from interventions, in that accommodations are designed
to adjust the task requirements for a student in some way, without directly altering the student’s skill
levels. In contrast, interventions attempt to change the student’s skill levels, so that the student can
participate in a school’s instruction and assessment practices in their typical delivery formats.

'Some sources distinguish between accommodations and modifications; however, this distinction is not always made in
consistent ways, and the same alteration might be considered an accommodation in one situation and a modification in another
(Lovett and Lewandowski, 2015). Therefore, I use the term accommodations throughout.
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In the United States, it appears that accommodations are the
most common response to disability diagnoses in school settings.
Recent research finds that the vast majority of students with
disabilities receive accommodations, and it appears that
accommodations are more frequently recommended and
implemented than evidence-based interventions are. Kern
et al. (2019) inspected the special education plans (IEP
documents) of 222 students in secondary school, most of
whom had diagnoses of a learning disability, an emotional/
behavioral disorder, or a health impairment. Collectively, the
IEP documents listed 1,840 accommodations for these students.
The most common accommodations were extended time to
complete tests and assignments, and having tests read aloud
and in a small group setting. Burns et al. (2020) reviewed
school psychologists’ evaluation reports for 130 students, to
determine what services these professionals recommended.
Burns et al. (2020) found that the three most common
recommendations made were for accommodations: extended
time, breaking tasks into smaller units, and preferential
seating. Recommendations for interventions were substantially
rarer. Finally, Hustus et al. (2020) reviewed special education and
disability accommodation plans for 183 secondary school
students with ADHD, and also found that accommodations
were among the most common services provided. Specifically,
these investigators expressed concern that many students with
behavior problems (a common issue in ADHD) were not given
special education goals related to improving behavior, as
accommodations were apparently viewed as more acceptable.

Given that accommodations are so prevalent, and that school
professionals seem to naturally respond to disability
identification by proposing accommodations, it is important to
explore whether they are serving their intended purposes. The
present paper focuses on one such purpose: equity of educational
opportunity.

ACCOMMODATIONS AND EDUCATIONAL
EQUITY

“Educational equity” does not have a single consensus definition,
but it generally includes concepts such as fairness in educational
opportunities across students from different backgrounds (for a
classic statement, see Gordon, 1976). A goal of equity has long
been applied to special education efforts as well (McLaughlin,
2010). Historically, students with disabilities were often either a)
denied educational opportunities entirely, b) provided with
grossly substandard opportunities due to inappropriately low
expectations for their potential, or ¢) placed in standard
educational settings without the supports needed for
meaningful participation in those settings. It is the latter
problem that is most relevant to accommodations, since
accommodations are supports meant to help “level the playing
field” (Byrnes, 2008), allowing students with disabilities to
participate fairly alongside their nondisabled peers. Used well,
accommodations promote educational equity, by allowing
students to access educational opportunities. For instance, a
blind student cannot meaningfully participate in a chemistry
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test administered in a standard paper-and-pencil format. The
student’s score on a such a test would be a reflection of their visual
acuity rather than their knowledge of chemistry. With an
accommodation, such as reading the test items aloud and
recording the student’s oral responses, meaningful
participation in the testing process can be achieved. The logic
of accommodations is easiest to understand in relation to sensory
and physical disabilities, but they can be just as relevant to other
disability conditions. For instance, a child with a severe reading
disability (and who is unable to decode many words correctly)
may also need read-aloud accommodations on some tests.

To be clear, equity of educational opportunity does not
guarantee equal outcomes, and even with accommodations,
students with disabilities often underperform relative to their
nondisabled peers. Accommodations are designed to allow for
access to educational opportunities, not necessarily success in a
particular educational endeavor. These goals can become
conflated because accommodations often do raise the
performance of students with disabilities (Sireci et al., 2005),
and thus reduce the gap in outcomes between these students and
nondisabled peers. However, the two goals are logically distinct,
and have very different implications for equity-based
accommodations practices. Pressure for improvement in
superficial indicators of performance (e.g., scores on tests) can
lead students to receive inappropriate accommodations. This
presents in two forms: more privileged students seeking
further performance gains, and less privileged students
receiving accommodations instead of needed interventions.
Both phenomena work against genuine equity of educational
opportunity.

SOCIAL ADVANTAGE AND
ACCOMMODATION AVAILABILITY

Educational accommodations provide a benefit to those who receive
them, and like any benefit, the distribution of accommodations
should be fair. Students should receive accommodations just because
those accommodations are needed for access to educational
programming. The chances of obtaining accommodations should
not be due to irrelevant factors, such as demographic features (e.g.,
gender and ethnicity) that often raise concerns about potential
discrimination.

Unfortunately, the available research suggests that demographic
factors do play a causal role in determining whether a student will
receive accommodations. Specifically, students with higher
socioeconomic status (which does vary by ethnicity) are more
likely than their peers to receive accommodations. In the
United States, this has been investigated via the analysis of
“Section 504 plans”—educational accommodation plans that
students receive, typically for relatively mild disorders and
disabilities where comprehensive special education is not needed,
only accommodations. In 2019, two sets of investigative reporters at
the New York Times and Wall Street Journal performed independent
analyses of the prevalence of Section 504 plans in many high schools,
where each school was coded by income level (Belkin et al., 2019;
Goldstein and Patel, 2019). Both investigations found large
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differences in 504 plan prevalence by income level. For instance, the
New York Times found students in the wealthiest 20% of schools
were almost twice as likely as students in the poorest 20% of schools
to have 504 plans. Students in the wealthiest 1% of schools were
almost four times as likely to have 504 plans as were students in the
poorest 1% of schools. Although accommodations are expected to
specifically address disability-related deficits, and therefore
differentially raise performance of student with disabilities, some
studies have found that accommodations boost performance in
students with and without disabilities (for reviews of relevant
studies, see Royer and Randall, 2012; Sireci et al, 2005), and
since wealth is already a predictor of educational outcomes,
differential provision of accommodations to the wealthy
contributes to widening gaps in performance.

Some may wonder if the richer schools are truly overproviding
accommodations, or whether they are simply providing what all
schools should. The latter possibility is unlikely; the Wall Street
Journal investigation report described specific wealthy schools
with implausible rates of disability identification, including one
(Newton North High school, in a suburb of Boston) where one-
third of the students received 504 plans. Such rates of disability
are improbable on their face—indeed, taken literally, they would
suggest a public health crisis. Nationally, only about 1% of
students have solely 504 plans (Zirkel and Weathers, 2014),
and 14% have IEPs (Institute of Education Sciences, 2021). It
is even odder that such high rates of disability would be present in
a wealthy district, since poverty leads to higher rates of genuine
disabilities through a variety of mechanisms (e.g., poor prenatal
care, inadequate housing, less linguistic and cognitive
stimulation, etc.; Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).

How does wealth lead to implausible rates of disability
identification and (therefore) inappropriate accommodations?
First, sociological research has found that wealthier parents are
more involved in their children’s education and more likely to
request accommodations (e.g., Calarco, 2018). Second, wealthier
parents are better able to afford independent disability evaluations
from private-practice and hospital-based diagnosticians, who have
a significant financial incentive (i.e., direct payment by the parents)
to make diagnoses and accommodations recommendations that
the customers are seeking (Roberts, 2012). (To be clear, public
school districts must provide free disability evaluations by parental
request, but school district employees lack a direct financial
incentive to recommend desired accommodations, especially
when children are doing well in school). Finally, students from
privileged families are more likely to be under intense pressure
from parents and schools to achieve at extremely high levels
(Luthar et al,, 2020), leading to a search for any supports (e.g.,
subject-area tutors, executive function coaches, and educational
accommodations) to make that achievement possible. These
students are apt to feel in competition with peers in the same
high-achieving environment, rather than judging themselves
against expectations for the general population or criterion-
referenced standards such as skill mastery. Therefore,
accommodations become a critical tool in outperforming peers,
and as the frequency of accommodations in wealthy settings rises,
any students without accommodations are indeed at a
disadvantage in relative terms.

Accommodations and Equity

If accommodations only had effects on students with relevant
disabilities, this would not be especially problematic. However,
accommodations often boost the performance and assuage the
anxiety of students both with and without disabilities. The most
common accommodation—extended time on tests—has
repeatedly been found to raise the performance of students
regardless of disability status (Cahan et al, 2016). More
generally, accommodations tend to make all students feel
more comfortable when taking a test (Lovett and Leja, 2013)—
another key reason why they are sought.

When accommodations are provided to more privileged
students who do not actually need them, the accommodations
function as an unfair advantage that increases inequities in both
educational access and performance outcomes. An extreme
“natural experiment” of sorts illustrating this phenomenon
came to light in 2019, when it was revealed that a group of
wealthy parents had asked their children to feign disabilities to get
accommodations on college admissions tests (for analysis, see
Lovett, 2020). While an unusual event in and of itself, the 2019
college admissions scandal relied on the very same processes
operating to provide accommodations to relatively privileged
students every day.

ACCOMMODATIONS VS. INTERVENTIONS
FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS

When seeing the unequal rates of accommodations provided
across socioeconomic classes, it may be tempting to simply
provide more accommodations to less privileged students.
Certainly, many students in this population need and fully
deserve accommodations to access their educational programs.
However, even here, accommodations are often used too readily,
and with different but still quite problematic effects on
educational equity.

This issue is raised well by a recent study, the first and only
randomized controlled trial comparing accommodations to
interventions, for students aged 11-15 with ADHD (Harrison
et al., 2020). Students in the accommodation group were given
organizational support (an assistant would organize their
assignments for them in their binder), a copy of class notes,
and 50% additional time to complete assignments. Students in the
intervention condition were instead given training in how to
organize their own assignments (i.e., instruction and practice
with feedback), instruction in how to take class notes, and a
computerized intervention to train sustained attention skills.
Student performance and behavior were compared between
the two groups a) at baseline, b) after a period of the
interventions or accommodations, and c) at a later follow-up
after the interventions or accommodations had been withdrawn.
At the end of the treatment, the students in the intervention
group outperformed those in the accommodation group (e.g.,
took better class notes, were more engaged in class, completed
more assignments correctly), and these differences remained at
follow-up, sometimes becoming even greater in magnitude. The
accommodations not only failed to teach skills, but actually
seemed to reduce motivation to acquire skills; for instance, if a
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student received a copy of the teacher’s class notes, what was the
incentive for them to take good notes themselves? The corollary
effect of all this on equity is evident; as students (with ADHD)
who are more impaired than their peers receive inappropriate
accommodations, their skills do not develop, while their
classmates’ skills do, and the skill gaps grow as the classmates
receive more experience practicing their skills whereas the
students with ADHD fall farther and farther behind. For a
time, accommodations may artificially prop wup the
performance of the students with ADHD, but at some point
(even if not wuntil exiting the educational system),
accommodations are withdrawn, and the students are left
without skills that their schools could have been developing.
In youth from disadvantaged backgrounds, such skills are all the
more critical for success in life, as these youth lack other
privileges.

A similar problem happens when accommodations are given for
emotional disorders, particularly anxiety. Qualitative research
suggests that student anxiety is a common basis for
accommodation decisions by school staff (Rickey, 2005), but a
large literature in the field of child clinical psychology has found
that accommodating anxiety tends to make it worse over the long
term (for review, see Kagan et al.,, 2017). Admittedly, most studies
have examined accommodations made by family members—for
instance, not visiting relatives who own a dog because the child has a
fear of dogs. However, the same principles apply to school-based
accommodations, with anxiety disorder experts warning that
accommodations help students to avoid situations that they must
learn to cope with. In one survey study (Conroy et al., 2020), experts
expressed particular concern about reducing grading standards,
allowing additional time, and waiving class participation
requirements in response to anxiety. Again, the goal of school
staff should be to teach coping skills, and school mental health
staff (school psychologists, school counselors) can offer evidence-
based interventions to reduce anxiety. Such interventions typically
contain, as the central active ingredient, exposure to the feared
situation (Whiteside et al, 2020). Students from privileged
backgrounds may be able to afford (literally) to continue
avoiding anxiety-provoking situations, but disadvantaged students
cannot, and school is a place where they can receive skills to handle
such situations, rather than receiving support for their avoidance.

The cases of ADHD and anxiety illustrate how providing
accommodations along with interventions is sometimes
untenable, since the accommodations take away any motivation
to participate in the difficult work of the interventions. Indeed, in the
case of anxiety, accommodation has been found to work against
intervention effects when the two are present together (for a vivid
clinical example, see Rudy et al., 2015). This does not mean that
accommodations are never appropriate; of course, they can be
critical parts of an educational program. However, interventions
should generally be attempted first. This approach is in keeping with
modern Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) approaches to
special education delivery, where students are provided increasingly
intensive interventions and only considered for formal disability
classification and services such as accommodations after multiple
interventions fail (Jimerson et al, 2016). Of course, where
appropriate, students can be provided with IEPs, and the
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objectives on the IEPs can be attained using evidence-based
interventions. The problem occurs when IEPs are used to provide
inappropriate accommodations, essentially giving up trying to help
students increase academic skill levels and other age-appropriate
competencies.

The incentives to provide inappropriate accommodations to
privileged youth were easy enough to see; in contrast, the
incentives in settings for disadvantaged youth often relate to
the stress of school staff working in high-need areas, where
taking on additional intervention cases is far more difficult and
time-consuming than simply providing accommodations
that—for the time being—“solve” the problem. Indeed,
Conroy et al. (2020) found that school staff who reported
higher levels of emotional exhaustion were more likely to use
accommodations that simply allowed students with anxiety to
avoid dealing with whatever they were afraid of. We should
sympathize with overworked and undertrained individual
school staff members, while nonetheless realizing that school
systems abrogate their legal and ethical responsibility to
disadvantaged youth by providing superficial
accommodations rather than addressing skill deficits. These
youth then go into education or employment settings where
even if they receive some type of disability supports, they still
lack adequate academic skills to lead to likely success (Sparks
and Lovett, 2013).

DISCUSSION

Educational accommodations are one tool for allowing students
with disabilities to participate in educational programs
meaningfully. Certainly, for many youth with disabilities, these
kinds of adjustments are appropriate, and when they allow access
to instruction, accommodations lead to skill development, which
in turn helps to lessen gaps between students with and without
disabilities. In short, used well, accommodations are a tool for
educational equity. Unfortunately, accommodations are often
misused. As I have discussed, some of the misuses actually
actively impede educational equity goals, either by giving
privileged students unfair advantages or by denying
disadvantaged students needed training in academic,
organizational, and coping/emotional skills.

The solution to this problem is not to give in to wholesale
skepticism about accommodations (e.g., Lerner, 2004). Instead,
accommodation decisions must be made carefully, based on
individualized data about the student and the educational
program in question. In a seminal treatment of the issue,
Phillips (1994) suggested several questions to be asked when
making accommodation decisions. Two of those questions are
particularly pertinent to the present paper: 1) Would the
accommodation benefit nondisabled students as well? 2) Can
the student with a disability adapt to standard conditions? When
the answer to the first question is “yes,” we should explore
whether the accommodation is just an unfair performance
booster, and when the answer to the second question is “yes,”
we should try to implement an intervention rather than an
accommodation. Considerations like these, as part of a
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structured  decision-making  approach, can lead to
accommodations that serve their intended purposes, including
addressing inequities in educational opportunities.

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Author (initials) consults professionally on accommodations
issues and earns royalties from the sale of a book on the topic.
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