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The Successful Student Accommodations Letter
M. Conners

Department of Public Policy, Gettysburg College, Gettysburg, PA

Summary
• Academic accommodations (characterized by the VAL) at Gettysburg College are somewhat 
advanced, and have evolved somewhat over the past years, but this is an ongoing revision 
process that should continue with student and faculty input, as they are most affected.

• By changing the format of the academic accommodations plan, students will be able to 
customize their plan (like a choose-your-own-adventure) to fit their individual needs, instead of 
being given extraneous accommodations via an additional form “tacked on” at the end.

• Additionally, students will be given the option to control how much information faculty receives 
regarding their condition/disability, based on how they think it will be perceived.

• The SSAL aims to address common issues that students face when attempting to utilize their 
academic accommodations plans, and it cannot be complete without revisions based on 
student and faculty perspectives.

Outside References

Faculty Focus Groups
• Faculty members volunteer to meet in a focus group to discuss their current concerns with the 
VAL and how they would envision a more effective accommodations plan to inform the 
development of the SSAL.

• What parts of the VAL work well for you? Do you struggle to understand or implement some 
elements, and if so, which ones?

• Based on the elements of the VAL that hinder your ability to help students, how could they be 
improved?

• How would your ability to understand and provide accommodations be impacted if the 
accommodations plan stated the student’s disability or condition?

• How would your ability to understand and provide accommodations be impacted if the 
accommodations plan also included a brief personal statement about the student’s 
disability/condition and how it affects them in the classroom?

• How might the SSAL be easier to implement than the VAL?

• What challenges do you foresee in implementing the SSAL instead of the VAL?

VAL

SSAL
• Susquehanna University and The College of William & Mary both had promising 
methods of approaching academic accommodations based on preliminary searches on 
their websites.

• Susquehanna has an impressive and accessible method for amending academic 
accommodations that do not serve students’ needs.

• William & Mary staff meet with each student before preparing their accommodations 
letter to get a better idea of how their needs should be met, and prepare a new letter 
each semester or as needed.

• If necessary, I will reach out to these two colleges to learn more about their 
accommodations processes and potentially incorporate them into the SSAL.

• Disabled students at Gettysburg College, particularly those with learning disabilities, 
have more difficulties with learning than their abled peers.

• The current accommodations plan, the Verification of Accommodations Letter (VAL), 
provides insufficient classroom tools for students.

• Students are assigned predetermined sets of accommodations and are often saddled 
with extraneous accommodations that do not reflect their needs, wasting students’ and 
professors’ time and energy when meeting to address them.

• Students are unable to disclose their condition or disability within their 
accommodations letter, even though it would benefit some students to do so.

• This is an ongoing project intended to determine disabled Gettysburg students’ needs 
and replace the VAL with an improved plan based on student and professor feedback.

Overview

Focus Groups
• Recruit students and faculty members to join separate groups via poster advertising, Student 

Digests, department emails, and social media.

• Present participants with the opportunity to raise concerns with the current accommodations 
plan format (VAL).

• Allow participants to vet the Successful Student Action Plan and raise concerns to be fixed 
during document revisions, particularly regarding the optional disclosure of students’ 
disabilities or conditions.

• Learn about struggles that participants are currently facing that are not addressed by the 
VAL or SSAL.

• Participants will be asked to keep any topics discussed within the focus groups confidential.

Student Focus Groups
•  Students volunteer to meet in a focus group with their peers to discuss their current 
concerns with the VAL and how they would envision a more effective accommodations 
plan to inform the development of the SSAL.

• What parts of the VAL work well for you? What parts are not serving your needs?

• Based on the elements of the VAL that do not serve your needs, how could they be 
improved?

• Are there elements that you would like to add to your accommodations plan? If so, 
what are they?

• Are there any accommodations that were not offered in the VAL that you would want to 
request in the SSAL?

• If you were given the opportunity to disclose your disability or condition on your 
accommodations plan, would you take that opportunity, or leave your 
disability/condition confidential?

• If you would disclose your condition/disability, would you also want to include a brief 
personal statement about your disability/condition and how it affects you in the 
classroom?

• After reviewing the SSAL, what concerns do you have?

• How might the SSAL serve your needs better than the VAL?

Please note that while the VAL shown on this poster is a finalized document, the 
SSAL is a mockup intended to showcase the information that would be entered 
into a final document with a format similar to the VAL.
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Disclaimer: this VAL is my personal accommodations plan based on my condition 
and my personal needs. Other VALs may look different and will include different 
accommodations.

Background
•  As compared to other colleges with similar demographics, Gettysburg College is doing very 

well with regards to desirable traits in accommodations plans; however, this does not imply 
that Gettysburg accommodations should not continue to improve.

•  Historically, accommodations have been relegated to a vague, “one size fits all” approach so 
that students can use the same plan for every course—the more vague a plan is, the easier it 
is to customize to different environments.

•  Additionally, the VAL does not disclose students’ conditions or disabilities, meaning that they 
are automatically kept private, and students who wish to inform their professors of their 
condition must explain it during a meeting or via email.

•  For some students, whose condition or disability is stigmatized, this policy protects them from 
any bias they may face from their professor due to their disability. However, for students with 
more obscure or nuanced conditions, this policy presents a conundrum that forces them to 
expend additional time and energy.

• Overall, students face issues with implementing their VALs due to issues within the document 
itself, including lack of customization and lack of information. Acknowledgments

•  Dr. Anne Douds, for her incredible work as a mentor and professor.

•  Dylann Eck, for their invaluable insights as a friend and fellow disabled Gettysburg College 
student.

•  Special thanks to Kevin Moore, Renica Minott, and Theresa Hoover for their assistance with the 
interview research portion of this project.

•  Address all correspondence to: Marisa Conners, Gettysburg College, Campus Box 0389, 
Gettysburg, PA 17325 (connma04@gettysburg.edu).
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