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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this quantitative, nonexperimental causal-comparative study is to determine if 

there is a difference in the percentage of courses completed between online university 

students with disabilities who are experiencing food and/or housing insecurity and those who 

are not. Students with disabilities at universities are less likely to complete courses than peers 

without disabilities, and while this discrepancy is often blamed on disability, other factors that 

impact student performance must be examined to determine if intersecting factors that 

disproportionately impact people with disabilities, specifically food and housing insecurity, 

may be contributing to decreased percentages of course completion. The theory guiding this 

study is Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, as it emphasizes the importance of basic psychological 

needs, such as food and housing, being met in order for people to reach their fullest potential.  

Research was conducted using the U.S. Household Food Security Survey Module: Six-Item 

Short Form and the Fragile Families and Childhood Wellbeing 6 Item Housing Questionnaire.  

Online students at a large university in the Southwest United States of America in a Teachers’ 

College were surveyed. A random sample of 126 students was used for analysis, taken from 

3,031 students surveyed. Data was analyzed using a two-way ANOVA to determine the 

findings. There were no statistically significant differences in course completion rates 

between students who were food and housing secure and those who were not. Further research 

is recommended to understand the impact of food and housing insecurity in both acute and 

chronic situations for online university students with disabilities.  

Keywords: online education, higher education, food insecurity, housing insecurity, 

course 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

The purpose of this quantitative, nonexperimental causal-comparative study is to 

determine if there is a difference in course completion rates between online students at 

institutes of higher education (IHE) with disabilities experiencing food and housing insecurity 

and online students at IHE with disabilities not experiencing food and hunger insecurity. 

Chapter One provides a background for the topics of course completion rates for IHE 

students, the fulfillment of basic needs for students at IHE, specifically food and housing 

security, and basic needs fulfillment for people with disabilities. The background includes an 

overview of the theoretical framework for this study, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. The 

problem statement examines the scope of the recent literature on this topic. The purpose of the 

study will be stated, followed by the study’s significance. Finally, the research questions are 

introduced, and definitions pertinent to the study are provided.  

Background 

People with disabilities, regardless of their status as a student, are at greater risk of 

having food and housing insecurity than those who do not have disabilities (Schwartz et al., 

2019; Williams & Do, 2020). The intersection of disability, academia, and poverty creates 

unique opportunities for research into how these factors interact (Owens et al., 2020). 

Williams and Do (2020) found that food, housing, and income deficiencies have a more 

significant psychological impact on individuals with disabilities than those without 

disabilities. This psychological distress can negatively impact a focus on education and 

increase the likelihood that a student will fail to complete coursework (Cotti et al., 2018; 

Jorgensen et al., 2018; Schwartz et al., 2019).  
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Students with disabilities have increased rates of attendance at Institutes of Higher 

Education in the past 10 years; however, overall course completion and graduation rates 

remain significantly lower than those of peers without disabilities (Glantsman et al., 2022; 

Lederer et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020; Potvin et al., 2021; Salkin & Ko, 2020). Online 

students with disabilities work with universities for academic and related support for their 

identified disability; however, graduation rates and course completion rates still fall far below 

peers without disabilities (Potvin et al., 2021). Various factors lead to the challenges students 

face when they have a disability and attend an IHE (Francis et al., 2019; Potvin et al., 2021).  

Research surrounding instructor and student practices has identified factors that cause 

low course completion rates for online students with disabilities, including instructor failure to 

provide student accommodations, insufficient student preparation for course rigor, ineffective 

instructor-student communication, poor student self-advocacy skills, and ableist course 

expectations (Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Meeks et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2020). Students 

with disabilities report higher levels than non-disabled peers of the following: feeling 

misunderstood by teachers, an unwillingness to ask for support from professors and 

universities, and disenfranchisement from the university (Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Francis et 

al., 2019; Jorgensen et al., 2018; Valle-Flórez et al., 2021). These factors illustrate classroom 

issues that impact course completion rates, but few studies review the impact of external 

personal factors such as food and housing security (Fernandes et al., 2021; Jorgensen et al., 

2018). Additional support in the areas of basic needs fulfillment, specifically related to food 

and housing security, may be necessary to ensure more consistent course completion rates 

(Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Coleman-Jensen, 2020; Fernandes et al., 2021).  
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The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 instigated increased research into support 

deficiencies for students learning virtually (Glantsman et al., 2022; Lederer et al., 2021; 

Owens et al., 2020; Salkin & Ko, 2022). The increase in online education due to COVID-19-

related school closures showcased many of the problems that exist when supporting students 

who participate in online education. This included a lack of support by IHE to address food 

and hunger insecurity for online students (Fernandes et al., 2021; Lederer et al., 2021; Potvin 

et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020; Salkin & Ko, 2020). On-campus students have opportunities 

to obtain food and housing when crises arise, but the average online student is unable to 

receive many of these supports in a timely fashion due to their lack of proximity to campus 

resources (Broton et al., 2020; Glantsman et al., 2022; Weissman, 2020). This lack of support 

increases the likelihood that students fail to complete coursework (Glantsman et al.; 2022 

Leung et al., 2021; Waters-Bailey et al.,, 2019; Weissman, 2020; Salkin & Ko, 2020; Stott & 

Morrell, 2021). Additionally, food and housing insecurity may cause students to choose 

between coursework and additional jobs, or coursework and childcare, with basic needs 

fulfillment typically selected over coursework (Stott & Morrell, 2021; Waters-Bailey et al., 

2019). Students at online IHE are at an increased risk of facing food and housing insecurity, 

however, most online universities do not provide additional support for online students in the 

areas of food and housing (Khosla et al., 2020; Leung et al., 2021; Robbins et al., 2022; 

Schwartz et al., 2019; Trawver et al., 2020).  

Despite what is known about challenges facing online students with disabilities, when 

students with disabilities fail to complete courses, the disability is often blamed as the root 

cause of the failure (Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Meeks et al., 2020; Stott & Morrell, 2021; 

Williams & Do., 2020). There is a need for deeper inspection of other potential causes 
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especially when professors have limited training for working with people with disabilities or 

have online students they do not form relationships with (Jorgensen et al., 2018; Meeks et al., 

2020; Stott & Morrell, 2021; Valle-Flórez et al., 2021). These limited professor-student 

relationships further exacerbate the lack of support for students with disabilities and allow 

educational leaders to continue their misconceptions that student course failure is due to 

disability and not external factors (Stott & Morrell, 2021; Valle-Flórez et al., 2021). 

Exploration of the intersection of food and housing insecurity and disability for online 

students will increase understanding of basic needs fulfillment as a potential factor in low 

course completion rates for students with disabilities (Jorgensen et al., 2018).  

Historical Overview 

 Food and housing insecurity often overlap, causing a dual crisis for many IHE 

students (Olfert et al., 2021; Trawver et al., 2020; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2022). Both the history 

of education for students with disabilities and the history of food and housing insecurity in 

America is critical to understand as they contribute to understanding the relationship between 

online students with disabilities and food and housing insecurity (Potvin et al., 2021; Walsh-

Dilley et al., 2022). The problem of food and housing insecurity for on-campus students has 

been studied in great detail, but limited literature exists regarding food and housing insecurity 

for online students (Robbins et al., 2022; Speirs et al., 2023). Additionally, people with 

disabilities facing food and housing insecurity have been studied, but the literature is limited 

regarding the relationship between online students with disabilities and food and housing 

insecurity (Speirs et al., 2023; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2022).   

The Post-Secondary National Policy Institute (PSNPI) released a 2021 report that 

included information about students with disabilities in postsecondary schools. The 
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population of people with disabilities who have bachelor’s degrees was up from 13% in 2010 

to 18% in 2019. This is still much lower than people without disabilities, where 36% of the 

population has a bachelor’s degree (PSNPI, 2021). In this study, 23% of students with 

disabilities and 38% without disabilities had graduated after 4 years (PSNPI, 2021). The PNPI 

included several contributing factors that were reported as influencing decisions not to persist 

in postsecondary programs. Most of these factors were related to academics; however, one 

strong outlier was the presence of food and housing insecurity in the lives of students with 

disabilities (PSNPI, 2021).  

Despite historic efforts to reduce hunger, more than 34 million Americans faced food 

insecurity daily in 2022 (Broton et al., 2022). This impacts rural communities and people of 

color at higher levels than other Americans, which in turn affects higher numbers of online 

IHE students as rural communities and people of color attend online IHE at higher rates than 

in-person colleges (Dzubur et al., 2022; Meza et al., 2019). Unfortunately, many Americans 

still experiencing hunger no longer qualify for the food stamp and nutritional programs for K-

12 schools, as they have aged out of the program (Dzubur et al., 2022; Meza et al., 2019; 

Speirs et al., 2023).  

Currently, 31% of on-campus IHE students are food insecure or at high risk for food 

insecurity (Oh et al., 2022; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018). Food insecurity can lead to increased 

risks of sleep disturbances, poor course attendance, and course failure (Dzubur et al., 2022; 

Meza et al., 2019; Oh et al., 2022; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; El Zein et al., 2019; Wood & 

Harris, 2018). Off-campus students, including those online, are at a higher risk of food 

insecurity than on-campus students (Oh et al., 2022; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018; El Zein et al., 

2019). This is critical to explore through research focusing on the relationship between online 
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students with disabilities’ course completion rates and food and housing insecurity (Potvin et 

al., 2021).  

 In 2021, 3.7 million people reported housing insecurity; another 7.7 million reported 

that they were behind on rent (Olfert et al., 2021; Trawver et al., 2020). Unfortunately, 51% 

of IHE students face housing insecurity during their time in IHE (Olfert et al., 2021; Speirs et 

al., 2023). Additionally, the longer students attend college, the more likely it is that they will 

become housing insecure (Olfert et al., 2021; Walsh-Dilley et al., 2022). Housing insecurity 

has similar effects as food insecurity for IHE students, including poor physical and mental 

health, increased likelihood of poor course attendance, and increased likelihood of course 

failure (Speirs et al., 2023; Trawver et al., 2020).  

Society-at-Large 

With greater educational disparity comes increased income disparity (Cotti et al., 

2018; Matsuda, 2020; Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020; Schwartz et al., 2019). Failure to complete 

postsecondary education by students with or without disabilities hurts income, career 

trajectory, and consistency of employment (Sanabria et al., 2020; Schwartz et al., 2019). 

Increased numbers of IHE graduates benefit the country’s economy (Matsuda, 2020; Sanabria 

et al., 2020; Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020). When students fail to complete their degree at IHE, 

there are negative implications for both the student’s earning potential and the economic 

functions of society (Matsuda, 2020; Sanabria et al., 2020). Because students with disabilities 

graduate at lower rates than non-disabled peers, this increases the likelihood that individuals 

with disabilities will be at an economic disadvantage throughout their lives (Nachman & 

Brown, 2022; Sanabria et al., 2020). Additionally, the children of those who do not complete 
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IHE are less likely to finish college, thus perpetuating this cycle (Matsuda, 2020; Sanabria et 

al., 2020; Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020).  

IHE are a critical part of employment for many individuals and provide greater 

economic opportunities for most (Sandoval-Palis et al., 2020). More than ever, students are 

selecting online postsecondary options (Goodman et al., 2019; Sublett, 2022). More than 50% 

of students prefer online education to traditional on-campus learning (De Brey et al., 2021; 

Duffin, 2020). This is true of students with disabilities, whose numbers have also increased 

due to increased accessibility provided by online education (Dube & Balleni, 2022; Goodman 

et al., 2019; Sublett, 2022). Students with disabilities enrolled in online education report that 

they have fewer challenges with course accessibility, less stress due to transportation, 

increased ability to focus, and many other benefits specific to individual learning needs (Dube 

& Balleni, 2022; Kotera et al., 2019; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019). Despite all of the benefits 

online education offers, students with disabilities are still struggling with graduation rates 

compared to non-disabled peers (Glantsman et al.; 2022 Leung et al., 2021; Waters-Bailey et 

al., 2019; Weissman, 2020; Salkin & Ko, 2020). Looking beyond the disability of the student, 

and at the heightened risk factors for both IHE students and people with disabilities provides 

insight into problems of food and housing insecurity as potential predictors of course failure 

or early withdrawal for online students with disabilities (Sublett, 2022; Weissman, 2020).  

Theoretical Background 

Abraham Maslow’s theory of human motivation was first published in his seminal text 

in 1943. Maslow described the importance of basic needs fulfillment as predecessors for 

higher levels of attainment, including love and belonging, self-esteem, and self-actualization 

(1943). This theory posits that basic needs, also referred to as physiological needs, must be 
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met before individuals become motivated to attain goals beyond survival. Food and housing 

make up a large portion of the physiological needs that must be met for individuals to become 

motivated to achieve higher levels of success, such as through postsecondary education 

(Maslow, 1943; Maslow,1954). IHE across the country use Maslow’s theories when 

analyzing the impact of unmet student needs such as food and housing security on student 

academic outcomes (Hafiz et al., 2023; Jones & Varga, 2021).  

Maslow’s theory is paramount to the question of success for online IHE students with 

unique challenges or disabilities (Jones & Varga, 2021; Raven, 2021). Multiple studies 

demonstrate the links between individuals with disabilities and food and housing insecurity 

(Cotti et al., 2018; Schwartz et al., 2019; Williams & Do, 2020; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019). 

Additional studies demonstrate the relationship between off-campus IHE students and food 

insecurity (Jones et al., 2021; Wu et al., 2020). When students do not have food and housing 

needs met, regardless of ability or disability, they are less likely to complete courses and 

graduate (Broton et al., 2022; Hafiz et al., 2023; Nazmi et al., 2018). Maslow’s theory 

explains that when people have achieved a level within the hierarchy, such as having 

consistent food security and housing security, they will focus their motivation on higher levels 

(Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). Students unable to have their basic needs, such as food and 

housing, met are therefore not able to focus their motivation on higher levels of the hierarchy, 

including self-actualization, which is where higher education goals are found (Maslow, 1943; 

Maslow, 1954). This combination potentially increases the likelihood that online IHE students 

with disabilities will have food and housing insecurity, contributing to their high levels of 

course withdrawal rates (Hafiz et al., 2023; Nazmi et al., 2018). According to Maslow’s 1943 

and 1954 publications, food and housing insecurity for individuals is likely to prevent 
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individuals from achieving success or even being motivated for success beyond basic 

survival. Students with disabilities in online IHE programs are likely to have increased 

success when the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy, such as food and housing, are met 

(Akoto et al., 2023; Jones et al., 2021). This study provides insight into the relationship 

between food security, housing security, and course completion rates for online IHE students 

with disabilities.  

Problem Statement 

Historically, students with disabilities complete post-secondary coursework at a lower 

rate than peers without disabilities (Goodman et al., 2019; Klivlighan et al., 2020; Myhr et al., 

2018). Advances have been made in providing specialized support for students based on 

individual disability needs; however, this has not solved the problem of discrepancies in 

course completion rates for students with disabilities (Goodman et al., 2019; Hubbard et al., 

2021). People with disabilities are at a higher risk of living in poverty, experiencing food 

insecurity, and experiencing housing insecurity than students without disabilities (Jones et al., 

2021; Wu et al., 2020). When IHE students experience increases in food insecurity, housing 

insecurity, and homelessness, their likelihood of completing courses decreases (Broton et al., 

2022; Nazmi et al., 2018). There is significant research on the role that basic needs fulfillment 

plays for on-campus IHE students with and without disabilities, but there is limited research 

for online IHE students with disabilities (Atwari et al., 2020; Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Broton 

et al., 2022; Nazmi et al., 2018; Williams & Do., 2020). The problem is that the literature has 

not fully addressed the relationship between course completion rates and food and housing 

insecurity for students with disabilities at IHE.  
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this nonexperimental quantitative, causal-comparative study is to 

evaluate the relationship between course completion for online students with disabilities at 

IHE and basic needs fulfillment in food and housing security. This study will compare course 

completion rates of students with disabilities who are experiencing basic needs deficiencies 

with those who are not experiencing basic needs deficiencies. Participants in the study will be 

selected based on course type (online), university, and degree program. This study will take 

place at University A in the Educational Studies undergraduate degree program in the 

Southwestern United States.  

There are two independent categorical variables for this study. The first is food 

security, with levels including food secure or insecure. The United States Department of 

Agriculture (USDA) defines food insecurity as meeting three out of five criteria related to 

food attainment: The inability to obtain food when it runs out, not being able to afford to eat 

balanced meals, skipping meals out of necessity, eating less than desired due to necessity, and 

feeling hungry without the ability to have more food (USDA, 2023). The USDA defines being  

food secure as meeting two or less of the five criteria related to food attainment as stated 

(USDA, 2023). 

The second categorical variable is housing security, with the two possible levels 

including housing secure or housing insecure. Housing security and insecurity is defined by 

the amount of risk factors an individual has faced in the past year, including the ability to pay 

rent, evictions, the ability to pay for electricity and gas or oil, multiple family households, and 

the use of homeless shelters or abandoned buildings as temporary housing (Lee et al., 2021). 

Students have experienced more than one risk factor in the past year will be considered 
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housing insecure (Lee et al., 2021) Students that have experienced zero or one risk factor in 

the last year will be considered housing secure (Lee et al., 2021). 

The dependent variable is the percentage of course completion for each student in the 

Fall 2023 semester. The percentage of course completion will be determined by calculating 

the percentage of courses a student completes during one semester. Course completion is 

defined as remaining enrolled in the course to completion and receiving a passing grade of an 

A, B, or C (Murphy & Stewart, 2017). The population will include online students who self-

identify as having a disability. These students are part of the educational studies Bachelor of 

Arts degree within a teachers’ college at a 4-year university in an online setting.  

Significance of the Study 

Online IHE students with disabilities who are struggling with food and housing 

insecurity are less likely to succeed academically than peers who are not struggling with food 

and housing insecurity (Cotti et al., 2018; Schwartz et al., 2019). Online students with 

disabilities interact less with faculty, other students, and staff at universities and receive less 

individualized support than peers who take in-person courses (Gin et al., 2021; Hansen & 

Dawson, 2020). This provides greater potential for students with disabilities who have food 

and housing insecurity to be overlooked by peers and faculty who could connect students to 

IHE support (Gin et al., 2021; Trybus et al., 2019). Students with disabilities who are not 

succeeding or participating in a course may be overlooked by faculty members who assume 

the disability is the root cause of their academic failure, when it may be due to a lack of basic 

needs fulfillment (Gin et al., 2021; Hansen & Dawson, 2020; Trybus et al., 2019).  

Determining if a relationship exists between food and housing insecurity and course 

completion rates for students with disabilities will allow faculty and support staff to recognize 
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the need for increased support to improve course completion rates (Trybus et al., 2019). 

Greater awareness of the challenges students face beyond disabilities will help IHE prioritize 

support for online students with disabilities (Lightfoot et al., 2018; Trybus et al., 2019). 

Universities currently struggle to provide resources for food and housing insecurity, an issue 

that must be addressed in both online and on-campus populations (Broton et al., 2022; Nazmi 

et al., 2018). Understanding the prevalence of food and housing insecurity for students with 

disabilities at online IHE will contribute to awareness and action for IHE (Gin et al., 2021; 

Lightfoot et al., 2018).  

In addition to contributing to the understanding of faculty and staff at IHE, this study 

will also contribute to future studies using Maslow’s theory of human motivation and 

hierarchy of needs as a theoretical base for research (Maslow, 1943; Maslow; 1954). 

Understanding the relationship between online IHE students with disabilities, food, and 

housing insecurity, and course completion rates may provide further support for Maslow’s 

theory that basic needs fulfillment is a precursor for academic success (Maslow, 1943; 

Maslow; 1954). 

Research teams have examined various aspects of this study but have not fully 

addressed the gap in the literature regarding the intersectionality of online students with 

disabilities, course completion rates, and food and housing insecurity. This limited research 

has mixed findings that demonstrate the need for additional research. Salkin & Ko (2020) 

researched basic needs fulfillment for students at online IHE, finding that food and housing 

insecurity affects online students; however, they did not specifically research students with 

disabilities. Brown & Kangan’s 2020 study also examined the impact of providing $25,000 in 

emergency funds to students, as well as laptops for students’ use. Again, this was a broad 
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study that focused more on face-to-face students than online students, and disability was not 

an examined factor. Trawver et al.’s 2020 research also found that fulfillment of basic needs 

can positively impact student grades and personal life. This research team identified strong 

growth patterns, with more students at IHE facing food and housing insecurity each year 

(Trawver et al., 2020). When disability was covered in studies, such as Weinstein et al., 

(2021), the researchers describe the importance of meeting the basic fulfillment needs of 

students with disabilities, there is little discussion on how this impacts course completion 

rates for students, and how off-campus issues with food and housing insecurity are handled.  

Research Question 

RQ1: Is there a difference between the percentage of courses completed among online 

students with disabilities who are experiencing food and/or housing insecurity and those who 

are not? 

Definitions 

1. Disability: Any one or a combination of the 13 disability categories recognized under 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) including specific learning 

disability, other health impairment, autism spectrum disorder, emotional disturbance, 

speech or language impairment, visual impairment including blindness, deafness, 

hearing impairment, deaf-blindness, orthopedic impairment, intellectual disability, 

traumatic brain injury, or multiple disabilities (National Dissemination Center for 

Children with Disabilities, 2012). 

2. Food insecurity: Individuals with food insecurity will have met three or more of the 

following criteria in the past year: The inability to obtain food when it runs out, not 

being able to afford to eat balanced meals, skipping meals out of necessity, eating less 
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than desired due to necessity, and feeling hungry without the ability to have more food 

(Coleman-Jensen, 2020). 

3. Food security: Individuals with food security will have met two or less of the 

following criteria in the past year: The inability to obtain food when it runs out, not 

being able to afford to eat balanced meals, skipping meals out of necessity, eating less 

than desired due to necessity, and feeling hungry without the ability to have more food 

(Coleman-Jensen, 2020). 

4. Housing Insecurity: Individuals with housing insecurity will have experienced two or 

more risk factors experienced in the past year, including the inability to pay rent, 

evictions, the inability to pay for electricity and gas or oil, multiple family households, 

and the use of homeless shelters or abandoned buildings as temporary housing (Lee et 

al., 2021). 

5. Housing security: Individuals with housing security will have experienced one or less 

risk factors experienced in the past year, including the inability to pay rent, evictions, 

the inability to pay for electricity and gas or oil, multiple family households, and the 

use of homeless shelters or abandoned buildings as temporary housing (Lee et al., 

2021). 

6. Maslow’s Theory of Motivation: A hierarchy where each level must be met before 

moving to the next level. The levels include, from the bottom upwards: physiological 

needs, safety needs, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization (Maslow, 1943; 

Maslow, 1954). 

7. Physiological needs: food, water, warmth, and rest (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

The purpose of this literature review is to present the context for this study, including 

the history and current research of special education, food security, and housing security in 

America. The intersectionality of IHE student status, disability, food insecurity, and housing 

insecurity will be presented as they relate to course completion rates. Current research will 

explain the relationship between online IHE students and food and housing insecurity. The 

research will also describe course completion rates for online IHE students with disabilities. 

The chapter opens with the theoretical framework, Abraham Maslow’s theory of human 

motivation (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954), which is foundational to this research study. A 

description of current approaches by IHE to provide academic, food, and housing support for 

online IHE students with disabilities will complete the chapter, which ends with a summary.  

 Theoretical Framework 

Abraham Maslow first published his theory on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs in 

Psychology Review in 1943 in the article “A Theory of Human Motivation.” This theory states 

that the basic needs of humans must be met in relatively sequential order for individuals to 

achieve motivation for continuous upward mobility toward fulfillment of one’s fullest 

potential (Maslow, 1943). This theory describes a hierarchy of needs. The hierarchy is often 

depicted as a pyramid, with the base representing physiological or basic needs. This level 

includes survival needs, such as food, water, warmth, and sleep. Positioned above the 

physiological needs, Maslow includes another level of basic needs: safety. This includes 

elements such as physical security and a safe, permanent living location. Maslow posits that 

IHE must help students meet these basic needs for them to move towards the next level of 
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motivation, psychological needs (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). Psychological needs include 

belongingness and love, such as intimate relationships and friendships. Esteem needs are 

positioned above belongingness and love in the fourth level of the hierarchy. This includes 

stature or prestige amongst peers and in society, as well as accomplishments. The uppermost 

section of the hierarchy of needs is the area of self-fulfillment, which includes achieving one’s 

fullest potential. Maslow recognized that the most basic needs will be the dominant motivator 

until they are consistently met (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). Following the initial theory 

published in 1943, Maslow added another level, transcendental needs, to the hierarchy of 

needs in his 1954 book, Motivation and Personality. This relates to individuals’ spiritual 

needs and altruism (Maslow, 1954). Maslow maintains that basic needs, or deficiency needs, 

must be met before individuals can successfully reach their potential in growth needs such as 

academics (Maslow, 1954).  

Research demonstrates that students find Maslow’s physiological and psychological 

needs very important, as university students rank safety, security, and belonging as three of 

the six most critical aspects of student life (Abbas, 2020; Griffith & Slade, 2018; Noltemeyer 

et al., 2021). Maslow’s hierarchy of needs identifies a method for understanding where a 

learner’s motivation is likely to be most focused based on what needs are being met or unmet 

(Maslow, 1943). For example, students who face food insecurity during their years at IHE 

perform worse academically than students who do not face food insecurity (Burcin et al., 

2019; Schlesselman & Psych, 2019). When students’ basic needs are met, they move toward 

higher levels of the hierarchy, including self-actualization and achieving academic goals 

(Noltemeyer et al., 2021; Schlesselman & Psych, 2019).  
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In a 2021 study, Dwivedi & Badge examined Maslow’s theory of motivation to 

determine if it was still relevant after the worldwide impact of COVID-19. Their findings 

demonstrated an increase in participant perception of the importance of basic needs 

fulfillment (Dwivedi & Badge, 2021). This demonstrates the continued relevance of Maslow’s 

theory decades after his first publication (Dwivedi & Badge, 2021). Yurdakul & Arar’s 2023 

large mixed-methods study also found that Maslow’s theory of motivation remains relevant to 

study participants; although slight cultural variations may exist in terms of the ranked order of 

the levels of the pyramid, the vast majority of people still find basic needs fulfillment, 

including food and housing security as the factor that is most critical for success in all other 

levels of the hierarchy (Yurdakul & Arar, 2023). These studies demonstrate that fulfilling 

needs on the lower levels of the hierarchy can lead to success in the higher levels of the 

hierarchy (Noltemeyer et al., 2021; Schlesselman & Psych, 2019; Yurdakul & Arar, 2023).  

Runesi et al.’s 2022 research demonstrates that student success aligns with student 

achievement at the different levels of Maslow’s hierarchy. The more aspects of the hierarchy 

a student reports to have achieved, the more likely their academic success at their university is 

(Runesi et al., 2022). While students may not use the labels and titles developed by Maslow, 

this type of research indicates that students have a general awareness of the role that basic 

fulfillment plays in their academic success. In Abbas’ 2020 study, students identified housing 

and safety, both considered by Maslow as basic needs, to be a major factor in their success or 

failure at their university. IHE must also recognize that in addition to student failure, many 

students will choose to migrate to IHE if they believe it will better meet their basic needs 

(Dohlman et al., 2019). Supporting students’ basic needs impacts student academic success 

and can impact enrollment when needs are not addressed. This is especially true when 
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students can find IHE with more effective support systems that allow for greater basic needs 

fulfillment (Dohlman et al., 2019).  

Maslow’s theory and corresponding research into student success allow for 

consideration of potential institutional bias towards students with disabilities. Students with 

disabilities are being accepted to IHE in record numbers, yet the number of students with 

disabilities failing to complete coursework is significantly higher than students without 

disabilities (Glantsman et al., 2022; Lederer et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020; Potvin et al., 

2021; Salkin & Ko, 2020). Many professors believe this low success rate is primarily caused 

by the students’ disability (Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Meeks et al., 2020; Stott & Morrell, 

2021; Williams & Do., 2020). Failure to examine other causes, especially the link between 

disability and food and hunger insecurity, perpetuates this problem. Applying Maslow’s 

theories allows for consideration of the external factors that may impact student success.  

This study contributes to exploring Maslow’s theory of motivation and hierarchy of 

needs in higher education settings. Examining the relationship between online IHE students 

with disabilities’ food and housing status and their course completion rates can advance 

understanding of Maslow’s theory regarding personal fulfillment through achieved potential 

(Maslow, 1943). Research is necessary to determine if online IHE students with disabilities 

are failing or dropping out of courses due to circumstances in Maslow’s lowest level of 

motivation- the areas of basic needs fulfillment, due to student disability, or due to a 

combination of both factors. Understanding how food and housing insecurity play a role in the 

academic success or failure of IHE students with disabilities will allow for increased 

awareness of steps IHE must take to support students. This study will allow for further 

exploration of Maslow’s hierarchy as it relates to online IHE students with disabilities.  
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Related Literature 

 Literature related to course completion rates for online IHE students with disabilities 

allows further insight into current problems, including historical context for students with 

disabilities, basic needs fulfillment throughout history, and the intersectionality of disability, 

food and housing insecurity, and enrollment in an online IHE (Carroll et al., 2020; Ellis et al., 

2021; Rosenbaum, 2018). Additionally, current practices taken by universities to support 

online IHE students with disabilities are reviewed (Carroll et al., 2020; Rosenbaum, 2018). In 

addition to these issues, current literature demonstrates problems surrounding basic needs 

fulfillment for several overlapping populations: students with disabilities (Carroll et al., 2020; 

Rosenbaum, 2018), students attending in-person IHE (Broton et al., 2022; Nazmi et al., 2018), 

and students attending IHE online with disabilities (Athens, 2018). The literature illustrates 

the necessity of research into the problem of basic needs fulfillment for online university 

students with disabilities.  

Historical Context  

 To understand the current problems surrounding basic needs fulfillment and course 

completion rates for online IHE students with disabilities, it is necessary to first review the 

historical context of education for students with disabilities, the history of food insecurity in 

America, and the history of housing insecurity in America (Berg & Gibson, 2022; Fielding-

Singh, 2021; Lippert & Lee, 2021). Understanding this context provides background 

information to review the challenges contributing to some of the current issues plaguing 

online IHE students with disabilities (Berg & Gibson, 2022; Fielding-Singh, 2021; Lippert & 

Lee, 2021).  
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The History of Education for Students with Disabilities  

In 1817, The American School for the Deaf opened and became the first school for 

students with disabilities in the Western Hemisphere (Standen, 2021; Stiker et al., 2019; 

Williamson, 2020). By 1840, the United States government mandated compulsory education, 

requiring the government to provide education for all students. Despite this law, educators 

often sent students with disabilities to separate schools, reinforced by the passage of Plessy v. 

Ferguson in 1896 and Beattie v. Board of Education in 1919 (Standen, 2021; Stiker et al., 

2019). Both laws upheld the idea of “separate but equal” education, maintaining the 

separation of most students with disabilities from their non-disabled peers (Kauffman et al., 

2021; Williamson, 2020). In 1922, the first group that advocated for children with disabilities, 

the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) was formed to help ensure students with 

disabilities received free and appropriate public education (FAPE) (Kauffman et al., 2021; 

Williamson, 2020). This group still exists and works to achieve this same goal. The landmark 

1954 Brown v. Board of Education ruling overturned the enforcement of “separate but equal” 

schools, opening the door for students with disabilities to be educated alongside their peers 

(Standen, 2021; Stiker et al., 2019; Williamson, 2020). The Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act of 1965 gave grants to schools to develop programming and education for 

students with disabilities (Colker, 2018; Kauffman et al., 2021; Zirkel, 2020). The case for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities was furthered by the 1971 Pennsylvania Association for 

Retarded Children v. Commonwealth of Pennsylvania case, which was won by students with 

intellectual disabilities, calling for publicly funded schools to ensure that support was 

provided for students based on their individual needs after a thorough evaluation was 

conducted (Colker, 2018; Zirkel, 2020). In 1973 students with disabilities received further 
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rights and protections through Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (Schellekens, 2019; 

Standen, 2021; Stiker et al., 2019; Williamson, 2020; Zirkel, 2020). This act made 

discrimination against people with disabilities illegal, included the right for all students to 

FAPE, and for students to be taught in the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE). In 1975, the 

United States government passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA), 

allowing all students the right to public education, with services provided for children from 

ages three to 21 (Standen, 2021; Shin, 2021). In 1990, the United States government passed 

the Americans with Disabilities Act, which was inclusive of people with disabilities of any 

age (Zirkel, 2020). This act provided the right to people of all ages with disabilities to be free 

from discrimination at workplaces, schools, and in any public setting (Colker, 2018; 

Schellekens, 2019). Also, in 1990, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

was passed. This law includes FAPE, LRE, Individualized Education Plans (IEP), parent and 

student participation in decision-making processes, evaluations for students, and procedural 

safeguards (Miller et al., 2019; Shin, 2021; Zirkel, 2020). This law was reauthorized in 2004 

and 2015 (Schellekens, 2019; Standen, 2021; Stiker et al., 2019; Williamson, 2020). 

 ADA and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act have important implications for IHE 

students with disabilities. These laws include mandatory access to post-secondary 

opportunities for students with disabilities (Rozalski et al., 2021; Williamson, 2020). These 

laws make it illegal for schools to do several things: to deny admissions based on disability, 

be questioned about the presence of a disability, or be excluded from classes or programming 

based on the presence of a disability (Rozalski et al., 2021; Williamson, 2020).  

Rights for students from K-12 education to IHE change with the student’s transition 

out of elementary and high school education (Osborne et al., 2021). Post-secondary schools 
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can deny access to the school if a student does not meet the requirements, such as test scores 

or grade point averages (Bagenstos, 2021; Osborne et al., 2021; Raj, 2021). Students are 

responsible for providing documentation of their disability, requesting accommodations, and 

communicating regularly with the disability support office at their IHE (Bagenstos, 2021; 

Osborne et al., 2021; Raj, 2021). Providing documentation of disability to an IHE can be 

concerning for students worried about the stigma of disability and the perception of their 

abilities from professors (Kreider et al., 2021; Potvin et al., 2019; Raj, 2021). Another 

challenge is the lack of parental involvement. While parents are required to be included in the 

IEP and evaluation process for K-12 students, students at colleges and universities are 

considered adults and are expected to handle their interactions with the disabilities services 

provider (Bagenstos, 2021; Kreider et al., 2021; Osborne et al., 2021; Raj, 2021). This change 

in the level of support may present challenges for students who are used to the presence and 

support of an IEP team (Kravets & Wax, 2021). Despite all of the protections, other 

challenges also exist. Accommodations are not guaranteed at this level of schooling (Kravets 

& Wax, 2021; Kreider et al., 2021). For example, a school may not provide accommodations 

that they deem time-consuming or expensive, potentially harming their student who needs 

them to succeed (Kreider et al., 2021; Potvin et al., 2021). Additionally, schools will typically 

not provide personal device support, requiring students to obtain these materials 

independently (Kravets & Wax, 2021). Students with disabilities at online IHE are vulnerable 

to the challenges that arise from this transition from K-12 disability services to IHE disability 

services (Kravets & Wax, 2021; Kreider et al., 2021).  

The complex history of special education and disability services in America 

demonstrates growth and commitment to continuously increasing services and support for 
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IHE students with disabilities (Carroll et al., 2020; Rosenbaum, 2018). Despite this 

commitment, many universities fail to support students beyond academic support, or support 

directly related to a student’s disability (Bagenstos, 2021; Rozalski et al., 2021; Williamson, 

2020). There is limited research beyond academic or disability-specific support for IHE 

students with disabilities, despite the plethora of laws and regulations meant to help students 

succeed in post-secondary education (Raj, 2021). This failure to consider Maslow’s theory of 

motivation means that many online IHE students with disabilities are not receiving necessary 

support at the bottom level of the hierarchy- food and hunger security (Maslow, 1943; 

Maslow, 1954). According to Maslow’s theory, this will make it much more difficult to have 

motivation for academics and anything beyond meeting basic survival needs (Maslow, 1943; 

Maslow, 1954). 

The History of Food Insecurity in America 

The history of food and housing insecurity in America is complex. Despite America 

being one of the largest food producers in the world, one in five children and adults 

experience food insecurity daily (Feeding America, 2023). In a 2021 report by the United 

States Department of Agriculture (USDA), 10.2% of homes in America are food insecure, 

with 3.8% of homes considered to have “very low food security.” Hunger has always been an 

issue in America, but the transition from farming and agrarian communities after the 

industrial revolution brought on new levels of hunger as the Great Depression began in 1929 

(Fielding-Singh, 2021). Despite widespread hunger and unemployment, the lack of food 

dissemination processes caused farmers to destroy unclaimed food, while others lined up in 

bread lines to help their families survive (Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018). 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt addressed this through the New Deal, and two new 
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organizations were created to support the purchase and dissemination of excess food in areas 

of plenty to support people in areas of need (Hossfeld et al., 2018). These organizations were 

the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) and the Federal Surplus Relief 

Corporation (FSRC) (Congressional Hunger Center, 2021). These programs would be 

renamed and repeated in 1973 and 1981 to address hunger issues around the country 

(Dickinson, 2019). In addition to these new organizations to combat hunger, food stamps 

were created in 1939 (Congressional Hunger Center, 2021). By 1942, half of United States 

counties were participating in the program, as were 88% of cities. As World War II began and 

hunger decreased, policymakers recognized that members of the population were still 

experiencing food shortages (Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018). This led to the 

creation of the National School Lunch Act in 1946, which was meant to ensure that students 

were not going hungry (Dickinson, 2019; Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018). As 

America became more prosperous during and after World War II, some of the programs that 

were aimed to support the hungry were discontinued, including food stamps (Dickinson, 

2019; Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018)  In 1960, President John F. Kennedy, who 

had witnessed hunger firsthand in the Appalachian states and the Midwest called for a return 

to food stamps (Dickinson, 2019). The food stamp program was then made permanent by 

President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1964. In 1966 the School Breakfast Act was started and made 

permanent in 1975, further demonstrating the need for support for students facing hunger 

(Dickinson, 2019; Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018) 

Despite the steps taken to support people facing food insecurity, many Americans, 

especially those in rural areas, were still living with hunger (Zepeda, 2018). In 1968, 280 

counties where food insecurity was prevalent were identified in the United States (Fielding-



40 

 

Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018). This led to the development of the Summer Food Service 

Program and the Child and Adult Care Food Program (Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 

2018). Again, this demonstrated a commitment to feeding school-aged children in need.  

By 1977, the modern-day food stamp program began to serve millions of Americans. 

In 1983 when a recession hit, President Ronald Regan enacted the Emergency Food 

Assistance Act (EFAA) and the Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP) 

(Dickinson, 2019; Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018). Hunger continued to plague 

American families, with other acts passed in the 1990s to decrease hunger, including the 

Childhood Hunger Relief Act (Fielding-Singh, 2021; Hossfeld et al., 2018) 

Throughout American history, hunger has been addressed through legislation time and 

again, but clear solutions for at-risk populations, such as people with disabilities and IHE 

students, have not been achieved (Leibman, 2020; Zepeda, 2018). In 2021, 53 million 

Americans still used food banks, and 1 in 4 children were still considered food insecure 

(Feeding America, 2023; Zepeda, 2018). Unfortunately, online students at IHE with 

disabilities often fall into the category of being food insecure (Innis et al., 2020; LeBlanc, 

2020. IHE students with disabilities report many reasons for their food insecurity: feeling a 

sense of shame about using food stamps or food pantries, lack of transportation to obtain food 

that is free or affordable, being forced to choose between food and other necessities, such as 

medication or materials for their disability, the cost of attending IHE, and lack of awareness 

regarding what food may be available to them due to their disability or status as an IHE 

student (Berg & Gibson, 2022; Innis et al., 2020; LeBlanc, 2020; Leibman, 2020; Zepeda, 

2018). Regardless of the cause, students cannot reach their fullest potential without meeting 

these basic needs (Maslow, 1945).  
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The History of Housing Insecurity in America 

 Housing insecurity has a similarly complex history as food insecurity (King, 2018; 

Trawver et al., 2020). Like food security, housing security is considered one of the critical 

factors in Maslow’s hierarchy that must be addressed before individuals can be motivated to 

achieve academically (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). Unfortunately, America has a long 

history of housing insecurity for many citizens, especially those with risk factors, such as 

people with disabilities and students at IHE (Gorfido, 2020; Trawver et al., 2020). 

Understanding the history of housing insecurity in America provides context for the 

challenges online students at IHE with disabilities face when navigating the complex housing 

landscape.  

In the 19th century, homelessness or nomadic cultures were considered a negative 

influence on society that detracted from the expectations of home life at the time (Eide, 2022; 

Gorfido, 2020; Paik, 2021, NAP, 2018). Instead of providing more homes, the nation focused 

on job development as a means to keep people in one home instead of traversing the country 

looking for work (Eide, 2022; NAP 2018). Railroads and the industrial revolution allowed 

people to travel from location to location looking for employment; thus, steady jobs were 

considered a fix for homelessness (Dawkins, 2021; Gorfido, 2020; NAP, 2018). During 

WWII, jobs became steadier and more reliable, so the majority of homeless people shifted 

from young men looking for work to those over 50, those with disabilities, or those dependent 

on welfare (Dawkins, 2021; NAP, 2018).  

 In the post-war era, many significant changes contributed to the current housing crisis 

(Dawkins, 2021). People with mental health disabilities who were once institutionalized were 

released, many with no place to go (Beck & Twiss, 2018; NAP, 2018). This 
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deinstitutionalization led to almost 400,000 people being simultaneously released from 

institutions and hospitals. Cities became gentrified, Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 

budgets were slashed, and affordable housing was limited (Dawkins, 2021; NAP, 2018). The 

Federal Housing Administration (FHA) initially only provided loans for white borrowers in 

the suburbs, further contributing to segregation and disproportionate housing insecurity for 

people of color (NAP, 2018). These factors all led to increases in the homeless population 

nationwide.   

 In 1965, The Housing and Urban Renewal Act of 1965 provided rent support for those 

who were disabled, elderly, or low-income, providing some relief for those who were housing 

insecure and fell into one of those categories (NAP, 2018). The Fair Housing Act, Title VIII 

of the Civil Rights Act of 1968, protected people with disabilities and family structure (Eide, 

2022; Paik, 2021; NAP, 2018). Later, protection based on age would be added to Title VIII. 

Despite the legality of these acts, they are often not enforced consistently or appropriately, 

further contributing to housing issues (Eide, 2022; Paik, 2021; NAP, 2018). In 1977, The 

McKinney Homeless Assistance Act (MHAA) provided additional resources for the homeless 

and the housing insecure (Eide, 2022; NAP, 2018). Health Care for the Homeless (HCH) was 

added to the MHAA, providing additional support for the homeless who needed medical care 

(Beck & Twiss, 2018; NAP, 2018). The U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness (USICH) 

was added to these acts by McKinney, creating an agency to study and respond to 

homelessness and housing insecurity (Beck & Twiss, 2018; King, 2018; NAP, 2018). 

The Social Security Disability Benefits Reform Act of 1984 provided some support 

for people with disabilities to find housing, but many still experienced housing insecurity 

(Beck & Twiss, 2018; Eide, 2022). In addition to this act, the Housing Opportunities for 
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Persons With AIDS (HOPWA) was created to help support people with HIV/AIDS who were 

more likely to be homeless or housing insecure (Eide, 2022; NAP, 2018). Efforts have 

continued to end chronic homelessness, with many resources and laws dedicated to this cause 

(Broton et al., 2022; Paik, 2021). However, the housing insecurity crisis continues today, as 

the number of people in America with medical needs, disabilities, psychiatric needs, and 

substance addictions increases consistently (Beck & Twiss, 2018; King, 2018). Like food 

insecurity, housing insecurity is part of basic needs fulfillment, and challenges in this area 

may detract from student motivation to achieve higher levels of attainment, including 

completing their college degree (Maslow, 1945).  

Intersectionality of Disability and Food and Housing Insecurity  

Students with disabilities are food and housing insecure at a higher rate than their 

peers without disabilities (Williams & Do, 2020; Schwartz et al., 2019). Without these basic 

needs being met, these students are likely to struggle to accomplish their academic goals 

(Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954; Wu et al., 2020). Individuals with disabilities are at a higher 

risk for poverty than those without disabilities (Jones et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2019; 

Williams & Do, 2020). Poverty leads to food insecurity and housing insecurity, which also 

increases the likelihood of poor educational attainment (Jones et al., 2021; Mitra et al., 2013; 

Wu et al., 2020). Living in poverty and having a disability contribute to poor academic 

outcomes separately, together increasing the odds of poor academic attainment (Jones et al., 

2021; Mitra et al., 2013; Reims & Tophoven, 2021; Wu et al., 2020). This combination tends 

to create cycles within families that prohibit individuals from exiting poverty or advancing 

their academic success as individuals must focus on the lower levels of Maslow’s hierarchy 
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instead of higher levels which include academics and meeting career potential (Jones et al., 

2021; Reims & Tophoven, 2021; Wu et al., 2020). 

Disability and Food Insecurity 

Food insecurity is more likely among people with disabilities than those without 

disabilities (Schwartz et al., 2019; Williams & Do, 2020). People with mental health 

disabilities fare the worst of individuals with disabilities regarding food security (Schwartz et 

al., 2019; Williams & Do, 2020). Households that have any members with a disability are 

more likely to have food insecurity or low food security than households without members 

with a disability (Schwartz et al., 2019; Williams & Do, 2020). This lower-level need on 

Maslow’s hierarchy not being met increases the likelihood that people with disabilities will 

struggle to reach their academic potential (Hamilton et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2019; Maslow, 

1943). Greater awareness of how disability and food insecurity interact is critical for IHE to 

understand how to support students.  

IHE faculty and staff must be aware that increases in diagnosed disabilities correspond 

to increases in the likelihood of food insecurity (Hadfield-Spoor et al., 2022; Heflin et al., 

2019; Park et al., 2020). The following represents the likelihood that a person will be 

considered food insecure based on their disability status, from least likely to be food insecure 

to most likely to be food insecure: 1) People with no disabilities, 2) people with only physical 

disabilities, 3) people with mental/cognitive disabilities, 4) people with both physical and 

mental/cognitive disabilities (Hadfield-Spoor et al., 2022). People with both physical and 

mental/cognitive disabilities are also the most likely to have chronic food insecurity as 

opposed to temporary food insecurity (Hadfield-Spoor et al., 2022).  
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Heflin et al.'s 2019 study found that multiple pathways to food insecurity exist among 

people with disabilities. Disability-related challenges related to sight, hearing, money-

management skills, and mobility limitations occurred independently and together for 

individuals with disabilities, leading to an increased potential for food insecurity. Cognitive 

disabilities that impact money management have been shown to increase the likelihood of 

food insecurity at a higher rate than simply not having enough money (Coleman-Jensen, 

2020; Heflin et al., 2019). This is an important factor to consider for IHE when approaching 

how to best support online IHE students with disabilities.  

Another essential factor is the relationship between mental health and food insecurity. 

When examining how mental health and food security interact among many families, it 

becomes impossible to tell which is the catalyst for the other (Pillay & Quarmby, 2018; 

Williams & Do, 2020). Mental health disabilities are a predictor of food insecurity, and food 

insecurity is a predictor of mental health disabilities (Williams & Do, 2020). While more 

studies are needed to determine how each impact the other, it is still critical to consider a two-

pronged approach to support individual needs in both areas.  

Disability and Housing Insecurity  

Poverty has historically created issues surrounding safe housing for people with 

disabilities (Aitken et al., 2019; Whittle et al., 2020). People with disabilities are more likely 

than non-disabled peers to live in housing areas with high crime rates and insufficient shelter 

(Aitken et al., 2019; Glendening et al., 2018; Whittle et al., 2020). People with certain 

disability types may require home modifications for safety, yet these needs are often not 

addressed, leading to hazardous living situations for many people with disabilities (Aitken et 

al., 2019; Glendening et al., 2018). Disability is a predictor of unsafe housing, with people 
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who have intellectual or mental health disabilities the most likely to live in the least safe 

environments (Aitken et al., 2019; Whittle et al., 2020). For those with severe and persistent 

mental illness (SPMI), housing security is especially challenging, with both a lack of effective 

treatment and insufficient support systems playing a role in continuing this societal problem 

(Gorfido, 2020).  

Another disability factor contributing to housing insecurity at above-average rates 

relates to people who live in a household or are considered to have special health care needs 

(SHCN) (Rose-Jacobs et al., 2019). Families with a member who has SHCN are more likely 

to face housing insecurity than families without a member with SHCN, due to the burden of 

healthcare costs and the limited support programs available for specialized healthcare for rare 

conditions (Rose-Jacobs et al., 2019). This causes these families to have an increased 

frequency of late rent or mortgage payments, moves to new locations, and homelessness 

(Rose-Jacobs et al., 2019).  

Unsafe housing conditions can also lead to inadequate access to medical care as 

required, increasing the lack of safety for individuals with disabilities (Aitken et al., 2019; 

Semeah et al., 2019). Medical care and safety are also aspects of the lower levels of Maslow’s 

hierarchy that must be met to become motivated towards achievement above basic survival 

(Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). In Glendening et al.’s 2018 study, families with members 

with a disability receiving housing and food support were more likely to become self-

sufficient than families without a member with disabilities. This study demonstrates that 

specific obstacles for families with disabilities can be addressed through social support and 

may provide motivation that allows families to increase self-sufficiency (Glendening et al., 

2018).  
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IHE Students and Food and Housing Insecurity  

University students across both community colleges and undergraduate programs are 

experiencing growing basic needs concerns, including increases in food insecurity, housing 

insecurity, and issues surrounding personal safety (Broton et al., 2022; Olfert et al., 2021; 

Trawver et al., 2020). IHE students without basic needs fulfillment are at higher risk of 

discontinuing their education and participating in risky sexual behaviors to obtain food, 

shelter, or money (Olfert et al., 2021; Trawver et al., 2020). These challenges are all potential 

contributing factors to online IHE students with disabilities completing courses at a lower rate 

than their peers (Nazmi et al., 2018).  

IHE Students and Food Insecurity 

In 2018, Nazmi et al. found in 8 studies of more than 50,000 students that 41.4% of 

IHE students will face food insecurity during their IHE enrollment, while Ofert et al. found in 

2019 that 53% of IHE students faced food insecurity. Unfortunately, the majority of 

universities have not identified consistent ways to meet the needs of students experiencing 

food insecurity (Broton et al., 2022; Nazmi et al., 2018). While many students may face 

poverty that leads to food insecurity, students report feeling that having to fill out detailed 

questionnaires that require them to describe the depths of their poverty to obtain food 

vouchers at university can feel dehumanizing (Broton et al., 2022; Speirs et al., 2023). 

Another concern regarding food insecurity is the lack of campus publicity about food voucher 

programs that could support students (Broton et al., 2022; et al., 2016; Speirs et al., 2023). In 

a 2022 study by Broton et al., only 16% of colleges reported are proactively advertising their 

food voucher programs to all students.  In this same study, despite programs to support 

students that are in place, many students cannot access their meal plan cards regularly due to 
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time poverty, or transportation issues on days when they are not on campus or for students 

who live off of campus (Broton et al., 2022; Hagedorn et al., 2021). The challenges of food 

insecurity amongst IHE students lead to feelings of isolation, poorer academic success rates, 

depression, and risk-associated behaviors, including unprotected sex and drugs (Hagedorn et 

al., 2021; Hallett & Frias, 2018).  

The COVID-19 pandemic offered a glimpse into what college life could look like as 

the problem of hunger for IHE students became significantly more publicized and addressed. 

Bergdahl et al.’s 2022 study examined how different researchers systematically approached 

the problem of hunger at IHE. Their findings showed multiple avenues for helping students at 

IHE decrease food insecurity. This included access to food support programs for students 

from low-income families or foster homes, the development and publication of more food 

pantries on and around campuses, and an increase in PELL grants to match tuition inflation 

costs (Bergdahl et al., 2022).  

IHE Students and Housing Insecurity  

Safe housing plagues many university students during their IHE years, with rates of 

IHE student homelessness reported across studies as between 5 and 14% of the student 

population (Hallet & Frias, 2018; Trawver et al., 2020).  In a 2019 study of 22,000 students 

by Ofert et al., 44% of students identified as having insecure housing, meaning that their 

housing situation was unstable or unreliable. This issue disproportionately plagues students of 

color, students with disabilities, and first-generation IHE students (Hallett & Frias, 2018; 

Jones et al., 2021; Trawver et al., 2020). When students on IHE campuses experience 

homelessness or housing insecurity, they feel isolated and disconnected from their peers 
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(Hallett & Frias, 2018). This leads to poorer academic outcomes and lowers IHE persistence 

rates compared to peers (Hallett & Frias, 2018; Trawver et al., 2020).  

The need on Maslow’s hierarchy of housing security and safety not being met hold 

students back from their achievement potential (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954). Students who 

are homeless or housing insecure are 13 times more likely than students who are housing 

secure to fail a course, and 11 times more likely to drop out of a course early (Shisler et al., 

2023). In addition, students with housing insecurity have an increased likelihood of food 

insecurity, which creates additional challenges to course success and completion (Hallett & 

Frias, 2018; Shisler et al., 2023; Trawver et al., 2020). 

COVID-19 also allowed for insight into how the housing crisis among IHE students 

could be addressed. At a North Carolina university, Shisler et al. formed community-based 

groups to identify housing solutions (2023). This study included stakeholders from both 

universities and the community. The common goal was to map out affordable and safe 

opportunities for IHE students. Though the study is still underway, early indicators show that 

this type of community engagement can be valuable in identifying solutions for IHE students 

experiencing housing insecurity (Shisler et al., 2023).  

Online IHE Student Food and Housing Insecurity 

There is a need for increased support for online university students based on studies 

that show low course completion rates when student food and housing needs are not met 

(Adewumi et al., 2021; Bird & Morgan, 2003; Leung et al., 2021; Glantsman et al., 2022; 

Robbins et al., 2022) Off-campus and online students report higher rates of food and housing 

insecurity than residential students (Adewumi et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020). Online 

university students in specific subgroups, including those with disabilities, faced an increased 
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likelihood compared to peers that they would experience food and housing insecurity during 

their IHE experiences (Glantsman et al., 2022; Robbins et al., 2022).  

Online IHE Students and Food Insecurity 

Students not on campus cannot rely on important resources available only to 

residential students, including food voucher programs to address food insecurity (Hiller et al., 

2021; Lederer et al., 2021). Food insecurity is prevalent among online learners responsible for 

family members and children, as the cost and time of online learning can decrease food 

stability in the household (Flynn, 2016; Hiller et al., 2021). Adewumi et al.’s 2021 study & 

Salkin & Ko’s 2020 study both posited that more research was needed to truly comprehend 

the nature of food insecurity for online students, as limited research exists in this area beyond 

studies surrounding COVID-19 and the impact on online learners.  

Online IHE Students and Housing Insecurity 

Students from high-risk populations, including those who are homeless, have unsafe or 

unstable housing, or live at or below the poverty line, are attending online schools in higher 

numbers due to increased recruitment of students from these historically marginalized 

communities (Adewumi et al., 2021; Flynn, 2016). While universities are recruiting students 

to online programs that are experiencing housing and security issues, advising departments 

are doing little to support online learners regarding food or housing services (Adewumi et al., 

2021; Flynn, 2016; Hiller et al., 2021). Students who enter online programs also regularly 

work full-time or part-time positions while managing families, with online education creating 

an additional financial strain that impacts online learners and may increase housing instability 

issues (Flynn, 2016; Hiller et al., 2021; Robbins et al., 2022).  



51 

 

Course Completion Rates for Students with Disabilities at IHE 

Students with disabilities have historically been a vulnerable population at institutes of 

higher education, typically achieving lower course completion rates and poorer scores than 

their peers without disabilities (Chown et al., 2018; Ryan et al.; 2020). The issue of students 

with disabilities’ lower course completion rates than peers has been studied nationally and 

internationally with similar trends present across studies (Chown et al., 2018; Potvin et al., 

2021; Ryan et al., 2020). It is important to note that early course withdrawals and course 

failure rates are higher in students with disabilities than those without (Chown et al., 2018; 

Myhr et al., 2018; Potvin et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020).  

Course Completion Rates Based on Disability Category 

The problem of IHE course completion rates is consistent across disability types with 

slightly different outcomes. Students with learning disabilities or dyslexia tend to have lower 

pass rates and lower course completion rates than peers without disabilities (Afeli, 2019; Ellis 

et al., 2021; Potvin et al., 2021; Ryan et al., 2020). Students with learning disabilities and/or 

dyslexia tend to score poorly on written work and exams (Afeli, 2019). Even when specific 

accommodations are provided based on students’ learning disabilities, the students are 

outscored by non-disabled peers (Afeli, 2019; Ellis et al., 2021). This academic support is not 

fully addressing the student’s needs, including their needs for food and housing security, 

which may allow them to become more motivated as Maslow explained in his hierarchy of 

needs (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954).  

Students with disabilities related to mental health also demonstrate lower course 

completion and passing rates than their peers without mental health disabilities (Klivlighan et 

al., 2020). Failure rates and course withdrawal rates for students with mental health 
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disabilities increase even more when students do not receive mental health support (Nagata et 

al., 2021). With mental health concerns among IHE students rising, the literature suggests this 

population must be better served to increase course completion rates and graduation rates 

(Klivighan et al., 2020; Nagata et al., 2021). 

Students with multiple disabilities are found to have the lowest course completion 

rates and highest course failure rates of students with disabilities (Hoyle et al., 2022). Students 

with multiple disabilities also are shown to have greater challenges with mental health and 

social inclusion at universities (Hoyle et al., 2022). Additionally, students with multiple 

disabilities that include mobility challenges represent another subgroup that historically 

performs poorer in academic areas than non-disabled peers (Chao, 2017; Hoyle et al., 2022;). 

Students who need to address multiple disabilities and are experiencing food and housing 

insecurity will need additional support from the IHE to be successful, as academics will not 

be a priority until basic needs are met (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954).  

Current Approaches For Supporting Online IHE Students with Disabilities 

 Current approaches for supporting online IHE students with disabilities primarily 

focus on in-course academic support and accommodations (Fichten et al., 2022; Mamboleo et 

al., 2020). There are limited studies that approach online learners with disabilities with 

external support for basic needs fulfillment (Reppond, 2019).  

Academic Supports  

Several approaches have been studied that have been found to enhance the 

performance of students with disabilities (Blasey et al., 2022; Fichten et al., 2022; Mamboleo 

et al., 2020). One of the most important findings across studies is the use of disability-specific 

accommodations to support students, as opposed to general accommodations (Blasey et al., 
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2022; Fichten et al., 2022; Mamboleo et al., 2020). These accommodations may include 

additional time given for assignments, assistive technology such as voice-to-text or braille, 

peer tutoring, mobility devices, preferential seating, or other supports based on an individual’s 

needs (Blasey et al., 2022;  Fichten et al., 2022; Mamboleo et al., 2020). Colleges that have 

disability resource programs that provide individualized attention based on the unique needs 

of students, as opposed to blanket accommodations that are provided to students with a 

disability regardless of type, have much higher student success rates (Fichten et al., 2022; 

Mamboleo et al., 2020). Differentiated support that includes accommodations based on an 

individual’s abilities and needs has been shown to increase academic success, including grade 

point averages and course completion rates (Blasey et al., 2022; Fichten et al., 2022; 

Mamboleo et al., 2020). When colleges consider individual student needs beyond the 

classroom, they can address aspects like food and housing insecurity that are currently not 

being addressed, allowing students to increase their likelihood of positive academic 

achievement (Maslow, 1943; Maslow, 1954).  

 Studies focused on online instruction identify the “5 Cs” that increase the success of 

students with disabilities: connections, climate, control, curriculum, and caring (Goegan & 

Daniels, 2022; Zdenek, 2020). Connections are the specific way an instructor gets to know 

and support students as both learners and human beings, thus having a better understanding of 

both inside and outside of the learning environment needs (Goegan & Daniels, 2022; Zdenek, 

2020). The climate is how a course location, virtual or in-person, is structured to allow student 

accessibility and engagement for all students (Goegan & Daniels, 2022; Zdenek, 2020). 

Control refers to the student’s level of autonomy, choice, and decision-making, which 

increases the likelihood of student academic success and engagement (Goegan & Daniels, 
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2022; Zdenek, 2020). The curriculum is the materials and method of sharing information that 

educators select for the course, allowing for strategic decision-making that will best support 

diverse students (Goegan & Daniels, 2022; Zdenek, 2020). Caring demonstrates that students 

are unique and important to the classroom setting demonstrated through the educator’s words 

and actions, thereby creating opportunities for students to share about needs and challenges 

(Goegan & Daniels, 2022; Zdenek, 2020). Students that engage with other students and 

faculty are involved in an inclusive environment, believe they have some autonomy in their 

learning, have a differentiated curriculum, and believe they are valued and perform at higher 

levels than students who do not perceive these aspects to be present at their university 

(Goegan & Daniels, 2022).  

Support for Basic Needs Fulfillment  

 Online learning at IHE has steadily increased for the past two decades, with national 

and international indicators demonstrating that this trend will continue (Casanova & Price, 

2018). Creating sustainable online programs at IHE can increase educational access to 

students with disabilities and other historically marginalized groups (Casanova & Price, 

2018). For these programs to be successful, students must have access to programs, and also 

demonstrate successful completion rates (Casanova & Price, 2018; Runesi et al., 2022). 

Course and program completion rates for online students with disabilities at IHE must find 

ways to ensure that student needs are met, both basic needs fulfillment and academic support 

(Blasey et al., 2022; Zilvinskis, 2022). 

The majority of university students with disabilities do not register with disability 

services offices (Blasey et al., 2022; O’Shea & Kaplan, 2018; Zilvinskis, 2022). Online 

students are even less likely to disclose disabilities than in-person students are (Melián & 
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Meneses, 2022). Lack of disability disclosure means that students will not have access to 

accommodations they may need to be successful in an online university setting, and they do 

not develop relationships with support services that may also be helpful for struggles with 

basic needs fulfillment (Blasey et al., 2022; Zilvinskis, 2022). Students report similar beliefs 

surrounding disclosing disabilities and disclosing food and housing insecurity. In both 

instances, students feel that they will be stigmatized due to their additional need for support 

from faculty and administration (Hiller et al., 2021; Melián & Meneses, 2022). This leads to 

institutions failing to provide student support based on their lack of knowledge surrounding 

student needs (Lambert & Dryer, 2018; McManus et al., 2017; Melián & Meneses, 2022). 

Professors at IHE influence how comfortable students feel in requesting both 

academic and basic needs support. Despite IHE communicating that inclusive practices and 

student support are a priority, discrepancies exist between the messaging and actual 

implementation of student support practices (Valle-Flórez et al., 2021). In a 2021 study by 

Valle-Flórez et al., professors reported that they felt overall positively about the concept of 

inclusive practices; however, their support for specific individual practices decreased as the 

workload aligned with the practice that the professor would be responsible for increased 

(Valle-Flórez et al., 2021). Valle-Flórez et al. found a disconnect between professors’ stated 

values and their actions supporting inclusive practices, thus recommending additional training 

for professors to help them understand student needs, including basic needs fulfillment 

resources available and for academic inclusive practices (2021). Kim et al.’s 2021 research 

echoed many of these sentiments, with professors expressing support for inclusive practices 

for online and face-to-face students, but failing to provide additional support for either basic 
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needs fulfillment or academics. This research team also recommended the importance of 

professor training for inclusive support of students (Kim et al., 2021). 

 Online IHE students with disabilities also face logistical challenges in receiving 

university when facing food or housing insecurity (Hagedorn et al., 2021). Major universities 

have students from many different states and countries, making it difficult to provide support 

services for non-campus-based students. (Adewumi et al., 2021; Reppond, 2019). Residential 

students have access to campus-based food and housing programs that can support students 

who are food or housing-insecure (Adewumi et al., 2021; Hagedorn et al., 2021; Reppond, 

2019). However, students who are unable to access the campus cannot access these resources.  

Support issues for students with disabilities at online IHE were highlighted during the 

early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, as nearly all universities switched to online education 

(Gin et al., 2021). With nearly all students online only, concerns about both academic and 

basic needs support were increasingly vocalized, with a limited number of solutions identified 

(Gin et al., 2021). McManus et al. (2017) found that online students with disabilities’ 

situational challenges, often involving food and housing insecurity, were one of the most 

common reasons that online students with disabilities failed to complete courses. With more 

students thrust into the housing and food crisis during the pandemic, many IHE began to 

recognize shortcomings in the support they provide online students (Gin et al., 2021). Online 

students with disabilities can access some supports; however, problems exist in their 

implementation (McManus et al., 2017). Academic coaches and support personnel have been 

added to universities to provide support that extends beyond the classroom (Borup et al., 

2022; Cerasani et al., 2022). These roles are meant to support students experiencing basic 

needs issues, such as food and housing insecurity (Borup et al., 2022; Cerasani et al., 2022). 



57 

 

Other IHE have implemented trainings for faculty and staff to provide specific information on 

food and housing insecurity and how to support students if they are experiencing these issues 

(Burcin et al., 2019; Cerasani et al., 2022; Sackey et al., 2022).  

Sackey et al. (2022) suggest that universities should enhance their screening processes 

to ensure that they are more aware of food and housing insecurity amongst all students, 

especially those with a risk factor such as a disability. Some universities have started on-

campus food pantries and mobile food pantries; however, these have a limited scope and do 

not serve out-of-state students who attend IHEs online (Reppond, 2019). Research shows that 

several problems exist with the actual implementation of these services for online students 

with disabilities, namely that these student supports are dependent on students’ awareness of 

the services and student physical proximity to the school campus, all of which have proven 

challenging to online students with disabilities (Borup et al., 2022; Cerasani et al., 2022; 

Lambert & Dryer, 2018). Many students report feeling a stigma associated with their 

disability and food and housing insecurity, making them unlikely to seek services until they 

are at a crisis point (Lambert & Dryer, 2018). This increases the risk of course completion 

failure for online IHE students with disabilities (Borup et al., 2022).   

K-12 school districts that have used Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as their theory base 

to address student deficiencies have seen increases in student academic performance, 

graduation rates, and concurrent declines in the need for discipline (Basford et al., 2021; 

Griffith & Slade, 2018; Noltemeyer et al., 2021). Understanding and addressing student needs 

using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as a theoretical base has shown positive potential in the K-

12 arena. In Basford et al.’s 2021 study, K-12 students supported by a Maslow-based 

approach that identified and supported students at each level of Maslow’s hierarchy, starting 
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with basic needs fulfillment produced student success that disrupted the area’s school-to-

prison pipeline, significantly increasing graduation rates.  

 In comparison to K-12 education, less research has been conducted at institutes of 

higher education (IHE) in terms of students with disabilities and their specific needs beyond 

academics (Borup et al., 2022). The COVID-19 pandemic produced some research in the 

areas of basic needs fulfillment for online and in-person students at IHE (Russell et al., 2022). 

Russell et al.’s 2022 research demonstrated that the pandemic heightened what already existed 

at IHE, considerable challenges for online students in the areas of basic needs fulfillment, the 

first level of Maslow’s hierarchy (Maslow, 1945). Jones & Varga’s 2021 study examined 

another subset of the population that experiences higher than average college dropout or 

incompletion rates: students who came from foster care or group homes. This study found that 

strategies based on Maslow’s theories to increase basic needs support allowed for greater 

student success and increased college completion rates (Jones & Varga, 2021). They also 

found similar challenges that plague researchers exploring the needs and completion rates of 

online students with disabilities at IHE, the wish to remain anonymous, and the perceived 

stigma associated with basic needs support (Jones & Varga, 2021).  

 While the COVID-19 pandemic did prompt additional research into topics of basic 

needs fulfillment, disability, online education, and student outcomes, there is limited research 

to show how all of these factors interact. Despite this lack of research, current studies 

demonstrate that Maslow’s theory is as relevant to online IHE students today as it was to K-

12 schools when it first was published (Borup et al., 2022; Jones & Varga, 2021; Runesi et al., 

2022; Russell et al., 2022) 
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Summary 

Disability education has seen many iterations throughout history, with results ranging 

from catastrophic to successful (Kauffman et al., 2021; Williamson, 2020). The history of 

education for individuals with disabilities demonstrates a consistent need for educational 

leaders to be proactive and constantly examine data to ensure successful educational practices 

(Kauffman et al., 2021; Williamson, 2020). Food and housing insecurity has also plagued 

individuals with disabilities throughout history, with inequities in this area continuing to 

create barriers to academic and financial success (Congressional Hunger Center, 2021). When 

disability intersects with food and housing insecurity, an individual becomes increasingly 

more likely to remain in poverty with a limited education, which also increases the likelihood 

of intergenerational poverty (Jones et al., 2021; Mitra et al., 2013; Reims & Tophoven, 2021; 

Williams et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2020). 

 Having a disability, taking college courses online, and having food or housing 

insecurity are all risk factors for IHE students (Olfert et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2019; 

Williams & Do, 2020). Course completion for students with disabilities is a consistent 

problem for online students at institutes of higher education (Goodman et al., 2019; 

Klivlighan et al., 2020; Myhr et al., 2018). Because administrators at IHE desire supportive 

online atmospheres for students with disabilities, researchers have explored contributing 

factors to students failing to complete online courses (Jones et al., 2021; Jones & Varga, 

2021; Runesi et al., 2022; Russell et al., 2022; Wu et al., 2020). Additionally, researchers 

have examined the validity of basic needs deficiencies as a contributing factor to student 

academic challenges at IHE (McManus et al., 2017). Using the theory of Maslow’s hierarchy 

of needs (1943) to frame the possible relationship between course completion and basic needs 
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fulfillment, the reviewed literature discusses course completion rates for students with 

disabilities at online universities, the fulfillment of basic needs for students with disabilities, 

the fulfillment of basic needs for students at IHE, and the fulfillment of basic needs for online 

students at IHE.  

A gap exists in the literature about fulfilling basic needs as it relates specifically to 

students with disabilities and their online course completion rates at universities. (Noltemeyer 

et al., 2021; Schlesselman & Psych, 2019). IHE students and their basic needs have been 

studied primarily at face-to-face universities, but little research exists specifically surrounding 

the basic needs of online students with disabilities (Noltemeyer et al., 2021; Schlesselman & 

Psych, 2019). Additionally, some research was completed surrounding increased support for 

students with disabilities and those who were food and housing insecure occurred during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, but limited research included online-only IHE students. By examining 

the fulfillment and deficiencies of the basic needs of online students with disabilities, 

practitioners can better understand if basic needs deficiencies are a contributing factor to low 

online IHE course completion rates for students with disabilities (Noltemeyer et al., 2021; 

Schlesselman & Psych, 2019).  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS 

Overview 

The purpose of this quantitative, nonexperimental causal-comparative study was to 

determine if there is a statistically significant difference between the course completion 

percentages of online students with disabilities who are experiencing deficiencies in basic 

needs fulfillment and online students with disabilities who have not experienced deficiencies 

in basic needs fulfillment, specifically in the areas of food and hunger security.  The chapter 

begins by introducing the design of the study, including full definitions of all variables. The 

research questions and null hypotheses follow. The participants, setting, instrumentation, 

procedures, and data analysis plans are presented.  

Design 

 Causal-comparative research helps examine potential causes and cause-and-effect 

relationships, but it is important to remember that results are not correlational (Creswell, 

2014). The data collected from this university and the relationships discovered between 

independent and dependent variables applies only to this data set (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 

2007). Unfortunately, causal-comparative research can be prone to researcher bias, especially 

in the subject selection, so it was important to operate with high ethical and moral standards 

when determining which subjects will be included in the research (Creswell, 2014). None of 

the groups were manipulated or interfered with because this is a nonexperimental study 

(Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007).  Additionally, this type of research can be skewed due to 

the attitude of participants, or data may be lost if not collected with a sense of urgency 

(Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007).  
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 Nonexperimental causal-comparative research examines relationships between 

independent and dependent variables (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007). The relationships are 

suggested and not affirmed, as this is not correlational research (Creswell, 2014). Researchers 

examine outcomes to determine if an independent variable or variables affect the dependent 

variable. The methods in this type of study attempt to find cause-effect relationships 

(Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007). The individual variables were not manipulated to change 

group membership or skew data (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007). There must be at least two 

different groups in a causal-comparative study. Because this type of research is not 

experimental and no interventions are performed, the independent variables are considered 

non-manipulated (Creswell, 2014). 

There were two independent categorical variables in this study. The first independent 

variable was food security, with food secure or food insecure as the two levels that assigned to 

participants who took the survey. The United States Department of Agriculture defines food 

insecurity as meeting three out of five criteria related to food attainment: the inability to 

obtain food when it runs out, not being able to afford to eat balanced meals, skipping meals 

out of necessity, eating less than desired due to necessity, and feeling hungry without the 

ability to have more food (USDA, 2023). Participants who answered affirmatively to at least 

three questions were labeled food insecure and participants who answered affirmatively to 

two or fewer questions were considered food secure (USDA, 2023). 

The second independent variable was housing security. The two levels of the housing 

security variable were housing secure and housing insecure. After a 2019 review of 106 

housing security definitions, Cox et al. defined secure housing as having both availability and 

access to neighborhoods and housing that is safe, adequate, and affordable. The Department 
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of Health and Human Performance 6-Item Housing Questionnaire was used within the study’s 

survey to determine housing security or insecurity. The question topics include the ability to 

pay rent, evictions, the ability to pay for electricity and gas or oil, multiple family households, 

and the use of homeless shelters or abandoned buildings as temporary housing (Lee et al., 

2021). Families that experienced more than one risk factor in the past year were considered 

housing insecure (Lee et al., 2021). 

The dependent variable was the percentage of courses completed for each student over 

one semester. For the purpose of this study, course completion was defined as remaining 

enrolled in the course until the end of the course and receiving a passing grade of an A, B, or 

C in the course (Murphy & Stewart, 2017). Students reported on the survey how many 

courses they took and how many courses they completed, allowing for a percentage of courses 

completed for each student to be calculated.    

Research Question 

RQ1: Is there a difference between the percentage of courses completed among online 

students with disabilities who are experiencing food and/or housing insecurity and those who 

are not? 

Hypotheses 

H01: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are food secure and those who are 

not.  

H02: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are housing secure and those who 

are not. 
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H03: There is no significant interaction between food and housing insecurity and the 

percentage of course completion rates among institutes of higher education students with 

disabilities.  

Participants and Setting 

The participants for this study will be discussed in detail, with descriptions of the 

specific population surveyed for this study. The sampling technique will be discussed with 

justification for selection. The size of the sample will be described. Finally, the setting where 

the research took place will be explained.  

Population 

Approximately 26% of the United States adult population has one of the 13 disabilities 

recognized by the ADA (Center for Disease Control and Prevention). The students used for 

this study were online students with disabilities enrolled in the Fall semester of the 2023-2024 

school year. There were 3,031 students enrolled in the online teachers college at this 

university at the time of the survey. At this university, 89% of students receive some form of 

financial aid with 33% receiving Pell grants. At this university, 46% of students are from 

minority backgrounds, with 30% of students representing the first generation to attend IHE.  

Participants 

A convenience sample of students in a teacher’s college at a major university in the 

Southwest United States of America were used to gather participants that are appropriate for 

this study and accessible to the researcher (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007; Rajaretnam, 

2016). The sample was selected by the researcher based on proximity to the university and the 

ability to survey students in the teacher’s college due to the researcher’s employment at this 

university. Sample participation was voluntary and anonymous. The study was introduced 
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through email from the university research center, with a brief explanation of the study 

provided. The number of participants asked to participate in the survey were 3,031 online 

students from the undergraduate teacher’s college student population. This produced the 

recommended population of at least 126 students evenly divided among each subgroup 

recommended by Gall et al., for a two-way ANOVA (2007). This meets the recommended 

medium-size effect with a statistical power of .7 at the 0.05 level (Gall et al., 2007). 

Demographic Information 

 The sample surveyed consists of 2540 females and 489 females from an online 

undergraduate teachers college degree program. Out of these participants, 233 completed the 

survey. The age range for the participants was 41 with the median age being 35. The ethnicity 

of participants included aligns with the school’s demographics and include the following 

participant breakdown: 47.2% white, 20.5% Hispanic, 15.1% International, 7.9% Asian, 4.6% 

Multiethnic, 4.2% African-American, .2% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 1.9% 

Unknown. The participants used in the study were those who self-identified as having one of 

the 13 disabilities recognized by IDEA (National Dissemination Center for Children with 

Disabilities, 2012).  
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Table 1 

Demographic Information for Sample Group Surveyed  

Participant Demographics    

Gender 

 

Female 

 

Male 

 

Unknown/ 

Non-Binary 

 

Total Students 

Students by 

Gender  

2540 489 2 3031 

 

American Indian/ 

Alaska Native 

51 4  55 

Asian 
63 19  82 

 

Black or African 

American 

110 22  132 

Hispanic/Latino 
860 170 1 1031 

 

Native Hawaiian/ 

Pacific Island 

7 1  8 

Not Available 
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17 
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Groups 

 There were four groups used in this study to answer the research question. For groups 

that had more than 32 students complete the survey, group members were randomly selected 

by an automatic number generator to allow for equal groups. The four groups include:  

Group 1: Online IHE students with disabilities who are food-secure and housing 

secure. This group includes 32 students.  

Group 2: Online IHE students with disabilities who are food insecure and housing 

secure. This groups includes 32 students.  

Group 3: Online IHE students with disabilities who are food secure and housing 

insecure. This groups includes 32 students.  

Group 4: Online IHE students with disabilities who are food insecure and housing 

insecure. This groups includes 32 students.  

Table 2 shows the number of students by disability category present in each group. Students 

may report having more than one disability.  

 

 

 

 

 

Two or More 

Races 

 

99 

 

13 

 

 

112 

White 
1283 243 1 1527 
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Table 2 

Distribution of Disability Categories by Group 

Participant Demographics    

Disability  

Category  

 Food Stability, 

Housing Stability  

Food Instability, 

Housing Stability 

Food Stability, 

Housing 

Instability 

Food 

Instability, 

Housing 

Instability 

Autism  4 6 2 2 

Deaf-Blindness 0 0 0 0 

 

Emotional Disturbance 29 29 20 21 

 

Hearing Impairment, 

Including Deafness 0 2 0 1 

 

Intellectual Disability 0 0 4 0 

 

Multiple Disabilities 3 4 0 1 

Other  4 4 7 5 

Orthopedic Impairment  0 1 0 2 
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Setting 

The survey was provided to online students in the Teachers College at a large college 

in the southwest United States in Fall 2023, at the conclusion of the semester. Courses for this 

program can be 7.5 or 15 weeks long. Degrees in the Teachers College program may be 

completed in person or online, however, the survey was only provided to online students. 

Online students may be nationally (American) or internationally located because the program 

is fully online. The program is asynchronous.  

Instrumentation 

There were several instruments used to obtain data for this study. Each will be 

described including its origin and purpose. The survey data collected included information 

regarding the presence or absence of a disability, percentage of course completion rates, food 

security or insecurity, and housing security or insecurity. Demographic information collection 

procedures will be discussed, including the process for self-identification of a disability. The 

procedure used to determine course completion rates will be described. The U.S. Household 

Food Security Survey Module: Six Item Short Form was used to collect data on food security 

or insecurity (Foster et al., 2019). Housing security or insecurity was measured using the 

Fragile Families and Childhood Wellbeing 6-Item Housing Questionnaire (Lee et al., 2021). 

 

Other Health 

Impairment  6 3 3 3 

Specific Learning 

Disability 5 8 2 6 
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All of this information was collected in a single online survey using the Qualtrics survey 

collection tool.  

Demographic Information 

The researcher developed questions to gather demographic information for the 

students participating in the study. In the demographic data section of the survey, students 

will self-identify their gender and ethnicity. The gender and ethnicity survey choices were 

developed using the choices provided to students at the university used for research in the 

study upon entry into the university. 

Self-Identification of A Disability 

 In the second part of the demographic section of the survey, students will be asked to 

self-identify if they have a disability or do not have a disability. Self-identification was used 

instead of school identification due to FERPA laws, as well as the fact that many students 

with disabilities do not inform the school of their disability status (Raj, 2021). This section of 

the survey included a list of the 13 categories of disability covered by IDEA (Appendix A): 

Autism Spectrum Disorder, Deaf-Blindness, Deafness, Emotional Disturbance, Hearing 

Impairment, Intellectual Disability, Multiple Disabilities, Orthopedic Impairment, Other 

Health Impairment, Specific Learning Disability, Speech or Language Impairment, Traumatic 

Brain Injury, and Visual Impairment, including Blindness (Raj, 2021). In addition, a link was 

provided to the IDEA homepage with a definition of disability for more information to help 

students correctly determine their disability status. Students who did not self-identify as 

having a disability were not used in the study.  
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Percentage of Courses Completed  

To collect course completion data for the Fall 2023 semester, students reported the 

total amount of courses they took, the total amount of courses they remained enrolled in for 

the entire semester, and the total amount of courses they passed (passing criteria was an A, B, 

or C grade). Students were assigned a percentage based on the number of courses completed 

and passed. For example, a student who enrolled in four classes, withdrew from one, failed 

one, and remained enrolled in the other 2 with a final score of a C or higher, received a score 

of 50% for their percentage of courses completed. A student who enrolled in four classes, 

remained enrolled in all four classes, and scored a C or higher in three of the four classes was 

given a 75% for their course completion rate. A student who enrolled in three classes and did 

not remain enrolled in any of the courses to the end of the semester received a 0% course 

completion rate. Students who do not remain enrolled in any classes will still be enrolled at 

the IHE through the end of the session, so surveys were sent out the last week of the session 

to combat any issues of missing students who withdrew from all courses. Questions were 

developed for the survey by the researcher to collect this information. The complete survey as 

it appears in Qualtrics can be found in Appendix B.  

U.S. Household Food Security Survey Module: Six-Item Short Form 

The purpose of the United States Household Food Security Module (USFSSM) is to 

collect data regarding food insecurity for low-income households. This was initially used in 

the mid-1990s by the United States Department of Agriculture to identify food insecurity 

trends across America (Foster et al., 2019). The USFFSSM is typically considered the gold 

standard in the United States for assessing food insecurity (Foster et al., 2019). This survey 

has been used in many studies to determine the presence or absence of food security in 
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different geographical locations (Foster et al., 2019; Giroux et al., 2022; Hromi-Fiedler et al., 

2009; Kent et al., 2022; Matias et al., 2020). The USFSSM was evaluated for validity, 

sensitivity, and predictive value. Sensitivity ratings were between 92.3% and 93.0% with 

specificity ratings between 93.4% and 97.3% (Urke et al., 2014). The predictive value for the 

USFSSM was (+/2) (Urke et al., 2014). The item score correlations ranged from .52 to .79 

with Cronbach’s alpha of .87 (Blumberg et al., 1999; Gulliford et al., 2004). The standard 

error for individual questions ranged from -2.027 (0.063 to 2.251 (0.116) dependent on the 

question asked (Blumberg et al., 1999; Gulliford et al., 2004).   

 Each question on the instrument provided information about the availability of food 

over the past 12-month time period. There were six questions, each using a three-point Likert 

scale, with the descriptors: “Often true,” “Sometimes true,” or “Never true.”  There is also an 

option for Don’t Know (DK) or refused to respond to each question. Participants answered 

questions about their household over the last 12 months. Each response of “Often true” or 

“Sometimes true” was assigned a score of one point. Each response of “Never true,” “Don’t 

Know,” or “Refused to Respond” was assigned a score of zero points. Total responses of zero 

or one point was assigned the status of “food secure.” Any score of two to six points will be 

assigned the status of “food insecure.”  

The USFSSM can be found in Appendix C. The USFSSM is public domain, therefore 

permission was not required to use this survey. This portion of the survey takes approximately 

5 minutes to complete. Directions for using and scoring the USFSSM is included in Appendix 

C. The scores were calculated by the researchers using the USFSSM guidelines.  
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Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Housing Stability Questionnaire 

The Department of Health and Human Performance 6-Item Housing Questionnaire 

was developed by researchers at Princeton and Columbia University to collect data on 

housing insecurity and other family factors as a part of the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing (FFCW) research that took place between 1998 and 2000 (Lee et al., 2021). This 

set of questionnaires and corresponding data have been used in multiple studies to understand 

various family dynamics, security, and stability (James et al., 2021a; MacKenzie et al., 2011; 

Su & Dwyer, 2020; Xu et al., 2016). The questionnaire has a 95% confidence interval (Lee et 

al., 2021; Su & Dwyer, 2020). The Cronbach’s alpha is .79 and the standard deviation is one 

(Su & Dwyer, 2020). The housing security section of the FFCW can be found in Appendix D 

along with permission to use the questionnaire.  

 One portion of the FFCW includes questions about housing stability. Six questions 

were asked as part of this questionnaire to determine housing security during the survey 

participant’s previous 12-month time frame. The question topics include the ability to pay 

rent, evictions, the ability to pay for electricity and gas or oil, multiple family households, and 

the use of homeless shelters or abandoned buildings as temporary housing (Lee et al., 2021). 

The answer choices for each question are: “yes,” “no,” or “I don’t know”/ refusal to answer 

(Lee et al., 2021). Zero points were assigned for responses of “no” or “I don’t know”/ refusal 

to answer. One point was assigned for affirmative answers to each question. There was a total 

of six possible points. Families that score zero points were classified as having “housing 

stability/ security” while families that score one or more points were classified as having 

“housing instability/ insecurity.”  
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The FFCW can be found in Appendix D. This survey is in the public domain, thus, 

permission to use it is not required. This portion of the survey takes approximately 5 minutes 

to complete. Directions for using and scoring the FFCW is included in Appendix D. The 

scores were calculated by the researcher using the FFCW guidelines.  

Procedures 

 Before any data collection occurred, the researcher received approval from the Internal 

Review Board (IRB). This study qualified as exempt. See Appendix E for IRB exemption 

approval. The researcher obtained the necessary authorization to distribute the survey to 

students in the teachers' college program at the university used for the research. Permission 

was collected from the college dean and program coordinators to ensure study feasibility. 

Permission for the study can be found in Appendix F. The survey was developed in Qualtrics 

to ensure high-quality data was captured in a format approved by Liberty University. The first 

part of the survey included self-reported student demographic information. Part two included 

questions from USFSSM regarding food security. Part three included the questions from 

FFCW related to housing stability. Part four included course completion rate questions. Both 

associations' surveys were allowed to be used as a part of the public domain.  

 A recruitment letter (Appendix G) and consent form (Appendix H) was sent to online 

students in the teachers college with the online link to the survey. Additionally, the researcher 

requested that professors include a link to the survey in online announcements to maximize 

participation. Because students in the program are 18 years or older, parental consent is not 

necessary. Students received the link to the Qualtrics survey with the recruitment letter and 

consent form. When students entered the survey, the first page was the consent form. This 

was followed by instructions for completing the survey, demographic information, the 



75 

 

USFSSM, and the FFCW questions. The survey took approximately 15 minutes to complete.  

When surveys were completed, students were assigned to one of four groups based on 

their responses. Students who did not self-identify as having a disability were not assigned to 

a group and were removed from the study because the study is focused on online IHE students 

with disabilities only. Group one included students who have not experienced food or housing 

insecurity. Group two included students who have experienced food insecurity only. Group 

three included students who have experienced housing insecurity only. Group four included 

students who have experienced both food and housing insecurity.  

 The information for all participants was protected throughout the research study. Only 

the researcher had access to records. Data was stored securely on a password-protected 

computer and in a password-protected external hard drive. The external hard drive will be 

stored in a locked cabinet at the researcher’s residence when not in use. Data will be kept for 

five years in these secure locations upon completion of the research project.  

Data Analysis 

A two-way ANOVA test was used to analyze data from this study. A two-way 

ANOVA is appropriate for use in causal-comparative studies that have two categorical 

independent variables and a dependent variable measured using intervals (Creswell, 2014; 

Gall et al., 2007; Rajaretnam, 2016). The two-way ANOVA is preferable to the two-sample t-

test, as it has a lesser chance of producing type 1 errors that could corrupt the data (Creswell, 

2014; Gall et al., 2007). The two-way ANOVA can measure both the interaction between the 

factors and the factors independently. Comparing the percentages of course completion for 

online students with disabilities who may or may not be experiencing food and/ or housing 

insecurity was done using a two-way ANOVA, as this showed the presence or absence of 
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statistically significant differences between student groups (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007; 

Rajaretnam, 2016). Data screening was completed visually to ensure that there were no 

missing or inaccurate entries. The data was screened to identify which students received the 

label of neither food nor housing insecure, food insecure, housing insecure, or both food and 

housing insecure. 

Several assumptions must be met when using the two-way ANOVA. The dependent 

variable must be measured using an interval or ratio. The dependent variable, course 

completion rates, was a continuous variable measured by the ratio of courses completed to 

courses registered for. The independent variables of food and housing insecurity or security 

were categorical in nature, with two categories present for each independent variable. The 

next assumption is that there are no extreme outliers. The assumption of no significant outliers 

was checked by creating boxplots to determine if there were any extreme outliers in the data 

set (Gall et al., 2007). Then, the assumption of normal distribution was tested using Shapiro-

Wilk test. This test was appropriate for group sizes below 50 (Gall et al., 2007). Finally, 

Levene’s Test of Equality of Error Variances was used to test the assumption of variance 

(Gall et al., 2007; Rajaretnam, 2016). A 95% confidence level was used to determine the 

statistical significance as this is the confidence level commonly used for educational research 

(Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007).  

For questions where the null was rejected, a pos hoc analysis was not required, as 

there were only two options in each group. (Gall et al., 2007). Partial eta squared was used in 

order to determine the effect size (Gall et al., 2007). The effect size determination was based 

on partial eta squared statistic thresholds. A small effect size is found when η2 is less than 

.010, a medium effect size is found when η2 is between .022 and .059, a large effect size is 
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when η2 is between .083 and .183, and a very large effect size is when η2 is greater than .168 

(Gall et al., 2007; Rajaretnam, 2016).   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Overview 

This chapter will provide an overview of the findings for the interactions between food 

security, housing security, and course completion rates for online IHE students who have 

disabilities. These students were asked to self-report their course completion rates, level of 

food security, and level of housing security. The students were placed into four groups for 

analysis. These groups included students who were 1) food secure and housing secure, 2) food 

insecure and housing secure, 3) food secure and housing insecure, and 4) food insecure and 

housing insecure. This chapter will describe the data collected for the four student groups. 

This includes the research question, null hypothesis, and descriptive statistics. Additionally, 

the acceptance or rejection of each null hypothesis will be stated and justified.  

Research Question 

RQ: Is there a difference between the percentage of courses completed among online 

students with disabilities who are experiencing food and/or housing insecurity and those who 

are not? 

Null Hypotheses 

H01: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are food secure and those who are 

not.  

H02: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are housing secure and those who 

are not. 
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H03: There is no significant interaction between food and housing insecurity and the 

percentage of course completion rates among institutes of higher education students with 

disabilities.  

Descriptive Statistics 

For each group, descriptive statistics were obtained on the dependent variable (course 

completion rates). Descriptive statistics are found in Table 3. The student mean scores are 

between 0  and 100. The number of classes they completed successfully is measured against 

the number of courses the student registered for to obtain a percentage between 0 and 100%.  

Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics 

  

Dependent Variable: Course Completion Rates     

Group n 

Course 

Completion 

Rate Mean 

SD 

 

Lower Bound  

 

Upper Bound 

1 - Food & 

Housing Secure 

 

32 95.00 3.847 87.386 100.00 

2 - Food Secure, 

Housing 

Insecure 

 

32 84.219 3.847 76.604 91.833 
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Data Screening 

 Data screening was conducted on each group’s dependent variable. The researchers 

scanned for data entry errors and inconsistencies. No data errors or inconsistencies were 

identified. Box and whiskers plots were used to detect outliers in the dependent variable. Six 

data points were denoted with asterisks on the box plot (data points 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 35, 67, 95, 

127, and 114). The researchers converted the data point to a z-score, which fell within 

standard deviations of the sample mean (Warner, 2013, p. 153). Thus, the data points were not 

considered extreme scores and were maintained in the data set. See Figure 1 for box and 

whisker plots. 

Figure 1 

Box and whisker plots (dependent). 

 

3 - Food 

Insecure, 

Housing Secure 

 

32 90.563 3.847 82.948 98.177 

4 - Food 

Insecure, 

Housing 

Insecure 

32 87.656 3.847 80.042 95.271 
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Assumption Tests  

 A two-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was used to test the null hypothesis. The 

two-way ANOVA requires assumptions to be met throughout the data analysis process. It is 

required to have a continuous dependent variable, while independent variables must be 

categorical. The independence of observation assumption must be met, and the data must lack 

significant outliers. Additionally, normal distribution was tested using the Shapiro-Wilk test, 

while homogeneity of variances was tested using Levene's test (Gall et al., 2007). These 

assumptions were met to ensure that the two-way ANOVA produced accurate and reliable 

data.  

Assumption: The Dependent Variable is Continuous 

Dependent variables used in two-way ANOVAs must be continuous (Gall et al., 

2007). The dependent variable for this study, course completion rate is measured at the 

continuous level. Students can score between 0 and 100 when the number of classes they 

completed successfully is measured against the number of courses the student registered for. 

Using this ratio of courses completed to courses registered for allows for a percentage score 

between 0 and one hundred. 
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Assumption: Independent Variables Must be Categorical  

Each of the independent variables used in a two-way ANOVA must be categorical 

(Gall et al., 2007). The first independent variable, food status, has two categories: food secure 

or food insecure. The second independent variable for this study is housing status. The 

categories for housing status are housing secure or housing insecure. 

Assumption: Independence of Observations 

 The independence of observations assumption requires there to be no relationship 

between the members of each group (Gall et al., 2007). There are 4 groups for this study. This 

includes individuals who are food secure and housing secure, individuals who are food 

insecure and housing secure, individuals who are food secure and housing insecure, and 

individuals who are both food and housing insecure. There is no overlap between these 

groups, meaning no individual's data is used in more than one group.  

Assumption: No Significant Outliers  

There should be no significant outliers in the data (Gall et al., 2007). This is necessary 

to assure that any outliers do not skew the two-way ANOVA data. Skewed data from outliers 

makes the two-way ANOVA results less reliable. The data from each group that do not follow 

the typical pattern of data were removed from the data set. The groups were tested tor this 

assumption using the creation of boxplots from the data. 

Assumption: Normal Distribution  

 Normality was examined using a Shapiro-Wilk test. Shapiro-Wilk was used because 

the sample size was less than 50. The significance level for the Shapiro-Wilk test was <.001, 

meaning that the data was not normally distributed. According to Warner (2013), when 
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violations of normality occur using ANOVA, the test is robust as long as the other 

assumptions are met.  

Table 4 

Shapiro-Wilk test 

Shapiro-Wilk 

 

Groups 

  Statistic df Sig. 

Food 

Secure 

1 - Housing secure .457 

 

32 <.001 

 

 2 - Housing insecure .446 32 <.001 

 

Housing 

Secure 

3 - Food Insecure 

4 - Food Secure                       

.656 

 

.588 

32 

 

32                     

<.001 

 

<.001 

 

Assumption: Homogeneity of Variances 

 When combining any of the groups of the independent variables, it is required to have 

homogeneity of variances (Gall et al., 2007). This assumption was tested using Levene's test 

for homogeneity of variances. No violation was found where p = .515. The assumption of 

homogeneity of variance was met.  
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Results  

H01: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are food secure and those who are 

not.  

H02: There is no difference in the percentage of course completion rates among online 

institutes of higher education students with disabilities who are housing secure and those who 

are not. 

H03: There is no significant interaction between food and housing insecurity and the 

percentage of course completion rates among institutes of higher education students with 

disabilities.  

A 95% confidence level was used to determine the statistical significance as this is the 

confidence level commonly used for educational research following guidelines in educational 

research (Creswell, 2014; Gall et al., 2007). To determine effect size, partial eta squared was 

used (Gall et al., 2007). The effect size determination was based on partial eta squared 

statistic thresholds. A small effect size is found when η2 is less than .010, a medium effect 

size is found when η2 is between .022 and .059, a large effect size is when η2 is between .083 

and .183, and a very large effect size is when η2 is greater than .168 (Gall et al., 2007). Table 

5 shows the tests of between-subject effects.  
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Table 5 

 

Tests of Between Subject Effects  

 

 

 

H01 Results 

The first hypothesis stated that there is no difference in the percentage of course 

completion rates among online institutes of higher education students with disabilities who 

are food secure and those who are not. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis at 

the 95% confidence level where F(1) = .017,  p = .897. Partial eta square equaled η2 < .001).  

There was no measurable effect.  There was not a statistical difference in course completion 

rates among online IHE students who are food secure and housing secure (M =95.00, SD = 

3.85) and those who are food insecure and housing secure (M = 90.56, SD = 3.85). This null 

hypothesis was not rejected because the result of the two-way ANOVA was not significant for 

food security, with a n2 value of .001. This indicates no effect when interpreted in terms of 

Cohen’s d (Warner, 2013). Posthoc testing was not completed as there are fewer than three 

categories, either food secure or food insecure.  

Group 

 

Type III Sum of 

Squares 

 

 

df Mean Square F 

 

 

Sig.  

 

Partial Eta 

Squared 

Food 

Secure  

  

8.000 1 8.000 .017 .897 .000 

Housing 

Secure 

  

1498.871 1 149.781 3.165 .078 .025 

Food 

Secure* 

Housing 

Secure 

496.125 1 496.125 1.048 .308 .008 
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H02 Results 

The second hypothesis stated that there is no difference in the percentage of course 

completion rates among online institutes of higher education students with disabilities who 

are housing secure and those who are not. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis at 

the 95% confidence level where F(1) = 3.165, p = .078. Partial eta square equaled (η2 = .025).  

There was no statistical difference in course completion rates among online IHE students who 

are food secure and housing secure (M =95.00, SD = 3.85) and those who are food secure and 

housing insecure (M = 84.22, SD = 3.85). Posthoc testing was not completed, as there are only 

two labels in this category, housing secure or insecure.  

H03 Results 

The third hypothesis stated that there is no significant interaction between students 

who are both food insecure and housing insecure and those who are food secure and housing 

secure in their percentage of course completion rates among institutes of higher education 

students with disabilities. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis at the 95% 

confidence level where F(1) = 1.408, p =.308. Partial eta square equaled (η2 = .008). There 

was no statistical difference in course completion rates among online IHE students who are 

housing secure and food secure (M = 95.00, SD = 3.85) and those who are housing insecure 

and food insecure (M = 87.66, SD = 3.85). Posthoc testing was not completed, as there are 

only 2 labels in each category, housing secure or insecure and food insecure or secure.  

The findings indicate that for online IHE students with disabilities, having food or 

housing insecurity independently or together does not have a significant effect on course 

completion rates.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS 

Overview 

This chapter summarizes research that compared the differences in course completion 

rates for online IHE students with disabilities based on their food and housing security status. 

This chapter provides a discussion of the research question, analysis results, and how the 

results relate to the literature review. In addition, study implications, limitations, and 

recommendations for future research will be discussed.  

Discussion 

 The purpose of this nonexperimental quantitative, causal-comparative study was to 

evaluate the relationship between course completion for online students with disabilities at 

IHE and basic needs fulfillment in food and housing security. While disability is often blamed 

as the sole factor for student challenges, research supports the need to view students more 

holistically (Birdwell & Bailey, 2022; Meeks et al., 2020; Stott & Morrell, 2021; Williams et 

al., 2022). This study intends to add to existing research surrounding the impact of food and 

housing insecurity on course completion rates for online IHE students with disabilities 

(Adewumi et al., 2021; Athens, 2018; Broton et al., 2022; Carroll et al., 2020; Ellis et al., 

2021; Hallett & Frias, 2018; Jones et al., 2021; McManus et al., 2017; Nazmi et al., 2018; 

Olfert et al., 2021; Speirs et al., 2023; Rosenbaum, 2018; Trawver et al., 2020) and use 

Abraham Maslow’s theory of human motivation to describe potential complications that arise 

for students when food or housing needs are not met.  

Food Insecurity and Course Completion Rates 

The first hypothesis examined if there was a difference in the percentage of course 

completion rates among online institutes of higher education students with disabilities who 
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are food secure and those who are not. There was not a statistical difference in course 

completion rates among online IHE students who are food secure and those who are not. 

These findings contradict current literature demonstrating the negative impact food insecurity 

has on course completion rates (Hagedorn et al., 2021; Hallett & Frias, 2018). Additionally, 

this finding is not consistent with Abraham Maslow's (1943; 1951) theory of motivation. This 

theory describes the necessity of basic needs, including hunger, being met in order for 

individuals to achieve higher levels of success, such as educational goals. Consistency in food 

security is viewed as paramount to reaching individual educational goals. The findings in this 

study, unlike others in the field, did not show a statistically significant impact of food security 

on student success, specifically regarding students at online IHE with disabilities (Chown et 

al., 2018; Ryan et al.; 2020). Students with disabilities are more likely to face food insecurity 

than peers without disabilities, therefore it should still be considered an area of support 

needed for online IHE students with disabilities (Cotti et al., 2018; Schwartz et al., 2019; 

Williams & Do, 2020; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019). In addition, Jones et al. (2021) and Wu et 

al. (2020) posited that online students are at risk for food insecurity, these findings support the 

need for online IHE to consider food security a priority for students with disabilities.  

Housing Insecurity and Course Completion Rates  

The second hypothesis stated there was no difference in the percentage of course 

completion rates among online institutes of higher education students with disabilities who 

are housing secure and those who are not. The findings in this study demonstrate that housing 

security is not a significant predictor of student successful course completion rates for online 

IHE students with disabilities. These results contradict literature surrounding students facing 

decreased success due to housing insecurity (Hallett & Frias, 2018; Schisler et al., 2023; 
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Trawver et al., 2020).  Abraham Maslow's (1943; 1951) theory of motivation includes 

housing as one of the basic needs that must be met in order for students to successfully 

achieve higher levels of success including educational outcomes. This study did not result in a 

significant difference in course completion rates among online IHE students with disabilities 

who are housing secure and those who are housing insecure. Other studies have had different 

outcomes. Martinez et al. (2021) found that student academic success often hinged on the 

ability to afford housing. When students cannot afford housing, Maslow (1943; 1951), 

theorized that academic success, course completion, and the development of higher academic 

goals suffers. While this study did not find housing security as an indicator of student success 

for online IHE students with disabilities, other studies reviewed, (Hallett & Frias, 2018; Ofert 

et al., 2023; Schisler et al., 2023; Trawver et al., 2020) posit that housing insecurity is a 

common indicator that students will face negative educational outcomes at levels higher than 

their peers.  

Food Insecurity and Housing Insecurity and Course Completion Rates 

  The final hypothesis stated that there is no significant interaction between food and 

housing insecurity and the percentage of course completion rates among institutes of higher 

education students with disabilities. The researcher failed to reject the null hypothesis. There 

was not a statistical difference in course completion rates among online IHE students who are 

both housing secure and food secure and those who are both housing insecure and food 

insecure. These results contradict Maslow's theory that includes food and housing as basic 

needs that must be met in order for higher levels of achievement to be attained (1943; 1951). 

Additionally, these results contradict multiple studies that demonstrate connections between 
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food and housing insecurity and academic challenges (Jones et al., 2021; Mitra et al., 2013; 

Reims & Tophoven, 2021; Wu et al., 2020).  

 Online IHE students with disabilities that face singular challenges, such as only 

housing insecurity or only food insecurity were not shown to have lower success rates than 

students that faced both food and housing insecurity or students with both food and housing 

security. This phenomena was not anticipated based on the literature review, however, there is 

research that offers insight into potential causes for these results. Studies surrounding the 

percentage of students who had faced food insecurity between 41.4 and 53% (Nazmi et al., 

2018; Ofert et al., 2019). The national average for food insecurity is 12.8% (USDA, 2022). 

Housing insecurity at the nation level is between 10 and 15% (Broton et al., 2022; Padaguan, 

2021), while more than 31% of IHE students are food insecure or at high risk for food 

insecurity (Oh et al., 2022; Payne-Sturges et al., 2018). For many students, their time at an 

IHE will be the first where they face food or housing insecurity. Students who are facing 

either food insecurity or housing insecurity, but not both, are likely to be facing acute poverty 

instead of chronic poverty (Super, 2020). This acute poverty may result in students 

collaborating with other students and faculty, due to the higher levels of stress caused than 

chronic poverty (Fernandes, 2018; Super, 2020). These circumstances are unusual to those 

facing acute poverty, thus having a significant impact on mental health, which in turn can 

effect how students seek out help and support (Thomson et al., 2022).  

Implications 

This study provides greater insight into the challenges faced by online students with 

disabilities outside of the classroom. Understanding how basic needs impact student 

achievement is a critical aspect of leaders at IHE. Online education has grown tremendously 
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in recent years, however, supports for off-campus students do not always grow at the same 

rates as on-campus students, and are consistently less effective than those for on-campus 

students (Adewumi et al., 2021; Owens et al., 2020).  

There are unique challenges faced by online students with disabilities, and these are 

unfortunately often not met as IHE tend to focus on academic needs rather than recognizing 

the holistic needs of the students (Lambert & Dryer, 2018; McManus et al., 2017; Melián & 

Meneses, 2022). IHE leaders may not be aware of the external factors impacting students with 

disabilities at higher rates than their peers, and a lack of significant impact on course 

completion rates could keep IHE from further studying this issue.  

The graduation rates of students with disabilities in high schools continues to rise, 

while the graduation rates for students with disabilities at IHE do not (Glantsman et al.; 2022 

Leung et al., 2021; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019; Weissman, 2020; Salkin & Ko, 2020). Food 

and housing stability disproportionately impact people with disabilities, and these two areas 

have been shown repeatedly to impact students negatively in the area of academic success 

(Jones et al., 2021; Schwartz et al., 2022; Williams & Do, 2020). However, this study did not 

find a significant difference between IHE students with disabilities who are facing food and/or 

housing insecurity and those who are not. It is critical that more studies are completed that 

support online learners with disabilities in order to keep searching for root causes for lower 

graduation rates for students with disabilities at IHE than the general population (Glantsman 

et al.; 2022 Leung et al., 2021; Waters-Bailey et al., 2019; Weissman, 2020; Salkin & Ko, 

2020). More learning is necessary to determine if the results from this study are applicable at 

other IHE, or if the students in this study are receiving supports that allow them to succeed 
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despite challenges. Additionally, the issue of acute poverty for students who are facing 

poverty for the first time should be explored.  

Limitations 

 This study examined the course completions rates for online IHE students with 

disabilities based on their food and housing security status. The results of this study may not 

correlate to similar studies at other locations. This was a voluntary survey that was given to 

students over a three week time period at the end of the semester. This was necessary due to 

the need for surveying to take place at the end of the semester, however, it may limit the type 

of students who are taking the survey to those who check and respond to emails over school 

breaks. This study design does not allow for correlational claims, instead examining possible 

relationships between different groups of students based on their food and housing status. The 

design also grouped students based on this criteria, and therefore was not completely random 

grouping.  

 In this survey, students were asked to self-report both their disability type and their 

course completion rates, which could allow for inaccuracy of data. Students also self-reported 

their levels of food and housing security using tools that have been previously used in 

research on these topics. However, this self-reporting also allows for somewhat subjective 

self-reporting that could skew data. Additionally, this survey was optional for students to 

complete, therefore it may not reflect a complete picture of all students in the IHE program. 

This study was intentionally limited to undergraduate online students to maintain focus on 

specific students within a large university. Data from online graduate students with disabilities 

was not collected. Additionally, the students surveyed were all from one college of education, 

further limiting the number of participants involved in the study. The study included primarily 



93 

 

female students, and students who identified as either white or Hispanic/Latino. This 

potentially skewed data based on the high population of these groups. Additionally, emotional 

disturbance was represented at much higher rates than other disabilities in this study which 

could alter the outcomes. This study is a snapshot of one particular college within an IHE, so 

it cannot be generalized at this point, however it does offer important insight into a potential 

national issue impacting online IHE students with disabilities.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

Future research into several topics would be beneficial for growth by IHE in 

supporting online students with disabilities through food and housing challenges. 

Additionally, research into the student's lives and key causes for food and housing challenges 

would also contribute to understanding and developing solutions that support students. 

Additionally:  

1) It would be beneficial for a future study to focus on students with disabilities who 

participate in online courses to share reasons for course completion or failure to complete in 

the students' own words. This could be accomplished through qualitative research or a more 

detailed survey.  

2) It is necessary to conduct further research into the opportunities available to 

students who are online learners in the area of food and housing stability. Current 

comparisons of opportunities provided to campus based students show inequity of support for 

online learners. Identifying the reasons for this inequity, and how schools have overcome this 

inequity would provide valuable information for IHE. 

3) Research into the relationships between online instructors and their students with 

disabilities may provide interesting information regarding the amount and type of support 
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available through online learning professors. Understanding what online instructors know and 

do not know in terms of how to provide support for online learners facing food or housing 

crisis would help to determine what trainings and support may be needed for instructors and 

advisors who regularly communicate with students.  

4) The identification of universities that are successfully supporting their online 

learners with disabilities would allow for dissemination of information and materials that 

would allow for increased support for instructors, advisors, and students who are unfamiliar 

with how to handle food and housing crisis. These IHE can act as model universities for other 

IHE that wish to improve their practices or have discovered data demonstrating the need for 

increased student support.  

5) The issue of students facing food or housing insecurity completing courses at a 

lower rate than those experiencing both food and housing insecurity should be examined 

through further research to determine if outcomes are limited to this study, or are more 

widespread. Additionally, this will allow for insight into the concepts of acute poverty when 

compared to chronic poverty as it relates to student outcomes.  
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APPENDIX A: IDEA 13 Categories of Disability    

How do you know if you have a disability? 

 

You are considered to have a disability if you have a physical or mental impairment or 

medical condition that substantially limits a major life activity, or if you have a history or 

record of such an impairment or medical condition.  Disabilities include, but are not limited 

to: 
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[ ] Autism Spectrum Disorder 

[ ] Deaf-Blindness 

[ ] Deafness 

[ ] Emotional Disturbance 

[ ] Hearing Impairment 

[ ] Intellectual Disability 

[ ] Multiple Disabilities 

[ ] Orthopedic Impairment 

[ ] Other Health Impairment 

[ ] Specific Learning 

Disability 

[ ] Speech or Language 

Impairment 

[ ] Traumatic Brain Injury 

[ ] Visual Impairment, 

including Blindness 

[ ] Other: __________



   
APPENDIX B; Qualtrics Survey Distributed to Students 

Part 1: Student Demographics 

Gender: 

[ ] Female 

[ ] Male 

[ ] Non-binary 

[ ] Fluid 

[ ] Other 

University Status: 

[ ] Freshman 

[ ] Sophomore 

[ ] Junior 

[ ] Senior 

Ethnicity Information  

Please select your ethnicity: 

[ ] White/Caucasian  

[ ] Hispanic 

[ ] International 

[ ] Asian 

[ ] Multiethnic 
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[ ] African-American 

[ ] Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

[ ] Other  

[ ] Unknown 

[ ] I do not wish to share my ethnicity 

 

1) Do you currently have any of the following disabilities (either self-identified or identified 

by a medical professional):  

__ Yes __No 

2) If you selected yes, please select the disability/ies you identify as having below (Please see 

definitions at the following link: https://www.parentcenterhub.org/categories/#ed) if you 

have any questions or need clarification.  

If you do NOT have a disability, please click here X 

You are considered to have a disability if you have a physical or mental impairment or medical 

condition that substantially limits a major life activity, or if you have a history or record of such 

an impairment or medical condition.  Disabilities include, but are not limited to: 

[ ] Autism Spectrum Disorder 

[ ] Deaf-Blindness 

[ ] Deafness 

[ ] Emotional Disturbance 

[ ] Hearing Impairment 

[ ] Intellectual Disability 

[ ] Multiple Disabilities 

https://www.parentcenterhub.org/categories/#ed
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[ ] Orthopedic Impairment 

[ ] Other Health Impairment 

[ ] Specific Learning Disability 

[ ] Speech or Language Impairment 

[ ] Traumatic Brain Injury 

[ ] Visual Impairment, including Blindness 

[ ] Other: ____________ 

Part 2: Food Security Questionnaire 

Below are several statements that people have made about their food situation. For these 

statements, please check whether the statement was often true, sometimes true, or never 

true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months. 

1) “The food that (I/we) bought just didn’t last, and (I/we) didn’t have money to get more.” 

Was that often, sometimes, or true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months? 

[ ] Often true 

[ ] Sometimes true 

[ ] Never true 

[ ] DK or Refused 

2) “(I/we) couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.” Was that often, sometimes, or never true 

for (you/your household) in the last 12 months? 

[ ] Often true 

[ ] Sometimes true 

[ ] Never true 

[ ] DK or Refused 
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3) In the last 12 months, since last (name of current month), did (you/you or other adults in 

your household) ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn’t enough 

money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ]Don’t Know 

4) How often did this happen—almost every month, some months, but not every month, or 

in only 1 or 2 months? 

[ ] Almost every month 

[ ] Some months but not every month 

[ ] Only 1 or 2 months 

[ ] Don’t Know 

5)  In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there 

wasn’t enough money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

6) In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn’t eat because there wasn’t enough 

money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

Part 3: Housing Questionnaire 
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Below are several statements that people have made about their housing situation. For 

these statements, please check yes, no, or don't know for (you/your household) in the last 12 

months. 

7) Was there any time when you did not pay the full amount of the rent of mortgage? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

8) Were you evicted from your home for not paying the rent or mortgage? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

9) Was there any time when you did not pay the full amount of gas, oil, or electricity bills? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

10) Did you move in with other people even for a little while due to financial problems? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

11) Did you stay at a shelter, in an abandoned building, a car or any other place not meant 

for regular housing even for one night? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 
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[ ] Don’t Know 

12) Did you borrow money from friends to help pay bills? 

[ ] Yes  

[ ] No 

[ ] Don’t Know 

Part 4: Course Completion Rates 

13) How many courses did you REGISTER for in Fall 2023: ____ 

14) How many courses did you COMPLETE with an A, B, or C grade in Fall 2023? ____ 

  



139 
 

 
 

APPENDIX C: U.S. Household Food Security Survey Module: Six-Item Short Form 

HH3. I’m going to read you several statements that people have made about their food situation. 

For these statements, please tell me whether the statement was often true, sometimes true, or 

never true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months—that is, since last (name of current 

month). 

“The food that (I/we) bought just didn’t last, and (I/we) didn’t have money to get more.” 

Was that often, sometimes, or true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months? 

[ ] Often true 

[ ] Sometimes true 

[ ] Never true 

[ ] DK or Refused 

HH4. “(I/we) couldn’t afford to eat balanced meals.” Was that often, sometimes, or never 

true for (you/your household) in the last 12 months? 

[ ] Often true 

[ ] Sometimes true 

[ ] Never true 

[ ] DK or Refused 

AD1. In the last 12 months, since last (name of current month), did (you/you or other 

adults in your household) ever cut the size of your meals or skip meals because there wasn't 

enough money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No (Skip AD1a) 

[ ] DK (Skip AD1a) 
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AD1a. [IF YES ABOVE, ASK] How often did this happen—almost every month, some 

months, but not every month, or in only 1 or 2 months? 

[ ] Almost every month 

[ ] Some months but not every month 

[ ] Only 1 or 2 months 

[ ] DK 

AD2. In the last 12 months, did you ever eat less than you felt you should because there 

wasn't enough money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ] DK 

AD3. In the last 12 months, were you ever hungry but didn't eat because there wasn't 

enough money for food? 

[ ] Yes 

[ ] No 

[ ] DK 

 

User Notes 

(1) Coding Responses and Assessing Households’ Food Security Status: 

Responses of “often” or “sometimes” on questions HH3 and HH4, and “yes” on AD1, AD2, and 

AD3 are coded as affirmative (yes). Responses of “almost every month” and “some months but 

not every month” on AD1a are coded as affirmative (yes). The sum of affirmative responses to 

the six questions in the module is the household’s raw score on the scale. 
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Food security status is assigned as follows: 

• Raw score 0-1—High or marginal food security (raw score 1 may be considered marginal 

food security, but a large proportion of households that would be measured as having 

marginal food security using the household or adult scale will have raw score zero on the 

six-item scale) 

• Raw score 2-4—Low food security 

• Raw score 5-6—Very low food security 

 

For some reporting purposes, the food security status of households with raw score 0-1 is 

described as food secure and the two categories “low food security” and “very low food 

security” in combination are referred to as food insecure. 
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APPENDIX D: Fragile Families and Childhood Wellbeing 6 Item Housing Questionnaire 

1) Was there any time when you did not pay the full amount of the rent of mortgage? 

[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

2) Were you evicted from your home for not paying the rent or mortgage? 

[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

3) Was there any time when you did not pay the full amount of gas, oil, or electricity bills? 

[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

4) Did you move in with other people even for a little while due to financial problems? 

[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

5) Did you stay at a shelter, in an abandoned building, a car or any other place not meant for regular 

housing even for one night? 

[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

6) Did you borrow money from friends to help pay bills? 
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[]YES  

[] NO 

[] DON’T KNOW/REFUSED TO ANSWER 

Classification:  

0 affirmative answers = Housing stability 

1 or more affirmative answers = Housing instability 
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APPENDIX E: IRB Approval 
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APPENDIX F: Permission from University 

November 28, 2023 

Ashleigh King 

Clinical Associate Professor 

Arizona State University 

Arizona State University  

1050 S Forest Mall   

Tempe, AZ 

85281 

 

Dear Ashleigh King, 

After careful review of your research proposal entitled Basic Needs Fulfillment and Course 

Completion Rates for Online University Students with Disabilities: A Quantitative, Non-

Experimental, Causal-Comparative Study, your survey is qualified and meets the requirements 

for administration.  You are therefore granted permission to conduct your research study with 

Mary Lou Fulton Teacher College students at Arizona State University. 

Check the following boxes, as applicable:  

 [[I/We] grant permission for Ashleigh King to contact Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College 

students at ASU to invite them to participate in her research study.] 

 [[I/We] are requesting a copy of the results upon study completion and/or publication.] 

Sincerely, 

Mark F. McCain 

Director, Data Strategy and Compliance 

Mary Lou Fulton Teachers College-Arizona State University 
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APPENDIX G: Recruitment Letter 

Dear Student, 

As a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University, I am conducting 

research as part of a Ph.D. in Special Education. The purpose of my research is to develop a 

greater understanding of how disability, food insecurity, and housing insecurity can intersect and 

impact college students' course completion rates. I am writing to invite you to join my study.  

 

Participants must be 18 years of age or older, an online undergraduate college student, and self-

identify as having a disability. Participants will be asked to take an anonymous, online survey. It 

should take approximately 10 minutes to complete the procedure listed. Participation will be 

completely anonymous, and no personal, identifying information will be collected. 

To participate, please click here Online Survey to complete the online survey.  

A consent document is provided on the first page of the survey. The consent document contains 

additional information about my research. After you have read the consent form, please click the 

continue button to proceed to the survey. Doing so will indicate that you have read the consent 

information and would like to take part in the study. 

 

Sincerely, 

Ashleigh King 

Clinical Associate Professor 

Email: [redacted] 

https://asu.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_2b30Hbw2GPJurki
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APPENDIX H: Consent 

Consent 

 

Title of the Project: Basic Needs Fulfillment and Course Completion Rates for Online 

University Students with Disabilities: A Quantitative, Non-Experimental, Causal-Comparative 

Study  

Principal Investigator: Ashleigh King, Doctoral Candidate School of Education, Liberty 

University 

 

Invitation to be Part of a Research Study 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be 18 years of age or 

older and an online undergraduate college student. Taking part in this research project is 

voluntary. 

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in 

this research. 

What is the study about and why is it being done? 

 

The purpose of the study is to identify if and how course completion rates are impacted by food 

and/or housing insecurity for students who self-identify as having a disability.  

What will happen if you take part in this study? 

 

If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following: 



139 
 

 
 

 

1. Participate in a survey that will take no more than ten minutes 

How could you or others benefit from this study? 

 

No Direct Benefits: Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit from taking part in 

this study.   

Benefits to society include a greater understanding for colleges about how disability, food 

insecurity, housing insecurity, and course completion can intersect and impact students.  

What risks might you experience from being in this study? 

 

Option 2: Minimal risk, but the possibility of psychological stress exists. The expected risks from 

participating in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would 

encounter in everyday life. The risks involved in this study include the possibility of 

psychological stress from being asked to recall and discuss prior trauma. To reduce risk, the 

survey will not include questions that ask for follow-up. All questions will be multiple-choice. 

Additionally, you may discontinue the survey at any time.  

How will personal information be protected? 

The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored securely, and only 

the researcher will have access to the records.  

• Participant responses will be anonymous.  

• Data will be stored on a password-locked computer.  

• After 3 years, all electronic records will be deleted 

 



139 
 

 
 

 

Is the researcher in a position of authority over participants, or does the researcher have a 

financial conflict of interest? 

 

 Option 1: Professional/Grading Authority: The researcher serves as a clinical associate professor 

at Arizona State University. To limit potential or perceived conflicts, data collection will be 

anonymous, so the researcher will not know who participated. This disclosure is made so that 

you can decide if this relationship will affect your willingness to participate in this study. No 

action will be taken against an individual based on his or her decision to participate or not 

participate in this study. 

 

Is study participation voluntary? 

 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether to participate will not affect your 

current or future relations with Liberty University or Arizona State University. If you decide to 

participate, you are free to not answer any question or withdraw at any time prior to submitting 

the survey.  

What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study? 

 

If you choose to withdraw from the study, please exit the survey and close your internet browser. 

Your responses will not be recorded or included in the study. 

Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study? 
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The researcher conducting this study is Ashleigh King. You may ask any questions you have 

now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her at [redacted]. You may also 

contact the researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Jason Cheek, at [redacted].  

Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone 

other than the researcher, you are encouraged to contact the IRB. Our physical address is 

Institutional Review Board, 1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA, 

24515; our phone number is 434-592-5530, and our email address is irb@liberty.edu. 

 

Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects 

research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations. 

The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers 

are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of 

Liberty University.  

 

Your Consent 

 

Anonymous Survey Research: Before agreeing to be part of the research, please be sure that you 

understand what the study is about. You can print a copy of the document for your records.] If 

you have any questions about the study later, you can contact the researcher using the 

information provided above. 

mailto:irb@liberty.edu

