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Abstract

Background and Purpose: Physical therapy
educators are witnessing an increase in the number of
students with disabilities requesting accommodations
on the National Physical Therapy Examination
(NPTE). Little is known about how the process of
seeking these accommodations impacts applicants.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine
the lived experiences of NPTE candidates who
navigated the process of applying for testing
accommodations on the NPTE.

Subjects: Recent NPTE candidates (2017-2022) were
recruited via the American Physical Therapy
Association Academy of Education LISTSERV.
Exclusion criteria were candidates who did not

request disability accommodations and those who
took the NPTE prior to 2017.

Methods: This study utilized an exploratory-
descriptive qualitative research method with
purposeful sampling to examine NPTE candidates’

experiences with the process of applying for testing
accommodations. Data was collected using semi-
structured interviews, and data analysis was
conducted using thematic structural analysis.

Results: The authors conducted five interviews.
Structural analysis yielded the following themes: 1)
NPTE candidates who apply for accommodations
face the “disability tax;” 2) “invisible disabilities”
impact individuals seeking accommodations
throughout their educational and early professional
careers; and 3) entry-level physical therapist
educational programs affect the NPTE testing
experience for those seeking accommodations.

Discussion and Conclusion: The current process of
applying for NPTE accommodations places a heavy
burden on candidates, which disproportionately
impacts some candidates more compared to others.
This information sets the foundation to drive future
actionable strategies that address the structural
barriers impacting the NPTE testing accommodations

process.
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Introduction

In 2022, discussion took place on the American
Physical Therapy Association (APTA) Academy of
Education LISTSERV  regarding the testing
accommodations process for candidates preparing to
take the National Physical Therapy Examination
(NPTE) (multiple contributors, APTA Academy of
Education LISTSERV, February 2022). Individuals
participating in the discussion, who primarily self-
identified as educators in entry-level physical therapist
education programs, shared the experiences of current
students and recent graduates navigating the process of
applying for accommodations. One common thread
through this discussion was the fact that the process
for securing accommodations varies across different
states. Some educators shared that they knew
candidates who received accommodations throughout
their undergraduate and professional school careers
but were then denied those same accommodations on
the NPTE. Many candidates went through the appeals
process, but were still denied accommodations. Some
candidates even chose to apply for accommodations
through a different state than the state in which they
both lived in and intended to practice. Then, they
retroactively applied for licensure in the state in which
they intended to practice. This rich dialogue
highlighted an issue within the field of physical
therapist education: inequities in the process of
applying for NPTE testing accommodations.

This discussion also sparked a movement that has since
led to the adoption of HOD-P08-22-14-18: Equitable
Accommodations in Physical Therapy, an APTA
House of Delegates position statement emphasizing

the importance of promoting equitable processes for
the securement of reasonable accommodations
through physical therapist education and practice,
including on the NPTE." Despite these initial steps
toward promoting improved equity for testing
accommodations on the NPTE, little is known about
how the process of seeking these accommodations
impacts applicants. The purpose of this study was to
examine the lived experiences of NPTE candidates
who navigated the process of applying for testing
accommodations. Thus, the research question was:
“What are the experiences of NPTE candidates who
applied for testing accommodations?”

Literature Review

Physical therapists (PTs) and physical therapist
assistants (PTAs) play a critical role in the management
of disability. However, a disconnect exists between the
tield of physical therapy and the disability community
at large. Only 5% of surveyed student PTs report
having a disability,” compared to 26% of the United
States adult population’ and 11% of all graduate
students." Furthermore, many in the disability
community have been critical of the role that
rehabilitation professionals play in conceptualizing and
treating disability.”® Ableism, or disability bias, has
been defined as “a pervasive system of discrimination
and exclusion that oppresses people who have mental,
emotional, and physical disabilities. .. [and] operates on
individual, institutional, —and  societal/cultural
levels.””?"”® Ableism is pervasive within our culture and
within healthcare.” This bias is reflected in physical and
social accessibility limitations in healthcare settings’
and  educational institutions,'” including  the

accommodations process."'

Published online 24 MAR 2025 at jhrehab.org

© Emory University; authors retain copyright for their original articles



CRITICAL RESEARCH AND PERSPECTIVES

ACCESSIBILITY ACCOMMODATIONS ON THE NPTE

Overview

This section will provide a brief overview of testing
accommodations in physical therapist education and
review the current process of seeking accommodations
on the NPTE.

TESTING ACCOMODATIONS IN
PHYSICAL THERAPIST
EDUCATION

While the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990
provides federal civil rights protections for individuals
with disabilities and prohibits discrimination against
those individuals in employment, education,
transportation, and physical spaces open to the general
public, its full implementation remains a challenge in
healthcare and higher education. Individuals with
disabilities in entry-level physical therapist educational
programs have reported inconsistencies in the
provision  of  educational = accommodations."
Additionally, standardized procedures for the
selection, notification, and implementation of
accommodations in clinical education does not exist in
entry-level physical therapist educational programs."”
Physical therapy faculty report challenges in
determining and implementing reasonable
accommodations for students with disabilities," and
describe  struggling  to  reconcile  providing
accommodations for students while remaining focused
on the health and safety of the patients and clients

these students will eventually manage."

The number of individuals with disabilities applying to
entry-level physical therapist educational programs is
increasing,'® as is the number of NPTE candidates
seeking testing accommodations.!” While there is
insufficient data examining trends in the number of

entry-level physical therapist students who identify as

having a disability, there is likely a connection between
increasing numbers of applicants with disabilities,
students with disabilities, and NPTE candidates
seeking accommodations. In combination with
increasing numbers, the visibility of individuals with
disabilities within the profession is also improving, as
evidenced by the formation of the Disability Justice
and Anti-Ableism Catalyst Group within the APTA
Academy of Leadership and Innovation.” Given the
evolving landscape of disability representation in
physical therapist education, relevant stakeholders (eg,
physical therapist faculty, university administration,
NPTE leadership) must also adapt to better support
the needs of those navigating the accommodations
process.

NPTE TESTING
ACCOMMODATIONS PROCESS

Managing the requests for accommodations on the
NPTE is an evolving process that varies from state to
state. At the time of this manuscript’s writing, requests
for testing accommodations in 28 states were managed
directly by the Federation of State Boards of Physical
Therapy (FSBPT) while the remaining 22 states
independently manage requests by their state’s
licensing authority (Figure 1)."

Figure 1. Map of the United States of America. Maroon indicates
states in which testing accommodations requests are managed
by the Federation of State Boards of Physical Therapy (n=28).
Navy indicates states in which testing accommodations
requests are managed by the state licensing authority (n=22).17
Information current as of January 2025.
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For candidates in FSBPT-managed states, individuals
first register for the NPTE, then assemble and submit
supporting documentation® along with the FSBPT
Accommodations Request Form.» The FSBPT
reviews the request for accommodations and
communicates their decision. If denied, candidates can

submit an appeal.”

If approved, candidates receive an
Authorization to Test letter reflecting those

accommodations and then schedule their exam.

Available NPTE accommodations include:
e Testing in a separate room
e Allowing extra time on the exam
e Using a reader or scribe
e Using Zoom text® magnification
e and other accommodations."

For those in independent states, the request process
varies significantly on a state-by-state basis. For
example, the Physical Therapy Board of California
(PTBC) requires candidates to complete a multi-page
Disability Accommodation Request for Examination
Form® that includes a professional verification of need
for accommodations by a qualified evaluator and a list
of accepted standardized psychometric test results
performed to diagnose the disability. This information
is accessible on the PTBC’s website,* and is listed first
in search results for “accommodations.” The
accommodations request form is also listed under
“Applicant Forms” in the “Forms” tab of the
website.”

In contrast, the process in Connecticut is unclear. No
forms are immediately available on the Connecticut
State Department of Public Health’s Physical
Therapist Licensure website,” nor do any relevant
results populate when searching for
“accommodations” using the website’s search feature.

These inconsistencies make it more difficult for

candidates in some states to apply for accommodations
than in others, thereby contributing to inequities within
the accommodations application process (Figure 2).

Management of NPTE Accommodations Requests

FSBPT-Managed States:

Register for I?‘pet\ililec\i‘tlt?;
NETE FSBPT

Independent States:

Contact Individual’s State Licensing Autharity (Process Varies From State to State)

Figure 2. Graphic demonstrating the differences in the
management of NPTE accommodations requests between
states in which requests are managed directly by the FSBPT
and those where requests are managed by the state’s
licensing authority.

Methods

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

This study utilized an Exploratory-Descriptive
Qualitative (EDQ) research approach with purposeful
sampling of participants. The EDQ research approach
is based on the work of Stebbins?” and Sandelowski,”*
and is used to both explore and describe aspects of
healthcare practice, education, and policy when the
topic under investigation has received little previous

attention.™

EDQ research recognizes the subjective
nature of the problem being examined and highlights
the different individual experiences that participants
have.” EDQ research is used to uncover the ‘who,

what, and where’ of events or experiences.”

Purposeful sampling is considered an appropriate
strategy in EDQ), allowing the researcher to recruit
participants who can provide the information needed
to address the study’s aims.” For data collection, the
use of semi-structured interviews is recommended, in
conjunction with the collection of participant
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demographics to generalize who is feeling what about
whom, and when and where the action is taking place.
Data analysis for this study followed the six-phase
thematic analysis process described by Braun and
Clarke.” This six-phase process begins with the data
being transcribed and the researcher familiarizing
themselves by reading and re-reading the transcript and
noting their initial ideas. Relevant data is coded in a
systematic fashion across the data set, and codes are
then collated into themes. Themes are then reviewed,
both in relation to the codes as well as in relation to the
data as a whole. Themes are defined and named and a
report is produced that relates the themes back to the
research question(s) and any relevant literature.”

Best practice in disability studies literature includes the
researcher stating their own relationship to disability.”
The principal investigator (PI, KAF) currently
identifies as a non-disabled ally to the disability
community and as the sibling of a person with
congenital disabilities. The PI has taken graduate-level
coursework on the social constructs of disabilities and
earned a post-baccalaureate certificate in diversity, with
an emphasis on disability as a form of diversity. The
PT’s clinical background area is the neonatal intensive
care unit, where they worked to support individuals
with disabilities and their family units. The PI is a
Certified Aging-in-Place  Specialist through the
National Association of Home Builders and owns a
consulting company focused on designing physical
spaces accessible to those of all ages and abilities.
These educational, clinical, and personal backgrounds
provide the lens through which the PI views disability.

SAMPLE AND INTERVIEWS

Texas Woman’s University Internal Review Board
approved the study, which was completed as part of
the PI’s graduate coursework. Participants were

recruited from NPTE candidates who took their
licensure exam between the years 2017 and 2022, via
an email sent by the PI to the APTA Academy of
Education LISTSERV. Academy members were
encouraged to forward the email to recent graduates
from their respective educational programs. The
recruitment email included a link to an anonymous
survey (PsychData, LLC, Irving, TX) that collected
demographic information, including participants’ self-
reported disability status. The survey did not include an
explicit definition of disability, so participants were free
to interpret the construct of disability in the way in
which they most closely self-identified. When self-
identifying, participants were prompted to select all
that apply from the following disability types:

e Behavioral

e Emotional

e Jearning

e Mental

e DPhysical

e Sensory

Upon completion of the survey, participants were
invited to continue participation in semi-structured
virtual interviews.

Interview exclusion criteria were those who:

e Did not request testing accommodations on
the NPTE.

e Did not self-identify as having a disability.
e Did not want to participate in a virtual
interview lasting less than one hour.

e Took the NPTE eatlier than the year 2017.

Semi-structured interviews lasting less than one hour
took place virtually and were held on secure video
format over Zoom with the PI, who presented their
identity to participants as a physical therapist and
graduate student with research interests in the
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intersection between physical therapy and disability
studies.

An interview guide was created, focusing on
participants’ experiences as individuals with disabilities
seeking accommodations on the NPTE, with
questions focused on describing a typical day in their
life as well as describing their experiences with
accommodations (Appendix 1).

The PI, aided by the interview guide, used open-ended
questions in combination with data gleaned from the
demographic survey to explore candidates’ experiences
navigating the NPTE. After interviews were
completed, audio recordings were transcribed using
NVivo software (Lumivero, Denver, CO) and all
personal information was de-identified. Field notes
were combined with audio transcriptions to provide
additional context to the data collected (including both
non-verbal and paraverbal communication: tone, pitch,
and cadence).

Process consent was obtained at multiple points
throughout the study, as described by Munhall.*
Accessibility accommodations were made as needed
during semi-structured interviews, including offering
breaks to participants, providing questions in both
written and verbal forms, and enabling closed captions.
Participants were offered the opportunity to review the
transcript of their interview, a form of respondent
validation which is wused to Thelp establish
trustworthiness in qualitative research.”

DATA COLLECTION AND
ANALYSIS

Data collection and analysis followed Hunter,
McCallum, and Howes’ approach to EDQ research,”
with the goal of exploring and describing the process
of applying for testing accommodations on the NPTE.

This approach was deemed the most appropriate
method to explore a relatively unknown phenomenon
that has not yet been studied in physical therapy
educational research by providing insight into NPTE
candidates’ perceptions and experiences of requesting
testing accommodations. The decision to conduct this
research following ED(Q methodology was also made
in order to test the feasibility of implementing semi-
structured interviews for data collection and thematic
analysis of results in the topic area, which will help
guide the PI’s future graduate coursework.

Results

STUDY PARTICIPANTS

A total of seven individuals responded to the survey.
One survey participant did not formally request NPTE
accommodations because he did not believe he would
receive the accommodations in time for his test, and
thus was excluded from the study. Another did not
respond to the PI’s follow-up request for an interview.
Therefore, five interviews were conducted, which took
an average of 24 minutes (range: 19-30 minutes).
Participant demographics are shown in Table 1. States
represented included a mixture of those where
accommodations requests are managed by the FSBPT
(n=3) and those where requests are managed by
individual state jurisdictions (n=2). Survey participants
included candidates from Arizona, Massachusetts,
New York, Texas, and Virginia. Four out of five
participants reported multiple disabilities, with
representation across the following disability
categories: emotional, learning, and sensory. All
participants graduated and took the NPTE between
2017 and 2021.
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Table 1. Demographic Information of Study Participants

Gender:
Male
Female

0
5

Average Age (years)

33.4 (range: 28-
40)

Race:

Asian

Black/African American

Native American or Alaskan Native
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
White

I prefer not to answer this question

— h OO OO

Ethnicity:

Hispanic

Non-Hispanic

I prefer not to answer this question

[\SJ 9]

Disability Type (multiple responses
allowed):

Behavioral
Emotional
Learning
Mental
Physical
Sensory

—_— O O W kO

Disability Category:
Congenital
Acquired

1
4

Average Time with Disability (Years)

20.8 (range: 4-40)

NPTE Accommodations Application
Accepted:

Yes

No

4
1

Appeal Accepted:
Yes

No
N/A

1
4

NPTE Passed on First Attempt:
Yes
No

4
1

Average Number of NPTE Attempts
Required

1.2 (range 1-2)

STRUCTURAL ANALYSIS

During structural analysis, key sections of the interview
transcripts were highlighted and condensed down to
summary statements, which were further condensed
and organized into themes. Three major themes

emerged during structural analysis:

e NPTE  candidates who  apply  for
accommodations face the “disability tax.”

e Invisible disabilities impact individuals seeking
accommodations throughout their educational
and early professional careers.

e Entry-level physical therapist educational
programs and universities at large affect the
NPTE testing experience for those seeking
accommodations.

Theme 1: Disability Tax

The first theme to emerge was that of NPTE
candidates who apply for accommodations facing the
disability tax through the additional labor and costs
associated with securing NPTE accommodations for
individuals with disabilities. In this context, the
disability tax encompasses compiling medical and
academic documentation, completing the application
itself (including any appeals associated with an
application denial), and then scheduling the exam. The
disability tax is highlighted in the following statements
made by Participants 2, 3, 4, and 5.

Participant 2 expressed frustration with the
availability of information on seeking accommodations
and suggests the creation of a more centralized,

straightforward resource:

“T found it very intimidating to try and navigate who 1
should be talking to and who needed to receive what and
by when. And just to make sure that everything was in
line for me to successfully request the accommodations
and get them approved in time for the exam. So, I very
much felt like everything was on my shoulders to
adpocate for myself and really be organized and on top
of things so that I didn’t screw this [application] up. T
wish that there was some kind of website or centralized
resource to reference for disability-type accommodations,
because 1 felt like it was very much under wraps. Not
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that it was intentionally so, but in terms of ADA stuff
and wanting to make accommodations accessible in a
straightforward manner to people who need them, who
might have difficulty accessing the resources to get the
accommodations in the first place. Wouldn't it matke
sense to have a resource that was readily available for
such things?” (Participant 2).

Participant 3 shared a similar request for a more
streamlined, uniform process:

“Every state is different, and I wish it was more
uniform becanse there’s a lot of confusion, I think, when
1t comes to what the steps are. Qverall, you just have to
martke sure that you're doing your research and you're
asking for help in order to get your accommodations and
to have the process be streamlined. And you just need to
give yourself extra time becanse you're relying on other
parties like your psychiatrist and working with your
state.” (Participant 3).

Participant 4 expressed frustrations with the
inefficiencies associated with having to call to schedule
their exam because of their accommodations, as
opposed to being able to register online as their peers
testing without accommodations could do:

“T was surprised it was what came after that was
difficult. 1 know from my friends who didn't have any
accommodations when they went to schedule their
NPTE, they went online, and they picked a day in a
location and click! They were registered. And that was
it. But becanse 1 had accommodations, I conldn't go
online. I had to call. And I sat on the phone, because I
took the boards twice, both the first time and the second
time 1 sat on the phone for like a total of four or five
hours on hold. 1 think that that was probably the most
frustrating thing because I lost all of that study time. 1
had all of that frustration. 1 wonld go into work feeling
$0 defeated already becanse I didn't study. 1 didn't get it

scheduled. My bosses were like, When's the test? And
I was like, I still don't know becanse 1 sat on hold for
an hour and a half and never got through.”
(Participant 4).

Participant 5 recounts how frustrating it was to spend
the time, money, and effort to undergo formal testing,
only for their accommodations request to be denied:

(Referring to the FSBPT): “1 was not supported. It was
exctremely frustrating. 1 hope you put these in quotes. 1
was disappointed in their rationale, and I want to pull
up the email now thinking about it because it was so
infuriating. 1 had a PhD psychologist do like 16 hours
worth of testing and wrote up a report specifically to
receive accommodations on a national level that were
rejected. So 1 didn't feel like they were at all
helpful. . .nor did they take the recommendations from
three different doctors 1 saw seriously. So no, I was not
supported on the NPTE.” (Participant 5).

Theme 2: Invisible Disabilities

The second theme to emerge was the concept of
invisible disabilities, where participants described the
unique challenges associated with the unseen nature of
their disabilities. Study participants discussed the major
impacts that their disabilities had on their lives, which
for all participants occurred primarily during their
education. To a lesser extent, some also reported an
impact on their work, family, and social lives.
Participants 2, 3, and 4 expanded on their invisible
disabilities in the following statements:

Participant 2 describes their experience with the
invisible nature of their disability:

“T’ve been told on many occasions that if people didn’t
know that 1 had a disability, they would not suspect
one.” (Participant 2).
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Participant 3 expands on this by discussing the shame
they felt when their classmates learned of the
educational accommodations associated with their
invisible disability:

“And there's a lot of shame with |accommodations]
because people are like, oh, where are you going? Where
did you take that test? Did you miss the test? And the
other thing is I took longer to get throngh grad school so
some people were like... what bappened that you
conldn't hack it and you had to take an extra year?
And then it's like, well, I had some mental health stuff,
and it's a lot easier to explain physical issues versus
having mental health stuff.” (Participant 3).

Participant 4 shared their experience with a late
diagnosis due to the invisible nature of their learning
disability, which was not recognized until they began
their entry-level physical therapy program:

“T got diagnosed with my learning disability pretty late
in life. And that being said, I never really felt like it
held me back in anything becanse I wasn't really aware
of it until I was. So growing up, 1 never had any issues
grades-wise, I always was a good student, but I always
Jelt like it took me a really long time to do the things
that other kids were doing really quickly. And I never
really tossed it up to anything other than maybe it just
took me a little longer to read. So, once I hit grad school
and I was studying nonstop 11, 12 hours of material.
And for the first time in my life, 1 was running out of
time on tests and like actually failing out. And I didn't
really know what to think of that because it was the
hardest 1 had ever studied and the worst 1 had ever
done.” (Participant 4).

Theme 3: Institutional Support

Most participants reported feeling well-supported by
their educational programs and institutions in utilizing

testing accommodations throughout their entry-level
physical therapist curriculum. However, some
programs and universities were more helpful than
others in navigating the process of applying for
accommodations on the NPTE. The third and final
theme to emerge relates to participants’ perceptions of
institutional ~ support
accommodations on the NPTE, described in the

following statements by Participants 2 and 3.

for  seeking  testing

Participant 2 shared that their program faculty and
leadership were unfamiliar with the process of seeking
accommodations:

“But for the most part, the people in the department
themselves and even the head of the program wasn't
really sure (to the best of my recollection, anyway), what
the best approach was to apply for [NPTE]

accommodations.” (Participant 2).

Participant 3 echoed these experiences with faculty
being unfamiliar with the process:

“T guess the biggest thing is there's a lot of faculty that
do not know the steps involved for [NPTE]
accommodations. One instructor told me that it was the
Prometric Center that decided accommodations, and 1
was like, no, that's the state.” (Participant 3).

Participant 3 also shared how having support from
their university’s disability support services office was
helpful in navigating the accommodations process, and
helped to counteract frustrations with their
department’s faculty being misinformed:

(On applying for accommodations on the NPTE):
“Yeah, 1 felt like I was very supported. I felt like my
accommodations person [at my university] gave me very
detailed information on what 1 needed to include. He
was also very much like, send me the forms and I will
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see what you filled out. And 1'l] tell you whether we need
to marke corrections becanse you need to matke sure that
you include how you struggled and why this is important
and why you need it.” (Participant 3).

Discussion and Conclusion

This is the first study utilizing an EDQ approach in
entry-level physical therapist education that examined
the lived experiences of candidates seeking
accommodations on the NPTE. These findings are
consistent with the literature on barriers surrounding
accessibility and accommodations in  higher

education'

and provide a first-person perspective
specific to how this process impacts NPTE candidates
navigating the testing accessibility accommodations

process.

Theme 1 showed that participants in this study
expressed feeling high levels of pressure and devoting
significant time and effort to complete the process of
applying for NPTE accommodations, a novel finding
that has not yet been previously reported. This theme
is consistent with how the disability tax is
conceptualized in the literature.” The term “disability
tax”” was introduced in 2022 and refers to the multiple
additional steps that individuals with disabilities must
take beyond what non-disabled individuals do in order

3 This term was

to secure equitable access to resources.
adapted from the concept of other taxes impacting
marginalized populations, including the minority tax,
which encompasses the emotional, economic, and
intellectual labor imposed upon people of color who
must navigate a predominantly white culture in the

workplace.

In framing the concept of the disability tax within the
broader construct of disability bias in physical therapy,
we are confronted with the irony of a profession

supposedly dedicated to advocating for patients with
disabilities while simultaneously excluding individuals
with disabilities from their full participation in the
profession itself.

Participants expressed a desire for improved
consistency across jurisdictions as well as the
development of a centralized informational resource to
streamline the application process. Participants also
expressed frustrations with inefficiencies in exam
scheduling, primarily related to having to call to
schedule their examination time instead of being able
to schedule online like those without accommodations
can do.

Theme 2 showed that the invisible nature of learning,
sensory, and emotional disabilities can be a
complicating  factor ~ when  navigating  the
accommodations process. “Invisible disabilities” is an
umbrella term that refers to disabilities that interfere
with day-to-day functioning but do not necessarily
have a visible physical manifestation.”” Many
participants did not receive a formal diagnosis until
later in life and expressed elements of shame as
perceived by their classmates’ attitudes toward their
accommodations. These subthemes are both
consistent with the literature on invisible disabilities,
which has examined social and organizational barriers
including others questioning the validity of and not
understanding the full extent of individuals’
disabilities.”

When connecting the first and second themes, we see
that participants feel a layer of complexity exists in
navigating the disability tax with an invisible disability
because they perceive society to be less understanding
of and less accommodating to learning, sensory, and
emotional disabilities than physical disabilities, another
novel finding that has not been previously reported in
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physical therapist educational research.

Theme 3 showed that participants sought out both
informal support from their entry-level educational
programs and formal support from their university
disability support services offices during the process of
applying for NPTE accommodations. Some
participants expressed frustration with faculty who
were not well-versed in the accommodations
processes, especially when some faculty provided
factually incorrect information.

Physical therapist educational programs should
recognize that students are looking for additional
support during the NPTE application process and
consider implementing a coordinated approach to
assist these students, as recommended by the United
States Government Accountability Office.”® Doing so
may help to ease the burden of the disability tax
expressed in Theme 1 and may promote improved
visibility of the invisible disabilities seen with Theme 2.

STUDY STRENGTHS

The mantra “Nothing About Us Without Us” is a
rallying cry within the Disability Rights movement.
James Charlton, a disability rights activist, expands on

the above manifesto™®!

by stating that it “forces
political-economic and cultural systems to incorporate
people with disabilities into the decision-making
process and to recognize that the experiential
knowledge of these people is pivotal in making
decisions that affect their lives.” The major strength of
this study is its intentional inclusion of individuals with
disabilities within the narrative of applying for testing
accommodations on the NPTE. Further strengths of
this study include representation from multiple
geographic regions and states following different
accommodations applications processes as well as the
recruitment of applicants with a variety of self-reported

disability types (including those with multiple
disabilities).

LIMITATIONS

The primary limitation of this study is its small sample
size. The decision to proceed with only 5 interviewees
was made, with the understanding that the sensitive
nature of self-reporting one’s disability status may have
deterred potential participants and thereby reduced the
number of eligible subjects willing to proceed. Despite
the sample size, theoretical and methodological
considerations were made throughout the research
process to maximize trustworthiness. Additionally, the
sample size allowed the PI the opportunity for
thorough exploration and detailed analysis within the
research context, as well as the ability to lay the
foundation for future larger-scale studies. An
expansion of this work is in progress, which
incorporates an examination of how attitudes toward
disability impact the lived experiences of entry-level
Doctor of Physical Therapy students with disabilities.
This includes students’ choices on whether or not to
seek accommodations throughout their professional
educational journey, including on the NPTE.

Self-selection bias also may have impacted results, with
respondents who perceived a more negative
accommodations experience potentially being more
willing to participate in the interview process. None of
the participants reported having a physical disability,
which particularly impacted the study results and the
formation of Theme 2. It is possible that this lack of
representation is consistent with physical disabilities
being underrepresented in  physical  therapist
educational programs,” and it is also possible that by
not explicitly defining disability in the survey, the study
may have been biased toward recruiting those with
learning, sensory, and emotional disabilities.
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INSIGHTS

Upon reflection, explicitly asking about the specific
accommodations that participants requested on the
NPTE would have provided a clearer picture of the
accommodations request process for the PI. Some
participants offered this information during the
interviews while others did not. Additional
modifications to the interview guide for future larger-
scale studies could include questions focused on
further exploring the socio-environmental factors
impacting applicants requesting accommodations. This
would provide a deeper understanding of what these
applicants face so that educational programs and
licensing bodies could better support NPTE
candidates.

To increase generalizability of the results, future
research using similar methodology could include a
larger and more robust sample of participants with
broader demographics, including racial, gender, and
geographic diversity as well as representation from
individuals with physical disabilities.

IMPLICATIONS OF FINDINGS
FOR PHYSICAL THERAPIST
EDUCATION

Recognizing that systemic disparities are experienced
candidates seeking accommodations is the
by NPTE did king dati th
irst step in addressing those disparities. Prior to
fi tep dd g th disp P
progressing to action-focused solutions, we as a
profession must understand the lived experiences of
people with disabilities who have taken the NPTE.

Conclusion

The individual experiences of NPTE candidates in this
study applying for accommodations varied based on

their geographic location as well as their access to
institutional, educational, financial, emotional, and
temporal resources, which contribute to potential
disparities experienced by candidates seeking
accommodations. Despite these individual differences,
through the EDQ approach, this study found
consistency in three major themes that emerged when
contextualizing participants’ lived experiences.

Applying for testing accommodations on the NPTE
adds another layer of stress to an already highly
stressful experience for most testing candidates.
Improved ease of access to information related to the
accommodations process and a more streamlined
application approach nation-wide would mitigate some
of that stress and anxiety. To truly advocate for the
ideal of “Nothing About Us Without Us,” we must
continue the work of fully embracing individuals with
disabilities within the profession of physical therapy,
including those applying for testing accessibility
accommodations on the NPTE.
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SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. Tell me about your typical day as an individual with disability...

e in your work life...
e in your social life...
e inyour family...

2. Tell me about your experience with seeking accommodations in PT school...

e Tell me about how your program supported of your accessibility needs.

e Tell me about how your university was supportive of your needs.

Eal e

Tell me about your experience with seeking accommodations on the NPTE...
Tell me about how you felt supported during the process of applying for accommodations.
5. Tell me about your NPTE testing experience...

e Describe how the testing experience was the same and different from the exams you took during PT

school.

6. Did you take a licensure prep course? If yes, who paid for it? Describe your experience preparing for the

NPTE.

7. Did you take any NPTE practice exams prior to the real exam? If yes, please tell me about your experience

with practice exams.

8. Please feel free to provide any additional details you feel are important regarding your NPTE exam experience.
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