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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to understand perceptions of campus-based alcohol and sexual violence (SV) prevention programming
among college students with disabilities to inform future development of prevention programs appropriate for the needs of these
students. The study included semi-structured, qualitative interviews with 51 college students with disabilities who reported histories of
SV recruited from a larger parent study investigating a brief universal intervention to reduce alcohol related SV involving 28 campuses
across Western Pennsylvania and West Virginia. Interviews focused on college-related experiences of prevention programming, and
experiences of health, disability, alcohol use and violence victimization. Data were analyzed using thematic analysis. Three themes
emerged: (1) Students with disabilities described campus prevention programming as ineffective and irrelevant to their experiences,
including referring to programs as “a joke,”

ities; “Americans with disabilities act,” 2010) are a large,
under-researched group representing up to one third of the
college student population (American College Health
Association 2016; Auerbach et al. 2018; U.S. Department of
Education and National Center of Education Statistics 2016).
The large majority of these students have a psychiatric or
neuropsychiatric condition (e.g., attention deficit hyperactivi-
ty disorder [ADHD], learning disorder), with fewer having
physical or sensory disabilities (e.g., cerebral palsy, hearing
impairment; American College Health Association 2016). By
the time students with disabilities arrive on campus, they have
already experienced significant challenges. Nearly half of
middle and high school students with disabilities meet criteria
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West Virginia (Abebe et al. 2018
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Statement of Reflexivity

The authors comprise an interdisciplinary group of cisgender
female researchers whose collective goal is to improve the
lives of marginalized and victimized young people and to
advance knowledge and practice in the prevention of violence
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of participants, we also adopted a somewhat more descriptive
approach to data analysis (Sandelowski 2000). Interviews
were professionally transcribed, and later quality checked
and had identifying information (e.g. names, locations, dates)
redacted by a research assistant. The resulting anonymized
transcripts were uploaded to Dedoose, a secure, web-based
qualitative data analysis platform (Sociocultural Research
Consultants LLC 2018). The coding team consisted of the first
two authors and two master’s level research assistants trained
in public health. An a priori codebook consisting of broad,
descriptive codes was generated by the first and second au-
thors to begin coding, with all transcripts being independently
coded three times by at least two unique coders. The purpose
of the a priori codebook to help the research team begin to cull
the data and familiarize themselves with the transcripts, given
the substantial volume of data (51 interviews lasting 1–2 h
each), rather than to analyze the data. Coding proceeded in-
ductively, with the whole coding team meeting weekly to
discuss new codes, clarify questions, and resolve disagree-
ments. Once the whole team agreed on a final codebook, all
excerpts from the initial coding were re-reviewed an addition-
al three times by at least two unique coders to ensure that all
final codes had been applied properly (see Table 3 for final
themes and associated codes). The coding and review process
were developed to comprehensively review and attend to the

large amount of data in this analysis rather than as a measure
of inter-rater reliability. Finally, our analysis was grounded in
a constructivist approach, as the primary goal was to have
students’ reflections on their lived experiences specifically
guide and inform prevention and intervention on college
campuses.

Results

Experiences of Campus-Based Programming
and Suggestions for Improvement

All students in our sample reported previous exposure to
campus-based prevention programming. When asked, stu-
dents reported they had participated in universal campus-
based prevention programming only, with disability-specific
issues rarely discussed. Based on these experiences, partici-
pants recommended changes in programming content, format,
and engagement, including programming tailored to students
with disabilities.

Theme 1: Students with Disabilities Described Campus
Programming as Ineffective and Irrelevant to their
Experiences Participants had generally negative experiences
of campus-based alcohol and SV programming, noting reli-
ance on black-and-white, abstinence-based approaches that
rarely accounted for the realities of collegiate life. There were
few opportunities for discussion and interaction overall,
which, if available, may have enhanced the inclusivity of pro-
gramming by providing space for students with disabilities to
raise issues relevant to their own experiences and needs. One
participant said,

Everything felt way too absolute. For example, I’m not
necessarily in the agreement that, if someone has been
drinking, they can’t consent to sex. I don’t think that that
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go through…. For me, I thought I was fine, and mean-
while, I had been going through this struggle for so long.
That would have been so nice to have… somebody to be
like, ‘If you’re experiencing this, this, this, and that,
that’s not normal. There are ways to get out of that and
there are ways to feel better.

Students wanted programming to increase awareness of
disabilities and available resources for all students, feature
disability-specific speakers, and incorporate how disability
and mental health concerns intersect with substance use, SV,
and partner violence. Taken together, the feedback from stu-
dents suggests that prevention programming delivered on a
specific topic (e.g., alcohol, SV) tends to miss the mark for
because it fails to address the ways in which these topics
intersect with so many different areas of their lives. As one
student explains,

I think that there needs to be programs geared toward
teaching people how to have healthier vices and under-
standing that when all these different things overlap it’s
hard to just break it down to one issue and address it as a
singular issue…. I also think that… they need to be
more accessible to students, especially students who
are dealing with all these overlapping problems, and
know how to address them, and not just kind of shoo
them off in a way to [local hospital] down the road.

Students wanted campus resources to be more accessible
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as information about the effect of alcohol on mental health
symptoms. Students reported that there was a focus on easy
to deliver or brief programs that are viewed as “a joke.”
Although online content focused on the basics of health haz-
ards of alcohol use and foundational definition of sexual con-
sent is easy to deliver in universal programming, our results
suggest that this programming misses the mark because it fails
to address college students’ real-world experiences of the in-
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