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Students who attend college in the hopes of earning a business degree assume a financial risk. Of
undergraduate students who attend college, approximately 60,000 report having a Specific Learning
Disorder, Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, or Autism Spectrum Disorder. These three conditions
comprise a population known as students with learning differences. The introduction of a business
instruction model that includes the best elements of traditional business education with Universal Design
and LD instructional principles could improve the education for students with learning differences. The
Accessible Business Instruction (ABI) model combines these best elements and promotes flexibility and
innovation in classroom instruction.
INTRODUCTION
The tragedy of contemporary higher education is not student failure but the price of failure, which is
paid by students and taxpayers (Smith, 2013, p.34). Students who attend college with the intent of
earning a business degree undertake a perilous journey: They incur the risk of a significant financial
investment in their education. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2014a),
a four-year college degree in 2013 averaged between $10,000 and $36,000, depending on the type of
school and the students housing choices. The percentage of students who used federal financial aid to
fund their education was approximately 70.7% as of the 2011-12 academic year (NCES, 2014a).
Connecting these two statistics, it becomes clear that a majority of students have financial indebtedness
resulting from their pursuit of a college education.
A factor that complicates the attainment of a college degree is the presence of a biological learning
difference. Common learning differences include three primary categories: Specific Learning Disorder,
which includes dyslexia, dyscalculia, and dysgraphia; Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD);
and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). According to the DSM-5, these three disorders are defined as
follows:
Specific Learning Disorders include Impairment in reading, impairment in the written
expression, and impairment in mathematics (Schulte-Körne, 2013, p. 369).
People with ADHD show a persistent pattern of inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity that
interferes with functioning or development (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016a,
para. 6).
Autism Spectrum Disorder is characterized as Persistent deficits in social communication and
social interaction across multiple contexts (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016b,
para. 1)
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It should be noted that these three learning differences may exist individually or in combination with
one another and that each students learning profile is different. For the purposes of this article, students
with any of these three biological learning differences will be referred to as students with learning
differences, or simply students with LD.
The NCES (2016b) found that 11.1% reported a disability as of the 2011-12 academic year, but the
NCES definition of disability referred to all disabilities, including blindness, mobility impairment, and
learning disabilities. However, the NCES (2014b) indicated that 0.5% of all college students reported
having a learning disability, 2.4% have Attention Deficit Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD), and 2.1% have
some other disability, which may include Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). These statistics reflect the
different categories of disabilities that NCES, 2014b) uses. In other words, of the 12 million students
attending college, approximately 60,000 students report a learning disability. This number does not
include students who do not self-report a disability. Newman et al. (2011) found that only 24.2% of
college students who received learning disability supports, not including those provided for students with
ADHD and ASD, had reported their learning difference to their college.
Business degrees were conferred to 358,000 students, which represents approximately 20% of all
students who graduated in 2014 (NCES, 2016a). Extrapolating that statistic to apply the number of
students with LD, approximately 45,000 would be students with LD, assuming that the proportion of all
attendees and graduates with LD remains constant. Multiplying the proportion of graduates that could
have LD by the average tuition results in a tremendous financial risk by students who wish to pursue a
college education.
Since it is the students themselves who shoulder this financial burden, it is important to ensure that
the odds of success are in their favor. Traditional business education has prepared many people for
successful business careers. Approximately 50% of students who start college education successfully
graduate with a degree; a smaller percentage of students with LD graduate (NCLD, 2014). The use of a
more comprehensive instructional model could reach an even greater number of students. Changes to
traditional business education may seem to be a risk unto themselves, but the students who receive a
different type of business education have a better chance in both their education and future career.
Additionally, Pink (2009) pointed out the mismatch between what science knows and what business does,
and that disparity extends to the business classroom. Although traditional business teaching is appropriate
for many people, students with LD require a classroom technique that is more accessible and supportive,
which requires the use of a new model for instruction.
Why Business Students with LD Need Accessible Business Instruction (ABI)
Universal Design (UD) has become the gold standard of educational practice for students with LD
and is separated into two main categories: Universal Design of Instruction (UDI) and Universal Design
for Learning (UDL) (Burgstahler, 2001; CAST, Inc., 2017; Wiggins & McTighe, 2005). Grabinger,
Aplin, and Ponnappa-Brenner (2008) found that accommodations needed by students with LD are most
effective when integrated as part of class instruction, as opposed to the ad hoc method of obliging
students who request alternative formats. As a classroom instructor it can be quite challenging to
incorporate UD principles as a normal part of a lesson plan; however, when critically considering the best
way to craft classroom experiences, it becomes evident that a combination of instructional techniques is
the best practice. Traditional lecture methods may be effective for some learners, but a mixture of lecture
and other instructional techniques has a better chance of reaching a greater number of students.
Another reason for integration of UD principles into standard instructional practice is students
reluctance to request help. Students will not seek help due to perceived shame, stigma, learned
helplessness, or a lack of understanding what support to request (Cai & Richdale, 2016; Stamp, Banerjee,
& Brown, 2015). To further complicate matters, a college that receives federal funding in order to provide
services may not discriminate against students with LD, may not require that the students disclose their
disability under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990, and students may choose not to
disclose their LD or limit external access to medical records under the Family Educational Rights and
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Privacy Act (FERPA) (20 U.S.C. § 1232g; 34 CFR Part 99). Stamp et al. (2015) captured the frustration
that students with LD experience in the following students narrative:
You know what its like to have issues concentrating on a teacher Do you have any idea
what its like to listen to every single word that comes out of the teachers mouth until
you realize that you havent understood what they mean in context? (p. 149)
Clearly, the student understands the need to listen to the instructor and the goal of applying the
presented content but is hindered by an LD. However, the student may be reluctant to discuss specific
learning needs with the instructor, and the instructor cannot ask for details about the LD until the student
volunteers such information.
Another factor that interferes with student self-advocacy for their needs is executive function (EF)
issues that lead to poor organizational and communication skills (Cai & Richdale, 2016). EF pertains to
an individuals cognitive ability to self-direct sustained behavior, set and complete tasks, and self-monitor
their behavior (Dahlstrom-Hakki & Bryck, 2017; Meltzer, 2007). EF deficits are commonly present in
ADHD and ASD, but may also appear in Specific Learning Disorders (Denckla, 2007; Meltzer, 2007;
Ozonoff & Schetter, 2007). The neurological issue in EF deficits leads to students inability to engage in
the metacognitive processes to determine what supports and services they need to succeed in their
learning. Furthermore, students with EF issues may lack the ability to discern that they have a problem
until it becomes unmanageable (Gardner & Moran, 2007). In short, students with LD may have an
underlying EF dysfunction that inhibits their ability to succeed academically because they are unaware of
what assistance they need.
To foster academic success, Meltzer (2013) suggested that instructors should include explicit
instruction on organizational strategies such as graphic organizers, guided notes, templates, and other
methods that help students focus on the appropriate details and stay on track with the learning process for
the course. By providing explicit learning structures, instructors assist learners who have EF-related
deficits to manage working memory, study planning, and emotional regulation (Dahlstrom-Hakki &
Bryck, 2017). Explicit learning structures are a key point in UDI and UDL.
Given these circumstances, college instructors could alleviate student issues by intentionally
designing instruction in an accessible manner that is consistent with UD principles. Preparing instruction
that aligns with UD principles in business courses requires that the instructor possesses the flexibility to
design and include additional learning tools, some of which may be considered non-traditional. Scruggs,
Mastropieri, Berkeley, and Graetz (2010) studied content instruction for students with LD and listed
several interventions that instructors could use when incorporating UD into course design. The best
interventions included hands-on learning, graphic organizers, guided notes, mnemonics, and explicit
instruction (Rosen, Boyle, Cariss, & Forchelli, 2014; Scruggs et al., 2010). These interventions align with
the UD principles of multimodal instruction, scaffolded learning, and micro-uniting of lessons. Using the
UD techniques teaches students how to incorporate compensatory techniques that they could use to
overcome or manage their LD. Dror, Makany, and Kemp (2011) commented that the utilization of a
special knowledge management method (p. 46) could result in increased self-confidence. These
findings support the idea that the use of multimodal instruction techniques leads to improved student
learning outcomes.
Another technique to consider when designing instruction for students with LD in business
disciplines involves competency-based learning. Williams, Moser, Youngblood, and Singer (2013)
commented that competency-based learning programs prepare students for future employment by
teaching them the mental flexibility and critical thinking techniques that promote workplace success.
Competency-based learning has been present in medical school curriculum because it focuses on finegrained instruction to mastery of specific learning outcomes. This emphasis fosters achievement among
students that translates to fluency in their content understanding (Acker, 2017). The attention to minute
details that is present in competency-based learning for medical professionals can occur through the
implementation of UD principles; such focus is also an essential element in business education because of
the detailed, unique, and complex nature of everyday business situations. An instructors deliberate use of

98

Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 17(7) 2017

UD instructional principles promotes accessible instruction for business students and promotes
achievement of desired learning outcomes.
Definition of the Accessible Business Instruction (ABI) Model
The ABI model (see Figure 1) blends elements of traditional business instruction, UD principles, and
best practices for students with LD. Traditional business instruction is based on empirically developed
theories, textbook based content, and programmed situations. UD principles include the use of
multimodal instructional techniques that allow students to learn the material in different ways, resting on
the principle of multiple learning styles explained by Gardner (2011). Best practices for students with LD
include frequent one-to-one instructor-student contact, varied instructional styles, guided notes, exam
accommodations, spiral curriculum, and full disclosure of course materials for students to access on
demand (Landmark College, 2016).
FIGURE 1
THE ACCESSIBLE BUSINESS INSTRUCTION (ABI) MODEL
Universal
Design
principles
Best instruction
practices for
students with
LD

Traditional
business
instruction
Accessible
Business
Instruction
(ABI)

The blend of the three existing instructional models promotes highly relevant and flexible instruction
because it deliberately synthesizes three separate best practices into one instructional model. Quinlan,
Bates, and Angell (2012) emphasized that classroom accommodations should be available for all students
to promote effective learning. Singer (2016) asserted that education, especially for students with LD,
should mimic real-world experiences. In the business world, employees have legal provisions that entitle
them to as-needed accommodations. The use of the ABI model leads to a classroom in which students
with different learning styles have all needed accommodations and can absorb the course content in the
manner that best suits them.
What Makes ABI Different from Traditional Business Instruction
Traditional business education has relied on a model of teaching business theories and models from
textbooks and assessing student learning based on pre-programmed situations. The purpose of the
traditional business education model makes sense because assessments yield quantitative data used in
institutional accreditation processes (Jonas, Weimer, & Herzer, 2001). This instructional practice lends
itself to predictable assignments and the absorption of traditional business theories. The traditional
business education model may be effective for the majority of collegiate business students; however, the
increase in students with LDs points to the necessity to update business instructional practices.
Nason (2011) proposed a series of myths about business schools that highlights the perception of
what constitutes good business education. These myths include the following:
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1. Business schools produce leaders.
2. Business is a field of optimization and best practices.
3. Business principles produce an answer.
4. Knowledge is power.
5. Planning is an essential and trainable activity. (pp. 23-24)
These myths highlight the flaws in traditional business education models. Although business schools
may hope to produce industry leaders, the days of using models that incorporate these myths have passed.
Industry leaders are not always the product of a traditional business education, and well-educated
business people are not always the most successful. In fact, innovative business leaders such as Steve
Jobs, Richard Branson, and Charles Schwab all succeeded in both their traditional business education and
went on to become business leaders despite their learning differences (Love, 2011). What made them
successful was their innovative spirit and inherent flexibility that resulted from finding strength in their
weakness.
Flexibility and innovation are the keys to business success, and it makes sense that collegiate
instruction reflects these elements. Lugar-Brettin (2013) asserted that incorporating conceptual
foundations and theoretical frameworks for solving problems that are identifiable (p. 37) has been the
tried-and-true instructional method at business schools. The problem with existing models is that the
corporate world is rarely predictable in that no two situations are ever completely alike; therefore,
teaching students to think about business using predictable models sets them up for failure in real-world
business situations. McMurtrie (2015) suggested that business courses should be grounded in the
discipline, and the skills that instructors promote should be relevant for the students. McMurtries claims
point to a need for change to the business instruction paradigm because the traditional teaching methods
lack a promotion of innovative thought that is necessary in the contemporary business world. Taking this
one step further, using the ABI model in business courses could promote flexibility and innovation for
both instructors and students.
Given the growing percentage of students with LD in college and recognizing that many students do
not disclose their LD, it is important to make instruction as flexible as possible. Quinlan et al. (2012)
offered a harsh critique of contemporary instructional models by claiming that the one-size-fits-all model
limits the transformative potential inherent in collegiate education. Khan (2015) asserted that the
integration of hard and soft skills into business school curriculum is a necessary element in career
success. The use of the ABI model leads to an inclusive classroom where students needs are met
organically. The student does not need to request the accommodation; instead, the instruction is flexible
and innovative by design. Additionally, the use of the ABI model promotes the desired rigor in the hard
skills and seamless integration of soft skills because students learn to become flexible thinkers and
effective communicators. A logical next step is examining the application of the ABI model in practice.
Application of ABI in the Classroom and Beyond
The integration of the ABI model requires deliberate planning on the part of the instructor, which may
limit its implementation. It should be noted that the ABI model is inherently flexible and that assimilating
the model could be done in stages. Izzo and Bauer (2013) presented a four-part general framework for the
integration of UD components that included the following steps:
1. Determine learning objectives
2. Provide multiple representations of key concepts
3. Engage students during lesson instruction
4. Assess students frequently (p.22)
An examination of each of step within a business classroom will offer practical applications of the
ABI model.
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Learning Objectives
The learning objectives are the foundational elements that establish the goals for business courses. In
this step, traditional business education and the ABI model are identical in that the learning objectives
remain similar among institutions. A comparison of the syllabi for Dartmouth Colleges Business
Management and Strategy course, reflecting traditional design, and Landmark Colleges Principles of
Management course, reflecting the use of the ABI model, yielded similar language and learning outcomes
(see Table 1).
TABLE 1
COURSE SYLLABUS COMPARISON
Dartmouth College learning objectives
To expose you to a wide range of business
practices and industry contexts including the
strategies of major corporations. a
To help you learn how to approach the analysis of
unstructured problems and ambiguous situations
encountered in the business world. a
To develop an analytical toolkit of concepts,
frameworks, and techniques you can use to
identify, assess and develop competitive and
corporate strategies. 1

Landmark College learning objectives
Describe and discuss the various leadership styles
(autocratic, participatory, and contingency
management) and their impact on management
decision making. b
Discuss the history of management concepts and
give examples of how the emphasis placed on
production, administrative, and human relations
has impacted society.
Discuss the application of various management
tools (organization charts and manuals, job
descriptions, and personnel policies) used by an
organization to
accomplish organizational
endeavors. 2

Notice the similarity in the learning outcomes between the two courses. In both courses, the purposes
are for students to develop their understanding of business management and strategies. The fundamental
elements of traditional business education exist in the ABI model.
Multiple Representations of Concepts
Differences in the presentation of business courses highlight the difference in approaches between
traditional methods and the ABI model. In a traditional business course such as the Dartmouth College
Management course, class sessions include lecture, discussions of reading, cases analyses, and in-class
exercises (Tuck School of Business at Dartmouth, para. 4). However, for ABI model courses, teaching
practices include a predictable pattern of lecture and activity, frequent individual meetings, printed copies
of lecture notes or PowerPoint slides, diagrams, videos, and other means by which students may engage
multiple learning styles (Izzo & Bauer, 2013; Landmark College, 2016a). Both the traditional and the ABI
model classes present similar material; the difference exists in the presentation of course content.
Student Engagement
Encouraging students to become active participants in their learning is the key to enhanced student
engagement. In the traditional model of business, students are expected implicitly to manage their own
engagement with course concepts, both inside and outside the classroom. Students with LD need explicit,
consciously incorporated engagement opportunities because of the neurological differences that they
possess. Hietanen (2015) observed that promoting effective engagement for different learners involves an
element of risk in an otherwise safe and supportive learning environment. The use of multiple teaching
methods is a departure from traditional business education models and does involve an element of risk for
the teacher in a classroom with multiple learning profiles because learners will likely respond in different
ways and no single engagement method works for all learners.
The key to successful student engagement when using the ABI model is a supportive environment.
Students need to perceive that their learning style is unique and that their expression of content
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understanding is welcome, no matter how different it is from traditional representation. An example of an
ABI model engagement tool is the use of miniature field trips during class sessions. These mini trips can
be as simple as stepping outside the classroom to find objects that allow students to connect personally
with the content and allow students an opportunity to approach course content from multiple angles.
Another way to promote student engagement is by enabling them to select different ways to complete
assigned work, such as videos or visual representations of the content. In a traditional environment,
alternative methods of assignment completion are offered on a case-by-case basis; however, the use of the
ABI model promotes alternative learning demonstrations as options available to the entire class without
the need to request them.
Frequent Assessment
Testing students knowledge is rarely enjoyable for students, but a deliberate integration of multiple
flexible assessments reduces associated stress. In a traditional business course, assessment of student
learning is often based on homework and a few high-stakes tests (i.e., midterm and final exams). Again,
this is where the ABI model diverges from traditional education. Instead of relying on homework and
high-stakes tests as the indicators of student understanding, ABI includes multiple flexible assessments.
For example, students may have weekly low-stakes quizzes that allow them to check their understanding
of small amounts of course content. The practice of using frequent assessments promotes a supportive
environment because students have the opportunity to clarify their understanding of course content before
attempting a high-stakes test, as affirmed by Mytkowicz and Goss (2012). Taking it one step further, the
same rules for multiple methods of representation apply to assessments: All means of assessment should
be presented in such a way that students may access and complete the assessment in a way that best suits
their learning profile. In practice, different means of assessment could include quizzes presented on paper
or electronically and allowances for students to complete the assessments either in writing, by recording
their spoken responses using speech-to-text software, or even by allowing students to create diagrams or
visuals that convey their understanding.
The beauty of the ABI model is that it promotes creativity in classroom practice. Games that teach
content are particularly effective because they connect the cognitive and affective (and often the
kinesthetic) learning domains, which means that concepts presented during a game could be absorbed
more fully than the same information would during lectures. Encouraging students to learn in the manner
that best suits them within a supported environment leads to increased confidence and flexibility in
approaching assigned work with varying degrees of structure. Furthermore, developing confidence and
flexibility in academic work leads to strength in each of these qualities that could positively influence
future courses and career opportunities.
Recommendations for Future Research
The introduction of the ABI model presents many opportunities for future work. Quantitative research
into the effectiveness of ABI by evaluating national test scores, such as those yielded by the Major Field
Test offered by the Educational Testing Service®, could lead to an examination of the models
effectiveness. Qualitative studies in which students with LD at different institutions respond to questions
about instructional effectiveness could result in dialog about students with LDs experiences in traditional
and ABI-based settings. Other research could also incorporate the teachers perspectives in incorporating
and adapting instructional practices to the ABI model. Finally, studies involving application of the ABI
model to sub-disciplines such as accounting and marketing could yield specific insights about the
effectiveness of the model in different business courses.
CONCLUSION
Traditional business education, while appropriate for many students, lacks fundamental elements that
students with LD require to be successful. The use of the ABI model promotes flexibility and innovation
for students and offers the best learning environment that meets their needs. Although the implementation
102 Journal of Higher Education Theory and Practice Vol. 17(7) 2017

of the ABI model involves additional work for instructors, the result is robust, engaging instruction and a
deep understanding of academic concepts. Pink (2009) pointed out the incongruity between scientific
knowledge and business practice. Instructors who embrace the ABI model might be able to correct the
mismatch and prepare students to be valuable contributors to the business world.
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