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Student Nurses with Physical Disabilities
Nursing is a career with an ever-increasing demand for more empathetic, competent individuals to be called to the work force. Thus, each year nursing schools get hundreds if not thousands of applicants wanting to pursue a passion to care for others and make an honest living doing so. Among these applicants are students with some form of a disability, whether in a cognitive or physical capacity, that significantly impacts their daily lives. Like many marginalized groups (Marks & Sisirak, 2022), there are biases and misconceptions surrounding the topic of people with disabilities, even in the medical community. Despite societies’ movement toward acceptance and inclusivity, these discriminatory attitudes extend into the realm of higher education where healthcare professionals receive their training (Neal-Boylan & Miller, 2020). One such example of disparities comes up when statistics show that students with physical disabilities are seldom admitted to nursing programs, yet those with learning disabilities are usually accepted (Neal-Boylan & Miller, 2017). This brings up a relevant question: What are the experiences of nurses with disabilities while in school, and how can our nursing education systems be improved to support diversity to include physically disabled learners? This paper will provide a summary of a qualitative study performed by Neal and Miller gathering data from 15 nurses with disabilities in eight different states, and their experiences in nursing school (2017).
This study article entitled “Treat Me Like Everyone Else” had the goal of taking an inside look at the experiences of nursing students with disabilities and discuss the challenges they experienced by way of discrimination (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). In the past few decades, as society has shifted toward a more accepting and inclusive mindset, the number of students with disabilities applying to college has seen a significant increase (Neal-Boylan & Miller, 2020). From this influx of diverse students with disabilities, some are interested in nursing, but this comes with its own nuanced challenges to overcome. Neal and Miller point out several stigma and ignorance related issues that typically came up (2017). For example, some nursing instructors and the general population hold the concern that nurses with disabilities will present a safety hazard to those they care for, or even themselves (Neal-Boylan, Miller, & Bell, 2018). Another barrier has been the large portion of nursing program faculty lacking awareness and understanding of the ADA laws and how they as instructors must be willing to accommodate protected individuals (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). Lastly, a frequent debate is on the issue of the essential functions outlined for nurses versus being able to meet a technical standard. Such as, auscultating lung sounds when a student has a hearing impairment (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). 
In an effort gain insight into the experiences of nurses with disabilities when they were in school, Neal and Miller obtained approval to post an announcement online (2017). This posting sought to obtain demographic information and prompt participants to send in an audiotaped interview with a casual outline of questions to answer (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). The criteria for including participants were decided on to represent a wide variety of physical disabilities. A common theme throughout the self-guided interviews was each nurse’s desire to be treated like everyone else (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). Yet several expressed the need for educators to not make assumptions about learning preferences and accommodations, but rather an individualized approach with open communication was necessary (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). It was also common for the participants to refrain from requesting accommodations for fear of being treated differently by peers and faculty (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). Although there were many reports of nursing program faculty being noncompliant with accommodations requested by the student or explicit denials for reasonable assistive devices, the participants echoed an overarching them to stand up for oneself and have fierce self-determination to succeed (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017).
	How then did these nursing students find support outside of themselves? It was noted that the disability services office was helpful and fellow nursing students generally were supportive and wanted all to make it through (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). The participants go on to report increased empathy and a desire to advocate for disabled patients, perceiving their own disability as an advantage to their professional nursing practice (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). This supports findings in other research regarding the benefits of diversifying nurses to include those with disabilities who may be more relatable to patients (Marks, Sisirak, 2022). Interestingly, many of the participants now work with patients in rehabilitation (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). Yet it is clear there are many paths in nursing that would be accessible to nurses with physical disabilities (Marks & McCulloh, 2016). Not every nursing job requires the same amount of physical activity as has been implied by nursing programs and recruiters to disqualify some disabled applicants. 
	In conclusion, the participants collectively conveyed the desire for nursing faculty to be more open-minded, willing to accommodate, and educated as to the rights of students covered by the ADA (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). To future students with a disability, it was recommended not to attempt to downplay or hide their disability, but rather to communicate needs openly and advocate for their rights (Neal-Boylan et. al, 2017). Continued research with collaboration is undoubtedly needed to bridge the gap to provide a better educational experience to disabled nursing students, and awareness is the first step in that direction. Yet awareness is not enough. It takes commitment to understanding and a willingness to work together as a nursing community to change the common perceptions toward nurses or nursing students with disabilities and acknowledge their equal potential to be competent, caring, safe nurses.
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