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Abstract

This qualitative study examined supports in inclusive postsecondary education programs (IPSE) that fa-
cilitate the development of academic-related behaviors, or academic enabling behaviors (AEB; i.e., inter-
personal skills, academic engagement, motivation, and study skills). The researchers interviewed 10 IPSE
staff using semi-structured interviews and analyzed data using Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR).
AEB supports existed at the individual, IPSE program, and university levels. Some supports addressed a
single academic enabling behavior, and some addressed multiple areas. Six types of support spanned two or
more academic enablers: (a) support from peer mentors; (b) support provided by IPSE and other university
staff; (c) support related to courses/instruction; (d) opportunities for practice, reinforcement; (e) support
related to social/emotional supports; and (f) executive function support. IPSE students can compensate for
academic challenges by developing their enabling behaviors, and strong academic enabling behaviors can
result in improved academic performance and assist IPSE students in employment and throughout life.
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study skills

There is a growing body of research to guide in-
clusion and academic instruction for students with
intellectual disabilities (ID) in K-12 educational con-
texts. In part, this trend reflects current and historic
federal legislation (e.g., the Individuals with Disabil-
ities Education Act [IDEA], No Child Left Behind
Act [NCLB]), which mandated access to the general
education curriculum for elementary and secondary
school students with disabilities (Roach et al., 2009).
Researchers, educators, and family members histori-
cally presumed content-focused instruction for stu-
dents with ID would end at the conclusion of high
school. While IDEA included a provision for educa-
tional services until the age of 22 for some students,
these extended education programs generally focused
on non-academic skills needed for a successful transi-
tion to adulthood (e.g., employment readiness, finan-
cial literacy, independent living). Until recently, there
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were limited opportunities for students with ID to ac-
cess academic coursework in inclusive higher educa-
tion (Papay & Bambara, 2011). As a result, research
is still emerging to inform the successful inclusion
for students with ID in higher education classrooms
(Becht et al., 2020; Roberts & Roach, 2018).

Inclusive Postsecondary Education

Individuals with disabilities have historically ex-
perienced inequities in accessing education in both
K-12 settings and higher educational contexts. The
Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975
and its revisions (i.e., IDEA) ensured equal access
to free and appropriate public education for children
with disabilities, but only in K-12 settings. Despite
protections in Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973 that prohibited the exclusion of people with
disabilities in nearly all programs receiving federal
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funding (e.g., colleges and universities), individuals
with disabilities remained underrepresented in higher
education (Leake & Stodden, 2014). The passage of
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990
further expanded protections for individuals with
disabilities in higher education yet individuals with
disabilities, especially students with ID, often had
limited access to postsecondary educational opportu-
nities (Lipscomb et al., 2017).

Early efforts to expand postsecondary education-
al programs for individuals with ID were primarily
supported by grassroots advocacy from nonprofit or-
ganizations and families seeking specific legislative
provisions and targeted federal funding (Grigal et al.,
2011). This legislative support was provided through
the passage of the Higher Education Opportunity Act
(HEOA) in 2008, which expanded access to post-
secondary education for individuals with ID (Lee et
al., 2018). The HEOA provided funding to establish
projects and programs designed to promote effective
teaching practices and educational accessibility for
students with ID in postsecondary settings. These
grants, known as the Transition and Postsecondary
Programs for Students with Intellectual Disabilities
(TIPSID) grants, facilitated academic and social in-
clusion of students with ID at two- and four-year col-
leges (Madaus et al., 2012). The HEOA also provided
a pathway to accessing federal financial aid (e.g., Pell
grants, federal work-study) for students in these pro-
grams (IPSE; Madaus et al., 2012).

The HEOA also facilitated the creation of a nation-
al coordinating center, Think College at the Institute
for Community Inclusion at the University of Mas-
sachusetts Boston. Think College provides technical
assistance, training, and evaluations of a network of
IPSE programs (Grigal et al., 2011). Today, approxi-
mately 300 colleges and universities across the United
States offer IPSE programs (Grigal & Papay, 2018).
Graduates from these programs experience positive
outcomes, such as an increased likelihood of paid
employment and independent living, compared to
individuals with ID who do not participate in these
programs (Grigal et al., 2021). Thus, it appears access
to these educational opportunities promotes more eq-
uitable academic, career, and social outcomes for in-
dividuals with ID.

Academic Enabling Behaviors: Application to
Higher Education Contexts

For students with ID, academic skills (e.g., read-
ing, writing, mathematics) and content-area knowl-
edge are potential barriers to success in inclusive
postsecondary settings. Adolescents and young adults
with ID generally demonstrate reading, writing, and

mathematics achievement below their same-age peers
(Barker et al., 2013; Polo-Blanco et al., 2021). More-
over, students with ID may be inconsistently includ-
ed in high school social studies and science classes,
resulting in missing background knowledge to sup-
port their comprehension of college-level academic
content (Gilmour et al., 2019). Interventions that re-
mediate these knowledge and skills gaps may be (a)
time- and resource-intensive and (b) delivered in ways
that limit opportunities for the inclusion of students
with ID with their college-aged peers (e.g., separate or
segregated coursework). Instead, IPSE programs must
focus on building academic-related dispositions, be-
haviors, and skills that students with ID can leverage
to support their success within typical college cours-
es, thereby increasing opportunities for inclusion and
future success (Grigal et al., 2022). DiPerna and El-
liott’s (1999) Academic Competence framework may
be useful for meeting these objectives.

Based on a review of empirical research, DiPer-
na and Elliott (1999, 2001) operationalized academic
competence as a multidimensional construct that in-
cludes critical skills and behaviors needed to succeed
in educational contexts. Through their measurement
development and validation efforts, DiPerna and El-
liott identified various factors contributing to individ-
uals’ academic competence, including academic skills,
interpersonal skills, academic engagement, academic
motivation, and study skills. Only one of these areas,
academic skills, directly reflected students’ reading,
writing, and mathematics skills and content-area
knowledge. The remaining four factors—interperson-
al skills, academic engagement, academic motivation,
and study skills—were collectively called academic
enablers. According to DiPerna and Elliott (1999),
academic enablers consist of a set of “skills, attitudes,
and behaviors that are related to academic achieve-
ment but are not academic skills per se” (p. 223).

Across a series of investigations, DiPerna and El-
liott (2001) developed and refined a multi-informant
assessment tool, the Academic Competence and Eval-
uation Scales (ACES), for gathering information on
students’ academic skills and enabling behaviors. The
ACES-College was developed as an upward exten-
sion of the original ACES rating scale for use with
college-age individuals. DiPerna and Elliott (2001)
examined the relationship between ACES-College rat-
ings and college students’ (n = 288) current semester
and overall grade point averages (GPAs). Scores on
the ACES-College Academic Enablers scale demon-
strated stronger correlations to current semester GPA
(r = .38) and overall GPA (r =.31) than the Academic
Skills scale (current semester, » = .22; overall GPA, r
= .26). While DiPerna and Elliott (2001) found col-
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lege students without a disability had higher levels of
academic skills compared to students with a learning
disability (LD), levels of academic enabling behav-
ior were comparable across the two groups. Based
on these results, DiPerna and Elliott (2001) asserted,
“Students with disabilities who have well-developed
enablers...appear most likely to enter and stay in col-
lege. For students with disabilities to be successful at
the college level, they need academic enabling behav-
iors that are similar to their peers” (p. 65).

Although previous research on the ACES-College
scale focused on students with LD, there is reason to
believe the observed results generalize to students in
IPSE programs. In other words, while most students
in IPSE programs will have less developed reading,
writing, and mathematics skills than their college-age
peers, their academic enabling behaviors may be sim-
ilar to their classmates without disabilities. Moreover,
as observed in DiPerna and Elliott’s (2001) research,
their academic enabling behaviors may be more pre-
dictive of their performance in college coursework
than their academic skills. As such, interventions that
can improve IPSE students’ academic enablers (i.e.,
interpersonal skills, academic motivation, engage-
ment, and study skills) may facilitate their successful
inclusion in general education college coursework.

Interventions and Supports for Academic Enabling
Behaviors in IPSE Students

To date, there is a paucity of research examining
interventions and supports for developing academic
enabling skills in students with ID in IPSE programs.
McLendon et al. (2023) conducted an exploratory
literature review on supports for academic enabling
behaviors in IPSE programs. The researchers found
little peer-reviewed research on enhancing enabling
behaviors in IPSE students. A handful of studies
were identified that examined supports for academic
enabling behaviors in IPSE programs; these studies
provide limited but promising evidence for the effec-
tiveness of this approach. An overview of these stud-
ies is provided below.

Within the domain of interpersonal skills, previ-
ous research suggests the quantity and quality of in-
terpersonal relationships are critical for promoting the
success of IPSE students (Kubiak, 2015; Rillotta et al.,
2020). Specifically, support from family, peers, and
IPSE staff (particularly learning-related discussions)
promoted interpersonal skills growth in IPSE students
(Kubiak et al., 2015). Supporting IPSE students’ in-
teractions with classmates and providing contexts for
relationship building also may enhance interpersonal
skills (Rillotta et al., 2020).

Facilitating IPSE students’ academic engagement
was also important for enabling their success in these
programs. Previous research indicated IPSE students
generally engage in similar academic activities (e.g.,
responding to class questions, delivering presentations,
and engaging in collaborative assignments) compared
to undergraduate peers without ID (Hendrickson et al.,
2015). Providing IPSE students equal access to aca-
demic opportunities may be critical for developing ac-
ademic engagement behaviors (Kubiak et al., 2017).
While access to opportunity was important, behav-
ior-tracking technology (e.g., ClassDojo, Tootling)
also demonstrated its utility in enhancing academic en-
gagement in inclusive settings (Lipscomb et al., 2018).

Fostering motivation in IPSE students may help
promote their academic success. In a qualitative study
that interviewed IPSE students, Rillotta and col-
leagues (2020) found that IPSE students may initially
be overwhelmed by the demands of higher education.
However, support for promoting their motivation fa-
cilitated IPSE students’ long-term success. Specifical-
ly, helping IPSE students understand the importance
of breaking larger goals into more manageable, small-
er goals appeared to help them stay motivated and per-
sist in their coursework (Rillotta et al., 2020).

In previous studies, IPSE programs cultivated and
expanded students’ study skills in various ways. Spe-
cifically, explicit instruction on effective notetaking
strategies appeared to improve students’ notetaking
abilities and quality of notes (Guist & Valle-Riestra,
2017; Reed et al., 2016). Additionally, previous stud-
ies indicated helping IPSE students identify effective
study strategies increased retention of information
(Kubiak, 2015, 2017). Kubiak (2015) also suggested
that providing explicit teaching instruction on tech-
nology tools and self-regulated learning strategies
also appeared important for IPSE students’ academic
success (Kubiak, 2017).

Research indicates higher levels of academic en-
abling behaviors are associated with greater academic
success among college students in general (DiPerna,
2004). Thus, promoting the development of the sub-
components of academic enabling behaviors (i.e., in-
terpersonal skills, academic engagement, motivation,
and study skills) might reasonably be expected to
foster the academic success of IPSE students as well.
This study aimed to investigate supports on college
campuses that facilitate the development and enact-
ment of IPSE students’ academic enabling behaviors
(i.e., interpersonal skills, academic engagement, mo-
tivation, and study skills). The guiding research ques-
tion was: “What instruction and supports are IPSE
program staft providing to promote students’ develop-
ment of academic enabling behaviors?”



146 McLendon et al.; Academic Enablers
Methods

This study was a component of a larger
mixed-method investigation that examined the aca-
demic enabling behaviors of students with ID in IPSE
programs. The more extensive research study explored
IPSE students’ academic enabling behavior strengths
and weaknesses from both IPSE students’ and IPSE
staffs’ perspectives and the supports in place to facili-
tate IPSE students’ academic enabling behaviors.

Participants

Researchers interviewed staff members at multi-
ple IPSE programs in one southeastern state. These
staff were familiar with DiPerna and Elliott’s Ac-
ademic Competence framework because the AC-
ES-College rating scale was administered annually to
their students as part of a TPSID grant awarded to a
state-level consortium of IPSE programs. A non-ran-
dom purposeful sampling procedure was used to re-
cruit interview participants. One of the study’s authors
sent a recruitment email to IPSE program directors in
one southeastern state. Program directors were asked
to share the recruitment email with staff who met the
inclusion criteria and might be interested in partici-
pating in the study. Staff interested in participating
in the study were instructed to email the primary au-
thor. Staff members were eligible to participate in the
study if they had experience supporting IPSE students
in academic courses for at least one year. Ten IPSE
staff from five IHEs were interviewed. Interviewees
worked in colleges and technical colleges with IPSE
programs in urban and rural communities (see Table
1). Interviewees held various positions at their respec-
tive programs (see Table 2).

Interview

Semi-structured interviews were conducted via
an online meeting platform, with each interviewee
answering questions developed based on the afore-
mentioned larger study’s research questions and the
academic enabler framework developed by DiPerna
and Elliott (2001). Only one interview question in the
larger study’s interview protocol was directly appli-
cable to the current investigation. Interviewees were
instructed to think about their experiences with IPSE
students, and for each academic enabling area, they
were asked: “What supports are in place to help stu-
dents with <insert academic enabling behavior>?"

The first and second authors developed the broad-
er study’s interview protocol, and the first author con-
ducted pilot interviews with former IPSE staff (who
were not included in the study) to help refine it. The
first author conducted all the interviews. Interviews

ranged from approximately 45 to 90 minutes and had
a mean length of 54 minutes. No incentives or com-
pensation were offered.

Data Analysis

The researchers used Otter.ai to transcribe the
interviews and Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel
for coding. The Consensual Qualitative Research
(CQR) methodology was used for data analysis (Hill
& Knox, 2021). First, researchers met as a group, read
each transcript together, determined the length of text
blocks to be coded together, and identified a topic area
(i.e., domains) based on the text block together. The
domains (i.e., topic areas) from all the transcripts were
compiled into a domain list. Next, each team member
independently assigned one or more domains from the
domain list to a text block. Each team member then
explained why he/she believed the text should be as-
signed to the specific domain(s). The team discussed
differences in opinion and reached a consensus on
what domain(s) best fit the data. The research team
then worked together to generate core ideas. Core ideas
are statements that concisely summarize the essence
of a block of text. After this, researchers created a list
of core ideas organized by domain. These reorganized
core ideas were used to create categories and subcat-
egories, traditionally known as themes. An example
of the CQR coding method as applied to a text block
is in Table 3. Additional information about the CQR
Methodology may be found in Hill and Knox’s book
Essentials of Consensual Qualitative Research (2021),
published by the American Psychological Association.

The main feature of CQR is that it uses multiple
data analysts who collectively reach unanimous deci-
sions, or consensus, about coding. This is compared
to more traditional data analysis methods, where re-
searchers work independently and then establish re-
liability. The research team was comprised of two
doctoral candidates and an auditor, who was the stu-
dent’s doctoral advisor and a tenured faculty member
with significant experience with IPSE programs.

Trustworthiness

Researcher reflexivity and an external auditor
were utilized to establish credibility and trustworthi-
ness (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). During the research
process, the researchers reflected on their assumptions
and values as they sought to develop an honest narra-
tive description of the resulting themes (Brantlinger
et al., 2005; Creswell & Creswell, 2018). For exam-
ple, while researchers were establishing core ideas,
they reflected on whether the core ideas succinctly
communicated the interviewees’ thoughts and ideas.
An auditor was also engaged during the analysis. The
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Table 1

Interviewee s Colleges and Universities

Projected Time

Number of for IPSE Program Undergraduate
Institution Interviewees Location Completion Enrollment
Program 1 4 Urban County 2 years 30,000-40,000
Program 2 2 Urban County 4 years 40,000-50,000
Program 3 2 Urban County 2 years 20,000-30,000
Program 4 1 Urban County 2 years 40,000-50,000
Program 5 1 Rural County 2 years Less than 10,000

Table 2

Interviewees' Experiences at IPSEs

Number of years

Current or Most Recent Job/ Number of students affiliated with IPSE
Roles Hours per week seen per week programs
Administrative Assistant 10-20 Focusedon 1 or 2 4

students, but spent
time with 6-8

Career Development Advisor 15 12-20 About 20
Program Director 40 7 1
Program Associate Director 25-30 9 5
and Director of Academic
Development
Program Coordinator 10-12 About 10 4.5
Lecturer/Career Development 20 20-22 4
Coordinator
Employment Coordinator 10-40 6 4
Executive Director 2 2 1
Program Director 28-30 9 6
Lead Peer Mentor 3 6 4
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Table 3

An Example of COR Coding Process

Example

Term Description

Transcript Excerpt A block of text from that focuses
on one idea

Domain The broad subject area

Core Idea A summary that concisely
captures the essence of the text
block

Category Phrases that capture common

elements across core ideas

Subcategory A phrase that further captures
similarities within categories

Researcher: How effective do you think those
supports are?

Interviewee: 1 feel like for the most part, they’re
pretty effective. I think definitely social coaching
is helpful because I feel like if we just had the
class by itself without any follow up students
would probably forget what they learned in
class, because I know they’re not always paying
attention or if they are they can just still forget.
So, I think the reinforcement of afterwards like,
“Okay, here’s what we’re learning. But then
here’s the real life application” So I think that

is helpful, and then definitely in the presence of
someone there to help them through it.

Interpersonal skills

Interpersonal skills supports are “pretty
effective,” especially coaching to reinforce
learned social skills.

Effectiveness of supports

Social coaching was effective

Table 4

Supports for Interpersonal Skills

Opportunities for practice/engagement

Peer mentors as teachers, real-time coaches (e.g., cueing, teaching, reminding)

Peer mentors as models

Classes/meetings about topics related to interpersonal skills (e.g., friendships, having a conversation,

dating, teamwork)
Coaching from staff
Manualized social skills curriculum (e.g., PEERS)
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auditor was involved at the beginning of each stage
of the CQR process (i.e., creating domains, assigning
text blocks to domains, creating core ideas, and es-
tablishing categories and subcategories). The auditor
also provided multiple reviews during each stage of
the coding process (Hill & Knox, 2021).

Results

As previously mentioned, research suggests that
higher levels of academic enabling behaviors are as-
sociated with greater academic success among college
students in general (DiPerna, 2004). Consequently,
IPSE students may benefit from improving their ac-
ademic enabling behaviors. One approach to facilitat-
ing the growth of IPSE students’ academic enabling
behaviors is to provide support and interventions that
specifically address these behaviors. The following
section explores interviewees’ thoughts about sup-
ports that influence the development of IPSE students’
interpersonal skills, academic engagement, motiva-
tion, and study skills.

Supports for Interpersonal Skills

IPSE staff were asked about the supports that
helped IPSE students develop their interpersonal
skills. Interpersonal skills were defined as the skills
necessary for interacting and communicating with
others in academic settings (DiPerna & Elliott, 1999).
The researchers identified six themes, described below
(see Table 4).

Many interviewees shared that having opportuni-
ties to practice social skills is vital and that students
had ample practice opportunities. For instance, one
interviewee shared that IPSE students’ access to the
college campus was a key factor in improving inter-
personal skills: “I really think it's because of that ex-
posure to college campus, that being around people,
and just us [IPSE staff] helping them through. That
is what does it.” Another interviewee spoke about
how attending classes provided interpersonal skills
practice: “By the time [students] finish our program,
they've had opportunities to do public speaking and to
be in groups in leadership roles.”

Staff also reported that peer mentors are vital to
IPSE students’ interpersonal skill development. Inter-
viewees indicated peer mentors served as teachers, re-
al-time coaches, and models. One IPSE staff member,
who was a peer mentor while in college, shared about
supporting students’ interpersonal skills development
during class:

I think that the main support I did as far as inter-
personal skills was that initial initiation and say-

ing, “I'm not sure what you're supposed to do...
what is the syllabus saying? Maybe go ask ‘Jim’,
who's sitting over here.” And then after that ini-
tial connection was made, [the IPSE student] was
more comfortable asking ‘Jim’ a question later.

Peer mentors modeled appropriate interpersonal be-
haviors. For example, they modeled how to meet peo-
ple, when to engage in conversation, and how to use
classroom opportunities to make friends. One inter-
viewee shared:

We have peer mentors in the classroom who
model or say, “Hey, come on. Let's go introduce
ourselves to the professor,” Or, “Let's go talk to
your group members,” “Even though you're not
working in a group today let's go say ‘Hi!”” or
“Make sure you have their phone number, so you
can contact them later,” (that) kind of stuff.

Some IPSE students also learned about interpersonal
skills in IPSE program-specific classes. One inter-
viewee who taught classes exclusively for IPSE stu-
dents said: “I spend a lot of time in classes talking
a lot about interpersonal skills and ways to build up
their soft skills.” Two other staff members talked
about classes specifically designed to address IPSE
students’ interpersonal skills. One shared, “We taught
friendships and dating and some of these relationship
classes that [were] supposed to help with the personal
component in the classroom.”

Another interviewee discussed a specific re-
search-based social skills program they implemented
with students:

We have something called PEERS group...It's a
social-behavioral training program. And we offer
that class to all our first-year students. It really
talks about social skills, how to make friends,
what to say and what not to say, that kind of stuff.
And so, we hope that they take what they learned
from those classes and actually implement it.

According to staff, peer mentors helped support stu-
dents as they generalized skills learned during manu-
alized social skill training programs. One interviewee
indicated they tried to connect what students were
learning in program-specific social skills classes to
everyday life:

[We] tried to implement that social-behavioral
training while we were with the student and when
we were out and about. So, if the student does or
says something that might be socially incorrect,
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we'll probably draw them aside or explain later,
“Hey, maybe in that situation you could have said
this or not have said that.”

Supports for Academic Engagement

Academic engagement is a composite of class-
room behaviors associated with class participation
(DiPerna & Elliott, 2001). IPSE staff shared that
IPSE students needed assistance with academic en-
gagement and shared examples of support available
at their respective IHEs. Eight themes were identified
(see Table 5).

Peer mentors provided in-class support related to
academic engagement. For example, they redirected
students’ attention and behavior in real time. One in-
terviewee, who previously served as a peer mentor,
shared the following about classroom experiences:

If I noticed that a student was drifting off or not
really engaging, I would find ways to pull them
back in. So, either to make a comment like, “Oh,
that was cool. Did you catch that?” Or, “Uh...
What did she just say?” You know, things like
that - to try to bring them back in... or to connect
the material to something that I already knew that
they were interested in.

Another staff member (who also had been a peer men-
tor) shared, “Once the student sees a peer mentor get-
ting involved, it encourages them to also get involved
because that's like their buddy. So, I think just having
someone present is helpful to kind of have that push.”

According to interviewees, programs participat-
ed in behind-the-scenes planning and coordination to
support students’ academic engagement. Multiple in-
terviewees spoke about the importance of multi-mod-
al instruction, helping students prepare for class by
pre-teaching or previewing content, and staff and peer
mentors collaborating on how to teach IPSE students
ways to engage in class appropriately.

First, using different pedagogical methods was
viewed as an important support. Throughout the in-
terviews, interviewees talked about multiple modes
of instruction, including lectures, hands-on activities,
videos, and role-playing. One interviewee shared that
students were more engaged when they were kines-
thetically or physically involved in learning: “I think
that there’s an extreme difference in what, especially
what students with IDD get out of like more tactile
and... physical engagement of learning than just sit-
ting and listening.”

Another interviewee emphasized the importance
of previewing or pre-teaching content while also con-
necting it to academic engagement:

[IPSE students] have to have some knowledge of
the subject. They have to have had some exposure,
some experience, good or bad, in order to engage
in that academic setting. I’ll take that integrated
science class [for instance] ...the material is being
presented at such a high level that our students are
really struggling with trying to get that informa-
tion. And so, we go over the instruction prior to...
instruction with the teacher/instructor, so that they
have knowledge of it going into it. They’re not ex-
perts, not even close. But they’re not terrified of
sitting there thinking, “I’m not going to be able to
open my mouth,” because participation is key. |
think having prior exposure to the subject matter
at hand is really allowing them the opportunity to
wipe away the fear and totally listen to, to try to
get a little more from that instructor.

According to staff, IPSE students sometimes would
participate in class and their peer mentor would won-
der whether the student was engaging appropriately.
One program set aside time to specifically teach stu-
dents how to participate in class when they noticed
areas of concern:

A lot of times the peer mentors would come back
and say, “Hey, this student shared this in class. I'm
not sure if that's the right way to go about it.” So
that'll be something we can talk about and bring
to a bigger group of students and say, “Okay, let's
practice responding to questions, or responding to
discussion, or being involved in a group activity,
and learn what the...appropriate boundaries (are)
within that.”

Supports for Motivation

In the ACES-College, motivation is characterized
as the student’s “initiative and persistence regarding
academic subjects; it includes items that reflect re-
sponsibility, preference for challenging tasks, and
goal-directed behaviors” (DiPerna & Elliott, 1999, p.
6). IPSE staff shared that supports were in place that
encouraged students and helped them sustain motiva-
tion. Nine themes were identified, a few of which are
discussed (see Table 6).

Some staff members indicated that in-class sup-
port from peer mentors helped IPSE students under-
stand content in a way that connected to the student’s
interests. This had a positive effect on motivation. As
one staff member observed:

Students have different motivations depending on
the content and the way that the content is being
presented. This has to do both with the instructor
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Table 5

Supports for Academic Engagement

Class support from peer mentors

Multimodal teaching strategies (e.g., visual and concrete representations)

Small group instruction/group projects

Building on prior knowledge/Pre-teaching and pre-viewing content

Providing social cues/redirection of behavior

Role playing participation in class discussion/group work
Staff/mentors consulting with instructors to facilitate engagement

Student comfort levels in class

Table 6

Supports for Motivation

Student comfort levels in class
Goal-setting support/guidance
In-class supports from peer mentors
Encouragement to try new things

Executive function supports (e.g., assignment planning)

Reteaching content
Strategies for anxiety management

Supports provided by other university departments (e.g., disability services, writing center)

Working with peers

and then also with the tutor. So, the way that the
tutor is able to reframe information in an inter-
esting, engaging way changes how motivated and
engaged the students are.

Interviewees also indicated IPSE students were moti-
vated when working with classmates. One interview-
ee shared how her program was intentional in terms
of creating peer support systems.

We also try and pair them up with their peers...I
think that there’s a certain motivation that goes
along with working with your peers versus work-
ing with me or working with someone else who
isn’t necessarily a peer...A lot of times I'll pair
them up with someone who’s also in that class.
So, you know, that way one student is just as mo-
tivated to pass Bio 101 as another because they're
both in that class, and they kind of help each other
and helping support each other is really important.

In addition, IPSE staff adjusted supports when students
struggled to sustain their motivation. For instance, an
interviewee talked about how they tried to help stu-
dents remain motivated when things were difficult:

If the students are not motivated, then we need
to get at why very, very quickly...and sometimes
that’s just as simple as they don’t want to fail. And
so, understanding if their motivation is the aca-
demics or the learning itself. Is it the grade? Is it
[that] there [are] things that are intervening from
them being motivated?

Goal setting is an important aspect of motivation.
According to IPSE staff, many IPSE students re-
ceived help setting and monitoring progress towards
their goals:

We have weekly one-on-one meetings. Every stu-
dent, every week, has a one-on-one with a grad-
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uate assistant and a one-on-one with at least one
peer mentor. We use those to help students with
pacing and to help them set goals.... Goal setting
is a critical part of our program...We’ve really
used those meetings to make sure they’re setting
goals and they’re setting themselves up for suc-
cess, and that we’re supporting them whenever
we can support them in order for them to be suc-
cessful long term and successful in their classes.
So that...is a support to help them with the aca-
demic motivation.

Supports for Study Skills

Study skills are behaviors (e.g., taking notes,
remaining organized, and preparing for class) that
facilitate learning new material in the classroom
(DiPerna & Elliott, 1999). Students utilized a vari-
ety of study skills supports, and more themes were
identified related to study skills compared to the other
three academic enabling behaviors. During our qual-
itative analyses, we identified 18 themes related to
study skills support. Some of these supports included
providing space and time to study, presenting infor-
mation in different ways, having note-taking sup-
port from peer mentors, breaking down content and
assignments, having accommodated and modified
course work, and receiving help from peer mentors.
Although some of the most common supports are dis-
cussed below, a comprehensive list of supports [PSE
programs have in place to support students with their
study skills is found in Table 7.

The most frequently mentioned support was that
IPSE programs scheduled and organized study halls and
that IPSE students organized their own study sessions.
Some programs incorporated study time into IPSE stu-
dents’ weekly schedules. One interviewee shared:

We factored in study hall for students. They had
an assigned time they are supposed to come to the
office and be working on assignments and asking
questions.... And then we'd also encourage students
to go to study halls or to office hours for teachers.

Staff indicated that, in some instances, IPSE students
who took the same classes also created their own
study hall opportunities. For example, one interview-
ee observed, “Sometimes two students that are both in
the IPSE program would be in the same class. And so,
they would have study hall, and they would do stuff
together.... I think that that was like, really strong.”
Although specific times were dedicated to study-
ing were helpful, some IPSE students struggled to
develop and apply study skills across a variety of
contexts. Consequently, programs created supports to

help students in these areas of weakness. One inter-
viewee helped students create and adjust their study
plans. This staff member shared:

I think that this primary support for study skills
was that scaffolding, creating a plan at the begin-
ning of the semester, like, “How are you going
to study for this class?” And then as challenges
came up, making adjustments or saying, “Okay,
you’ve got a midterm coming up, so maybe you
should set up some extra studying time.”

A few interviewees shared that IPSE students benefited
from having information presented in different ways.
This included using a variety of tools such as using
study guides, using visuals/pictures, highlighting in-
formation, having the peer mentor re-teach content,
or using online tools. When discussing the creation of
study tools, one interviewee shared that “the written
word might not help, a written word with an image
might, a written word with a color. You know, some-
times they need certain keywords highlighted.”

Another interviewee shared a similar observation
about the need to support access to and understanding
of content:

A lot of the job of the tutors and peer mentor co-
ordinators is to translate the content in different
ways. The students are receiving information in a
number of ways. They might be watching a lec-
ture or have that information coming to them in
one way, then the tutor is going to re-translate,
reiterate that same content in a study hall format,
and then back into a study guide.

Staff members also talked specifically about supports
related to taking notes. Some programs had peer men-
tors who took notes for IPSE students, whereas others
helped students learn how to take their own notes.
One interviewee shared:

All of our students could use help with note-taking
skills. They have a hard time trying to decide the
most important topic...I don’t know that learning
to outline is crucial but going back to identifying
what the overarching concept is, and not getting
tied up with all the little, the tedious, busy work
and extra words and stuff.

Staft shared that another support they provided was
breaking down both course content and assignments
into manageable parts. One interviewee shared, “For
every assignment, every task, they’re getting parts of
it broken down...We do a lot of reviewing and con-
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Table 7

Supports for Study Skills

Study hall/study sessions

Creating and utilizing study tools and plans (e.g., previewing material, notecards, study guides, graphic

organizers)

Organizing and prioritizing assignments (e.g., study plans, maintaining a calendar)

Accommodated/modified assignments and learning tasks

Chunking information/breaking content into smaller parts

IPSE staff support
Note-taking assistance by peer mentors

Presenting information in different ways/utilizing a variety of study methods

Aligning supports with student needs

Assistive technology (e.g., read-aloud accommodations)

Help identifying key topics/overarching concepts
Online tools (e.g., Quizlet, Grammarly)

Peer mentors as models

Academic advising

Anxiety management strategies

Building on prior knowledge

Campus resources (e.g., library)

Study skills courses

tent vocabulary, making graphics organizers for all of
their classes.”

Another staff member indicated they helped stu-
dents with “being able to break down the syllabus into
actionable steps, as opposed to, you know, this big
thing. And then even taking broken down instructions
and breaking them down even smaller.”

Regarding coursework, students also received ac-
commodations or had modified assignments. If stu-
dents were auditing a class, course requirements were
often modified. If students took a course for credit,
they could receive accommodations, but required as-
signments could not be modified. One interviewee
shared how modified assignments were important for
students who audited classes.

They have modified tests, or modified assign-
ments, so that they get the full understanding of
the class as much as they're able to but not feel
overwhelmed. We work on modifying the chal-
lenge enough so that they’re learning but not over-
whelmed or shutting down and having anxiety...
[and] the other things that go along with that.

Many interviewees explained that students had read-
aloud accommodations and benefited from other
text-to-speech software features. As one interviewee
observed, “They have read-aloud as an accommoda-
tion, a lot of them do. And we address that by using
read-aloud software that has features like highlight-
ing, note-taking....”

Finally, a key piece of the puzzle was that ISPE
staff and other support personnel, such as peer men-
tors and academic coaches, were working behind the
scenes to coordinate the supports students received.
One staff member noted:

Our lab coordinator is key to homework and get-
ting assignments done. She coordinates the as-
signments. The students bring assignments in, and
then she generates check-off list dates and times,
so that there is that accountability piece and that
they’re not so overwhelmed because they’re still
in year one.
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to investigate sup-
ports that exist on college campuses that facilitate
the use and development of IPSE students’ academic
enabling behaviors (i.e., interpersonal skills, academ-
ic engagement, motivation, and study skills). In our
interviews, IPSE staff were asked about the supports
that helped students with each academic enabler do-
main. Their responses resulted in implications for
both practice and research.

Implications for Practice

Interviewees discussed how attending IPSE pro-
grams provides students with ID opportunities to
enhance their interpersonal skills through social en-
gagement with a diverse group of college students
and faculty. Indeed, college campuses offer all stu-
dents the opportunity to cultivate interpersonal skills
through their interactions with other students and fac-
ulty (Saavedra & Saavedra, 2011). While the range of
opportunities and experiences alone offers support for
interpersonal skills, IPSE students may also benefit
from further supports in this domain. For example,
peer mentoring may provide structured opportunities
to cultivate social networks and friendships with other
students, promoting interpersonal skills (Carter and
McCabe, 2021). These social connections, especially
when made with mentors in their own classes, might
further support IPSE students’ academic engagement.
In addition, connections with classmates are associ-
ated with greater classroom engagement (Sidelinger
& Booth-Butterfield, 2010). To promote IPSE student
interpersonal skills and academic engagement, IPSE
programs might consider how they can intentionally
recruit and train peer mentors to provide natural sup-
ports in both social and academic contexts (Wilt &
Morningstar, 2020).

Related to motivation, interviewees discussed
how peer mentors facilitated IPSE students’ motiva-
tion in class, and that IPSE students sometimes re-
ciprocally promote peer mentors’ motivation as well.
In addition, they noted the importance of structured
person-centered planning meetings in which students
work on goal setting to enhance their motivation. Ex-
plicit teaching of self-advocacy strategies may help
IPSE students engage in these meetings, enabling
them to set their own goals and enhance their motiva-
tion (Mazzotti et al., 2015).

Additionally, motivation and goal setting might
be targeted during regular advisement meetings with
IPSE staftf members through formal instruction and
targeted interventions. For example, students with ID
might benefit from evidence-based practices for en-

hancing self-determination (e.g., the Self-Determined
Learning Model Instruction; Pulos et al., 2023). This
could involve teaching students how to set appropri-
ate goals, take action to achieve the goal, and monitor
their progress toward goal completion. By improving
self-determination and goal-setting behaviors, IPSE
students can acquire critical life-long skills that im-
prove their long-term outcomes (Torres et al., 2022).

In addressing long-term outcomes (e.g., employ-
ment, independent living), IPSE staff might also con-
sider how they can support generalizable study skills.
For example, one’s ability to manage their own calen-
dar and track upcoming deadlines is equally valuable
in educational and employment-related contexts. Ex-
ecutive functioning supports may also be an important
area to target in promoting study skills. These include
helping students learn how to break tasks down into
more manageable chunks and organize information to
promote retention.

Our study suggested that many of the above sup-
ports for academic enabling behaviors are currently
implemented in the IPSE programs included in this
study. While some supports were unique to a specific
domain of academic enabling behaviors, other types
of support were utilized across different academic
enabling behaviors. For example, peer mentors were
identified as a support across all four domains of ac-
ademic enablers—they (a) served as teachers and re-
al-time coaches for interpersonal skills, (b) provided
in-class support to promote academic engagement
and motivation, and (c) assisted with study skills like
notetaking, assignment completion, and preparing for
tests. Thus, one type of support (peer mentors) was
utilized to support IPSE students with a variety of ac-
ademic enabling behaviors.

While coding the interview transcripts, our re-
search team noted the implementation of the same
types of supports across multiple domain academic
enablers. In recognition of this, we coined the term
meta category to indicate when similar supports
were used in two or more academic enabling behav-
ior domains. Six meta categories were identified: (a)
support from peer mentors, (b) support provided by
IPSE and other university staff, (c) support related
to courses/instruction, (d) opportunities for practice/
reinforcement, (e) support related to social/emotion-
al supports, and (f) executive function supports (see
Table 8). These six meta-categories may provide a
framework for IPSE staff members’ planning and im-
plementation of academic support.

Implications for Research
This is one of the first studies to examine the ap-
plicability of DiPerna and Elliott’s (1999) academic



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 2024, 37(2) 155

S[003 Apnys auruQ)
sued pue
s[001 Apnys Surzinn pue Junear)

SuoISsas Apnys/[[ey Apmis

A3010Uyd9) JATISISSY

Sy[se} SuruIed] pue sjuOWUSISSe
PAYIPOUL/PAJEPOIIOIIY

SOSINOJ SIS ApMIS

sured J9[[eWIS OJUT JUSIUOD
Sunyearq/uoneuLIojul Juryuny))

o3pamouy Joud uo Surpying
$1doou09 SuIyoILISA0

/so1d0y Aoy Suikyniiuapr djog
spoyjow

Apms Jo Ajourea e Surzinn/sAem
JUQIOYIP Ul UONJBULIOJUT SUIIUSSAIJ

yoddns ges 4SdI

S[opOW S& SIOJUAW 139

s10}UdW
100d £q 9oue)sisse unye}-0JoN

y10M dnoi3/uorssnasip
sse[o ur uonedronted Suikerd aj0y
J01ABYQQ JO
UOI}OQIIPAI/SAND [BIO0S SUIPIAOI]
NOoBqPa9,{ 10/pUE YUIWIIIOJUIDY ‘Dondeld Ioj sanrunyioddo

JUUOD FuIMIIA-21d pue Furyoed)
-91d/23pamouy Jouad uo Juipjing

S31391e1s SUIYORI) [BPOWIINIA

syo0loxd

JUOIU0J JUIYOBIIY dnoi3/uononnsur dnoig [jews

UONONIISU/SISIN0)) 0} pAje[dy sHoddng

juowagedud
syuounyredop AjsIoArun 9)B)1[10B] 0} SI0IONISUL YIIM
10y10 Aq papraoid sypoddng 3unnsuod siojudw/ers

Jeis LAisioArun) LyO pue gSdI Aq papraoid syoddng
Jjuowogedud
9Je)I[10B] 0 SIOIONISUL YIIM
3unnsuoo sIojuow,/Pels

SIOJUAW

100d woyg sproddns ssepo-up - srojudw 139d woyy jxoddns sse[)

syroddng SI0juUQA 1994

o3e3uo
01/9on0e1d 103 santunizoddo

WN[NOLLIND
S[IIS [B100S PazZI[enue

S[I3ys [euosiddiojur 03 pajefal
so1do) noqe s3unddw/sasse[)

peis woyj uryoeo))

S[OpOW SB SIOJUIW 199

SoYOBOD dwn)
-[691 PUE SIOYOBD) S SIOJUIW JOOJ

SIS ApmIS

UOIJBAIIOJA JUAWISEIUT JIWIPRIY

S[IMS [euostadadyuy

UIDWLO( A2]qDUT] DNUIPDIY YOV YI1M paIp1dossy stioddng

8 9IqeL



spaau
apnys yim spoddns Surudiy

$90In0sa1 sndwe)  SFUIY) MU A1) 0) JUIWIFBINOIUH
L_Yl0
suroddns uonouny 9ANNIAXY

sjuowugIsse
Suiznuoud pue uiziuesiQ doueping roddns unyas-eon

suoddng uonoun, dAIINOXH
s100d ypim Surjrop
S91397eNS JudWwFeurW AJAIXUY  JudWdSeULW AJJIXUR 10J $I1391eNS
SSB[O Ul S[9AQ] 1I0JWOD JUOPMS SSB[O UI S[9AJ] 1OJWIOD JUOPNIS
syroddng [euonowry/[e100S

156 McLendon et al.; Academic Enablers

SIS Apm)S UOIJBAIIOJA JUAWISEIU JIWIPRIY SIS [euostadaduy

(ponuijuoo ‘g 21qny)



Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 2024, 37(2) 157

enabling behavior framework with college-age stu-
dents with ID. Although there is preliminary research
examining academic enablers in college students
with and without disabilities (DiPerna, 2004; Elliott
& DiPerna, 2002), these previous studies typically
included participants with “high-incidence” disabili-
ties (e.g., learning disabilities) instead of ID. As such,
additional research is needed to examine the validity
and utility of this framework with students in IPSE
programs. Studies that use multiple methods to col-
lect data from multiple informants can provide a more
comprehensive picture of the various non-cognitive
skills and behaviors that students with ID use to sup-
port their success in college classrooms.

Moreover, there is a need to examine the valid-
ity of the ACES-College (DiPerna & Elliott, 2001)
self-report measure with college students with ID.
Anecdotal feedback from IPSE staff participating in
our TPSID project indicated some students were un-
familiar with various terms and concepts in the ACES
rating scale items. Additional studies are needed to
examine affordances (e.g., testing accommodations,
item modifications, universal design features) that can
be built into the administration of the ACES-College
to facilitate the collection of meaningful and accurate
information from IPSE students. Think-aloud cogni-
tive labs (Roach & Beddow, 2011) could also be con-
ducted to examine whether college-age students with
ID comprehend ACES-College rating scale items and
if they see academic enablers as related to their own
academic performance.

Further validation of the ACES-College for use
with IPSE students could be beneficial in two addi-
tional ways. First, the ACES-College represents a
potentially useful measure for demonstrating the ac-
ademic impact of IPSE program participation. Ad-
ministering the ACES-College at various points in
students’ academic programs would allow IPSE staff
to monitor and document student progress on a va-
riety of academic-related behaviors. Moreover, the
interpretation of ACES-College responses includes a
“behavior classification scheme” that helps test users
identify which items describe a student’s academ-
ic enabling behavior strengths, performance prob-
lems, and acquisition problems (DiPerna & Elliott,
2001). Students’ enabling behavior strengths might
be leveraged to facilitate their success in the college
classroom. Enabling behaviors that are identified as
performance or acquisition problems can be targeted
for intervention and support. While the ACES behav-
ior classification scheme has been demonstrated in
K-12 settings (DiPerna & Elliott, 2001), additional
research is needed to demonstrate its application and
utility with IPSE students.

Limitations

This study had several limitations that merit dis-
cussion. The voices of students with an ID are often-
times excluded from research in special education,
school psychology, and related disciplines (Roach et
al., 2009; Roach et al., 2021). Since only IPSE staff
were included in this study, student perspectives were
not represented. Future studies should include inter-
views with IPSE students that allow for a deeper un-
derstanding of academic enabling behaviors from their
perspective. For instance, students could be asked
about their understanding of their academic enabling
behaviors and what can be done to support them as
they leverage their strengths.

Another limitation is that, as outlined previously,
the academic enabling behaviors framework has not
been validated with students in IPSE programs. Con-
sequently, we did not know how well the academic
enabling behaviors construct reflects the non-academ-
ic thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors of IPSE students
or whether any other academic enabling behaviors
exist within this population that are not represented in
DiPerna and Elliott’s (2001) framework.

Lastly, McLendon et al. (2023) conducted an ex-
ploratory literature review on supports for academic
enabling behaviors in IPSE programs. The researchers
found limited peer-reviewed research on enhancing
and encouraging enabling behaviors in IPSE students.
Furthermore, although IPSE staff in this study talked
about the supports in place that encourage the devel-
opment of academic enabling behaviors, we know lit-
tle about the effectiveness of the supports. Additional
research should include not only continued explora-
tion into the existing supports across a broader variety
of programs, but also studies about the effectiveness
of different supports.

The current literature on specific strategies and
scaffolds for IPSE students’ inclusion is emerging.
Studying supports for students with disabilities in
higher education may offer useful suggestions for
supporting the development of academic enabling
behaviors in IPSE students. Since research indicates
that higher levels of academic enabling behaviors are
associated with increased academic success among
college students (DiPerna, 2004), continued research
into academic enabling behaviors of students in IPSE
programs may be a means of improving academic
achievement and better equipping students with ID
with the skills they may need post-graduation—both
in the workplace and life.
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