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Abstract

Opportunities for students with intellectual disability to access higher education in the United States are
now more widely available than ever before. Some institutions have developed dedicated programs that sup-
port students with intellectual disability to access courses, prepare for employment, and pursue credentials,
and many institutions enroll students with intellectual disability even without a dedicated program. Disability
resource offices (DROs) are responsible for ensuring students with disabilities, including those with intellec-
tual disability, have equal access to higher education through necessary accommodations and supports. Yet
little is known about how DRO professionals support students with intellectual disability and how support
differs between institutions with or without a dedicated program. This study sought to address this knowledge
gap through a survey of DRO professionals associated with the Association on Higher Education and Disabil-
ity, the leading organization for professionals engaged in disability services in higher education. Findings of
the survey offer implications for supporting students with intellectual disability in higher education settings.
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Postsecondary education options for students
with intellectual disability in the United States have
increased in the past 15 years due to federal legisla-
tion, funding, and advocacy (Grigal et al., 2021). A
national directory of existing postsecondary options
lists 359 colleges and universities enrolling students
with intellectual disability in the U.S. as of Decem-
ber 2025 (Think College, 2025). About three-quarters
of these programs enroll only adult college students;
14% enroll only high school students receiving col-
lege-based transition services, and the remainder
enroll both types of students. The majority of these
college programs are hosted at public colleges and
universities (n = 298), and almost half of these pro-
grams can offer eligible students with intellectual
disability access to financial aid via their status as ap-
proved comprehensive transition and postsecondary
(CTP) programs.

A CTP program is a degree, certificate, or nonde-
gree program to support students with intellectual dis-

ability to continue academic, career, and independent
living instruction offered by an institution of higher
education (IHE). CTP programs approved by Feder-
al Student Aid in the U.S. Department of Education
can offer eligible students access to Pell Grants, Sup-
plemental Education Opportunity Grants, and federal
work study funds (Federal Student Aid, n.d.; Grigal et
al., 2012; Madaus et al., 2012). These postsecondary
education programs focus on academics, campus liv-
ing, and employment preparation, as well as support-
ing students to engage in campus clubs, organizations,
events, and activities. In most cases, students’ courses
of study result in the attainment of one or more cre-
dentials and ultimately prepare them for employment.

The Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA;
Public Law 110-315) passed by the U. S. Congress in
2008 had a significant impact on postsecondary edu-
cation access for students with intellectual disability
(Madaus et al., 2012). It authorized federal funding
for a new type of model demonstration project, called
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the Transition and Postsecondary Programs for Stu-
dents with Intellectual Disability (TPSID) program.
TPSID grants were awarded by the U.S. Department
of Education, Office of Postsecondary Education, and
grantees were charged with setting up or expanding
model postsecondary programs focused on academic
enrichment, socialization, independent living skills,
and integrated work experiences leading to employ-
ment. Between 2010 and 2025, across three 5-year
funding cycles, 126 institutions of higher education
in 34 states have engaged in TPSID grant activities,
enrolling almost 5,000 students with intellectual dis-
ability who have taken nearly 60,000 college courses
(Grigal et al., 2025).

Enrolled students access college courses for
audit and credit; engage in career development and
paid employment; and access campus organizations,
events, and, when available, campus housing. As
part of required evaluation activities, the TPSIDs
grantees reported whether students accessed Disabil-
ity Resource Office (DRO) and the services they re-
ceived from this office. Findings suggest students are
requesting services from DRO, with higher rates of
DRO engagement in programs implemented in 2-year
institutions of higher education (Papay et al., 2017).

The programs funded through the TPSID initia-
tive represent approximately one-third of the post-
secondary education programs nationwide enrolling
transition-age youth and/or adult college students
with intellectual disability (Think College, 2025).
Whether through federal grant funding, state funding,
or other means of support, these postsecondary pro-
grams are developed by college and university fac-
ulty and staff, often in collaboration with leadership
from local school systems, community agencies, and,
in some cases, families of students with intellectual
disability. The development of a dedicated program
for students with intellectual disability requires sub-
stantial planning and collaboration with the universi-
ty or college, involving leadership and representation
from multiple departments (Baker et al., 2018; May,
2023). Dedicated programs for students with intel-
lectual disability often include an alternative appli-
cation and admissions process, program of study,
program goals, student supports, and articulated out-
comes (Plotner & Marshall, 2014). Most dedicated
programs result in a credential or certificate awarded
to enrolled students with intellectual disability who
complete their program of study, but not necessarily a
degree (Weir, 2024).

Course Access and Enrollment Options
The best source for information about course
access and enrollment options for students with in-

tellectual disability attending a dedicated program
comes from data collected from programs funded
by the TPSID model demonstration program. In this
dataset, course enrollments fall into two categories:
academically inclusive and specialized (Grigal et al.,
2025). Academically inclusive courses are defined as
typical college courses attended by students with in-
tellectual disability alongside other college students
without intellectual disability. Specialized courses
are courses designed for and offered only to students
with intellectual disability, often focusing on topics
such as life skills, social skills, or career develop-
ment. In the 2023-2024 academic year, 551 college
students with intellectual disability enrolled in 4,583
college or university courses (both inclusive and
specialized) in the 40 TPSID programs. Sixty-three
percent of these enrollments were in academically in-
clusive courses. Forty-five percent of course enroll-
ments were in courses offering credits that could only
be used toward a TPSID credential, 32% were for
standard college/university credit, 21% were audited
courses, and 1% were in not-for-credit or non-credit
courses (Grigal et al., 2025).

However, not all students with intellectual dis-
ability attending college take part in a dedicated pro-
gram. Colleges and universities without a dedicated
program may also enroll students with intellectual
disability, often through open admissions or enroll-
ment policies. In these instances, students with in-
tellectual disability enroll using a typical admission
process, have access to the courses allowed by their
student status, and are eligible to receive reasonable
accommodations and supports from university offices
such as the DRO, student tutoring or writing center,
or other university departments. There are no current
public data available documenting which colleges
and universities without a dedicated program have
enrolled students with intellectual disability.

Current Knowledge of DROs’ Engagement
with IPSE

Although the increase in dedicated postsecondary
education programs for students with intellectual dis-
ability has presumably led to increased interactions
between these programs and DROs, little is known
about this collaboration and the resulting supports re-
ceived by students, especially beyond what is known
about campuses with a TPSID program (Papay et al.,
2017). Guidance on dedicated program development
and implementation emphasizes the need for collab-
oration with other offices on campuses (Baker et al.,
2018; May, 2023; Plotner & Marshall, 2014), includ-
ing the DRO, but it is not clear the extent to which
this is occurring. Further, it is not clear who (dedi-
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cated program staff or DRO staff) is providing need-
ed support to students. Additionally, research has not
addressed how the presence of a dedicated program
impacts the provision of services and supports for
students with intellectual disability, and how DROs
support students with intellectual disability.

In 2010, just as funding for model demonstration
programs became available, leading to an increasing
number of students with intellectual disability attend-
ing college, the Association on Higher Education and
Disability (AHEAD) published a white paper offer-
ing the following guidance to its membership: “Once
accepted into a college program (including ones de-
signed for students with intellectual disabilities) or
enrolled in a course, students with disabilities have a
right to access services” (Thompson et al., 2011). This
guidance further suggested DRO professionals need-
ed to define their relationship with existing or devel-
oping dedicated postsecondary education programs
serving students with intellectual disability, focusing
on articulating points of collaboration for the delivery
of accommodations, campus access, and technology
usage. This white paper attempted to clarify the rights
and responsibilities of college students with intellec-
tual disability, whether they were enrolled through a
dedicated program or not.

Few studies have examined the engagement of
college students with intellectual disability with
DROs. One early study conducted by Kardos (2011)
established a baseline regarding the prevalence and
types of supports and services offered by the DROs
through a survey of AHEAD members in leadership
roles. Kardos (2011) examined practices supporting
adults with intellectual disability to participate in reg-
ular college classes at two and four-year colleges and
universities. She found that adult students with intel-
lectual disability took college classes for credit and
used the same supports available to any students with
a disability, offered at no cost by DROs. These stu-
dents also followed the same procedures as any other
student with a disability. The most common supports
provided by these offices to adults with intellectual
disability were tutoring and counseling. This study
was conducted prior to the broad implementation
of the TPSID program and other emerging dedicat-
ed postsecondary education programs, and there was
no mention of a dedicated postsecondary program as
part of this analysis.

Olson (2021) surveyed students with intellectual
disability enrolled in TPSID programs related to the
most chosen and helpful accommodations, assistive
technologies, and supports while in college. Through
an electronic survey, students identified the accom-
modations they have utilized, whether they were

helpful, and provided open-ended comments on why
the accommodation was helpful. Students with intel-
lectual disability reported the following accommoda-
tions as most used and helpful: use of a computer on
tests, extended time for assignments and tests, a quiet
area for testing, tests read aloud, and an alternate for-
mat for materials. Most of the accommodations re-
ported as helpful were associated with testing. Notes
and outlines from the instructor were also identified
as commonly used accommodations reported, though
these were not top-ranked as helpful. The findings
from this study related to commonly used and help-
ful accommodations reinforce findings from previous
studies on accommodations for students with disabil-
ities (Kurth & Mellard, 2006; Newman & Madaus,
2015; Zaftt, 2006; Zafft et al., 2004). Olsen’s (2021)
study did not indicate how students were supported
to receive the accommodations, nor the collaboration
between the TPSID program staff and the DRO relat-
ed to the provision of accommodations.

With the continued development of dedicated
postsecondary education programs for students with
intellectual disability, the relationship with DROs
continues to expand and evolve. A survey of faculty
from five universities about the factors they believe
were most important to the success of students with
intellectual disability in their classes indicated that
support from the office of disability services was the
most important factor (Graves et al., 2020). Recent
studies have examined different stakeholder groups,
including faculty, dedicated program staff, and stu-
dents with intellectual disability (Brewer & Mova-
hedazarhouligh, 2021), and reviewed the literature
related to benefits and barriers of postsecondary ed-
ucation for students with intellectual disability (Lee
& Taylor, 2022). However, little attention has been
given to a critical aspect of students’ integration on
campus—the interaction and collaboration between
DROs and postsecondary education programs for
students with intellectual disability to support this
student population.

In the spring of 2025, colleges and universities
responded to a voluntary survey about programs for
students with intellectual disability conducted annu-
ally to update a public directory of dedicated pro-
grams overseen by Think College at the University
of Massachusetts Boston. Findings indicated students
enrolled in these programs had access to disability/
accessibility services at 264 of 356 programs (74%)
(Think College, 2025). However, it is unclear the
extent to which the DROs have knowledge about
or collaborated with dedicated program staff, or the
services utilized by college students with intellectu-
al disability in these programs, since respondents to
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this survey are typically dedicated program staff, not
DRO professionals.

The TPSID data offer the most recent and spe-
cific information about the engagement of dedicated
postsecondary education programs for students with
intellectual disability and DRO offices. However,
these programs do not represent the full spectrum of
postsecondary programs as they are receiving federal
funds to implement these programs and are obligat-
ed to align their practices with funding requirements,
which emphasize inclusive course access. In the
2023-2024 academic year (the most recent data avail-
able), there were 22 TPSID grantees implementing
40 programs at 39 college and university campuses in
16 states, enrolling 557 students (Grigal et al., 2025).
Ninety percent of these programs reported that stu-
dents with intellectual disability accessed the DRO.

Seventy-nine percent of students attending TPSID
programs in 2023-2024 received support or accom-
modations from the DRO on their campus (Grigal
et al., 2025). Therefore, approximately 20% of the
enrolled students with intellectual disability did not
receive support from the DRO. Among the students
who received support or accommodations from the
DRO, only 6% received all of their support from this
office. The remaining 94% also received support
or accommodations from TPSID staff, faculty, peer
mentors, and others.

The growth of dedicated postsecondary educa-
tion programs for students with intellectual disability
in the US has led to increased interactions between
these programs and DROs on college and university
campuses. What is not yet evident in the literature is
what supports students with intellectual disability are
receiving while on campus, and from whom—wheth-
er DRO, a dedicated program, or both. Further, it is
not yet evident if or how the presence of a dedicat-
ed program for students with intellectual disability
changes the provision of services from the DRO or
the level of collaboration between DROs and dedi-
cated programs. The present study seeks to address
this gap in our knowledge base by answering the fol-
lowing research questions of DRO professionals who
report that students with intellectual disability have
enrolled and participated in credit or non-credit col-
lege classes at their institution:

1. To what extent do DRO professionals report
that their institution has a dedicated program
for students with intellectual disability?

2. To what extent do DRO professionals report
that their office has the same documentation
requirements for students with intellectual
disability as for any students registering with

their office, and does this percentage differ
based on whether there is a dedicated pro-
gram or not?

3. To what extent do DRO professionals report
that the DRO office is providing the primary
support for students with intellectual disabil-
ity in standard college classes when there is a
dedicated program compared to when there is
no dedicated program?

4. To what extent do DRO professionals report
that additional supports are provided to stu-
dents with intellectual disability to access DRO
processes and services by the DRO or the dedi-
cated postsecondary education program?

5. To what extent do DRO professionals report
that campus-wide support services are avail-
able to students with intellectual disability
enrolled in college classes, and does avail-
ability differ when there is a dedicated pro-
gram or not?

Methods

An electronic survey was developed and admin-
istered to disability resource professionals across the
country. The participants, survey instrument, and pro-
cedures are described below.

Participants

Participants in the survey were the directors or lead
administrators of campus-based disability resource
offices. The membership roster of AHEAD was uti-
lized for a convenience sampling of this population.
AHEAD is a professional organization of postsec-
ondary disability resource and affiliated profession-
als with over 4,100 members at the time of survey
administration (J. Johnson, personal communication,
March 9, 2022). The AHEAD roster was reviewed to
identify a single point of contact for each institution
of higher education represented within the member-
ship. The lead administrator of the disability resource
office, typically identified with the professional title
of director or coordinator, was invited to participate
in the survey (N = 1,118). Although we attempted to
contact one representative per institution, there may
have been more than one response per institution due
to forwarding or sharing of the survey invitation.

Of the 1,118 disability resource professionals
invited to participate in the study, 299 responded to
the survey, reflecting a 27% response rate. An initial
screening question on the survey asked respondents:
“To your knowledge, have students with intellectual
disability ever enrolled and participated in credit or
non-credit college classes at your institution?” Re-
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sponses progressed to the data cleaning stage if the
answer to this screening question was “Yes.”

Survey Development

An electronic survey (Disability Resource Offices
and Campus Supports for College Students with In-
tellectual Disability) was developed by our research
team reflecting expertise in postsecondary educa-
tion for students with intellectual disability, as well
as disability resource office services and programs.
The team began instrument development by review-
ing the 44-item survey instrument used by Kardo
(2012), identifying questions aligned with our re-
search questions that could be retained and updating
language to reflect current practices and terminology.
The draft instrument was developed, including a pur-
pose statement, definitions of intellectual disability,
standard college classes, and a screening question to
ensure respondents came from institutions of higher
education enrolling students with intellectual disabil-
ity. The instrument consisted of 22 items, including a
demographics section, 18 multiple-choice questions,
two multiple-choice grids, and one numerical entry.
Five multiple-choice items offered open-ended text
fields for respondents to offer additional explanato-
ry information. Four questions sought text respons-
es. The array of question types allowed respondents
to choose options that accurately characterized their
supports and services. The text box responses provid-
ed respondents an opportunity to offer additional in-
sight or clarification.

The draft instrument was piloted with five DRO
directors with expertise in both DRO administration
and postsecondary education programs for students
with intellectual disability as well as by staff from the
Think College National Coordinating Center. Pilot
participants from two- and four-year colleges repre-
senting campuses with and without a dedicated pro-
gram for students with intellectual disability were
emailed the survey and a form seeking feedback on the
survey navigation and directions, clarity of wording,
and asking for suggestions for improvement. Based on
pilot feedback, one question was added and additional
response options were created for another question.

The final survey instrument comprised 23 ques-
tions using a combination of multiple-choice sin-
gle-answer, multiple-choice with select all that apply
options, multiple-choice grids, and open-ended ques-
tion formats. Institutional demographics questions
included name, type of institution (2yr/4yr/Public/
Private), approximate student enrollment, application
process (open or competitive), and minority-serving
institution (MSI) status. The present study provides
the results of the following aspects: presence of a

dedicated program for students with intellectual dis-
ability, documentation requirements for students with
intellectual disability, provision of support for stu-
dents with intellectual disability in standard college
classes, supports provided to students with intellec-
tual disability to access DRO processes and services,
and availability of campus-wide support services to
students with intellectual disability. The survey was
deployed in Alchemer, an online survey platform that
had previously been vetted by AHEAD for accessi-
bility and compatibility for use with a variety of as-
sistive technologies. The survey was designed to take
10-15 minutes to complete. Institutional Research
Board (IRB) exempt status was granted at the institu-
tion for members of the research team.

Data Collection

An e-mail invitation with a description of the
study and a link to the survey was sent to professionals
identified from the AHEAD roster. Respondents were
given the option of entering a lottery to win one of
three $100 gift cards upon completion of the survey.
Two follow-up e-mail prompts were sent after the ini-
tial invitation to encourage survey completion. Data
collection commenced at the end of May and conclud-
ed in mid-June 2022. Informed consent was given by
respondents on the first page of the online survey.

Data Cleaning and Analysis

A screening question asked whether students
with intellectual disability had ever enrolled in credit
or non-credit classes at the institution; 200 respond-
ed yes and continued with the survey. These respons-
es were cleaned to check for consistency with the
screening question and reviewed to look for blank
or duplicate responses. Responses were removed
if they were entirely blank (n = 24) or if they an-
swered fewer than 50% of the questions included
in the analysis (n = 14). One response was removed
due to a response to an open-ended question (“We
do not have students with intellectual disabilities™)
that was inconsistent with the initial screening ques-
tion. After data cleaning, 161 responses were includ-
ed in the final analysis. Data were analyzed using
the Alchemer online platform and Microsoft Excel.
Given the exploratory nature of the study, descriptive
statistics were reported for each of the survey items.
Open-ended comments were organized and summa-
rized by survey question and are highlighted in the
discussion section.
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Results

Respondents were asked to provide basic char-
acteristics of their institution of higher education.
More than two-thirds (68.3%) of respondents were
from public institutions of higher education, reflect-
ing nearly equal numbers of two-year (n = 56) and
four-year (n = 54) institutions. One quarter (24.8%)
of respondents reported working at a four-year pri-
vate institution. More than half of respondents report-
ed their institution had a total enrollment of between
1,000 and 10,000 students. An open-enrollment ad-
missions process for students was reported by 62.1%
of respondents (n = 100). Over one quarter of respon-
dents (n = 47, 29.2%) reported working at an MSI,
with over half of respondents at MSIs describing
their campus as a Hispanic Serving Institution (n =
27, 57.4% of respondents at MSIs). The results are
presented in the section that follows aligned to each
of the five research questions: (1) presence of a ded-
icated program for students with intellectual disabili-
ty, (2) documentation requirements for students with
intellectual disability, (3) provision of support for
students with intellectual disability in standard col-
lege classes, (4) supports provided to students with
intellectual disability to access DRO processes and
services, and (5) availability of campus-wide support
services to students with intellectual disability.

RQ1 Presence of a Dedicated Program for
Students with Intellectual Disability

When asked about the presence of a dedicat-
ed program for students with intellectual disability,
more than one-third of respondents (38.5%; n = 62)
indicated their campus had such a program. Slightly
less than two-thirds (59.6%; n = 96) reported there
was not a dedicated program, and the remaining 1.9%
(n = 3) did not know if there was a dedicated program
at their institution. Note that the three respondents
who did not know if there was a dedicated program
were excluded from comparisons between respon-
dents with a dedicated program and those without,
but were retained in analyses of the full sample.

RQ2 Documentation Requirements for Students
with Intellectual Disability

Almost three-quarters of respondents (n = 118,
73.2%) reported that documentation requirements
for students with intellectual disability who sought to
register with the DRO were the same as they are for
any other student with a disability; however, a sub-
stantial percentage (22.4%; n = 36) did not respond
to this question. A small percentage (4.3%; n =7) of
respondents indicated “other” forms of documenta-
tion are used for students with intellectual disability.

More than half of respondents at institutions with
a dedicated program (n = 35, 56.5%) indicated the
same documentation requirements were in place
for students with intellectual disability, with six re-
spondents (9.7%) providing a response of “Other”
and 21 respondents (33.9%) skipping this question.
For “Other” responses, several respondents noted
the DRO accepts whatever documentation is pro-
vided for admission to the dedicated program. Other
participants noted more flexibility related to the re-
cency of documentation required. Almost all respon-
dents at institutions without a dedicated program
(n = 82, 85.4%) indicated the same documentation
requirements are in place for students with intellec-
tual disability, with one respondent (1.0%) providing
a response of “Other” and 13 respondents (13.5%)
skipping this question. The “Other” response provid-
ed stated that self-report is the primary form of docu-
mentation used.

RQ3 Provision of Support for Students with
Intellectual Disability in College Classes

Of respondents who indicated there was a dedi-
cated program, 58.0% (n = 36) reported that support
for students with intellectual disability in standard
college classes was provided by both the dedicated
program and the DRO, and 25.8% of respondents (n
= 16) reported that support for college classes was
provided only by the dedicated program. A further
12.9% of respondents (n = 8) indicated the DRO was
the only office providing support in college class-
es and two respondents reported that another entity
provided support. When there was no dedicated pro-
gram, 90.6% of respondents (n = 87) noted only the
DRO provided support in standard college classes,
7.3% (n = 7) indicated another entity provided sup-
port, and 2.1% (n = 2) did not answer the question. In
both cases, the other entities reported to be providing
academic support included TRIO programs (federally
funded initiatives designed to support students from
disadvantaged backgrounds in their pursuit of higher
education) and student support services such as writ-
ing, tutoring, and mentoring programs in conjunction
with the DRO.

RQ4 Support to Access DRO Processes and Services

The survey explored whether additional support
was provided to students with intellectual disability
for them to access DRO processes and services. Ques-
tions asked whether DROs or dedicated programs
provide additional support beyond what is available
to all students registered with the DRO for processes
(e.g., processes for documentation, self-disclosure,
participation in the interactive process, communica-
tion with faculty, and attending appointments with
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DRO staff) or supports for services (e.g., support for
scheduling tests, receiving alternate format materials
and receiving class notes).

Support for Accessing DRO Processes

The survey asked about the availability of addi-
tional supports for students with intellectual disabili-
ty from a list of four typical DRO processes with the
following response options: “Yes, additional support
is provided by DRO staff,” “No additional support
is provided,” and then for respondents at institutions
with a dedicated program, “Yes, additional support is
provided by staff of the dedicated college program for
students with intellectual disability” and “Yes, addi-
tional support is provided by both the DRO staff and
the dedicated program staff.” Results from respon-
dents at institutions with a dedicated program com-
pared to respondents at institutions with no program
are displayed in Table 1.

At institutions with a dedicated program, re-
spondents reported approximately equal availability
of additional supports either from the DRO staff or
both the DRO staff and the dedicated program for
self-disclosing to the DRO, requesting accommo-
dations from faculty, and making and attending ap-
pointments with DRO staff (between 22 and 29%
of respondents reporting availability of each type of
support). A slightly higher percentage of respondents
noted additional support was provided by both DRO
staft and the dedicated program (27.4%) than only the
program for students to participate in the interactive
DRO process (17.7%). Across the four listed process-
es, only 8.1—11.3% of respondents indicated that no
additional support was provided.

At institutions with no dedicated program, be-
tween 38.5 and 51.0% of respondents reported that
no additional support was available to students with
intellectual disability for participating in DRO pro-
cesses. Respondents most frequently indicated that
additional supports were available from DRO staff
for students with intellectual disability to participate
in the interactive DRO process (44.8%), make and
attend appointments with DRO staft (40.6%), and re-
quest accommodations from faculty (40.0%).

Support for Accessing DRO Services

The survey asked about the availability of addi-
tional support for students with intellectual disability
for a list of three typical DRO services (scheduling
and managing testing accommodations, requesting
and receiving alternate format materials. and receiv-
ing class notes) with the same response options as
above. Results are displayed in Table 2. At institu-
tions with a dedicated program, similar percentages

of respondents reported availability of additional sup-
ports either from the DRO staft or both the DRO staff
and the program for all three of the listed services
(between 11 and 29% of respondents reporting avail-
ability of each type of support). No additional support
was reported to be provided by 9.7% of respondents
for both scheduling and managing testing accommo-
dations and requesting and receiving alternate format
materials. A slightly higher percentage of respondents
(17.7%) reported that no additional support was pro-
vided to students with intellectual disability for re-
ceiving class notes.

At institutions with no dedicated program, 40.0—
41.7% of respondents reported that additional support
was provided to students with intellectual disability
for the three DRO services. Similarly, 40.6—41.7%
of respondents reported that no additional support
was provided to students with intellectual disability
for each of the three services.

RQS5 Availability of Campus Services for Students
with Intellectual Disability

Respondents were asked about the availability of
services across campus for students with intellectual
disability. These services include academic coaching,
career services, counseling, faculty mentoring, peer
mentoring, tutoring, and the writing center. Across
all respondents, counseling (87.0%, n = 140), tutor-
ing (86.3%; n = 139), career services (84.5%; n =
136), writing center (79.5%; n = 128) and academic
coaching (64.6%; n = 104) were reported to be widely
available. Peer mentoring (41.6%; n = 67) and faculty
mentoring (28.6%; n = 46) were less frequently re-
ported to be available, and one respondent indicated
none of the listed services were available (see Table
3). Twenty-five respondents listed other available sup-
ports, including a range of academic and non-academ-
ic programming such as TRIO support services, math
center, library, health and wellness services, computer
lab tutors, student life, and residential programming.

Discussion

Increased development of dedicated programs
for and enrollment of students with intellectual dis-
ability in postsecondary education has led to greater
interactions of these students with DROs in colleges
and universities in the U.S. (Papay et al., 2017).
There is a documented need for DRO involvement
with dedicated postsecondary education programs for
students with intellectual disability (May, 2023; Plot-
ner & Marshall, 2014). Data from federally funded
TPSID programs indicate most students have access
to DROs, with varying degrees of shared responsibil-
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Table 1

Supports Provided to Students with Intellectual Disability for DRO Processes

. ID Program® (n = 62) No program® (n = 96)
Survey item
# % # %
Students self-disclose to the DRO
No additional support 5 8.1 49 51.0
Additional support provided by DRO staff 2 3.2 31 32.2
Additional support provided by staff of
. 18 29.0 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 16 25.8 - -
Students participate in the interactive process
with DRO staff
No additional support 7 11.3 37 38.5
Additional support provided by DRO staff 6 9.7 43 44.8
Additional support provided by staff of
. 11 17.7 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 17 27.4 - -
Students request accommodations from faculty
No additional support 6 9.7 42 43.8
Additional support provided by DRO staff 5 8.1 38 40.0
Additional support provided by staff of
. 15 242 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 15 24.2 - -
Students make and attend appointments with
DRO staff
No additional support 6 9.7 40 41.7
Additional support provided by DRO staff 6 9.7 39 40.6
Additional support provided by staff of
. 15 242 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 14 22.6 - -

Note. “Respondents at a campus with a dedicated program for students with intellectual disability.
PRespondents at a campus with no dedicated program.
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Table 2

Supports Provided to Students with Intellectual Disability for DRO Services

. ID Program® (n = 62) No program® (n = 96)
Survey item
# % # %
Students schedule and manage testing
accommodations
No additional support 6 9.7 40 41.7
Additional support provided by DRO staff 6 9.7 38 40.0
Additional support provided by staff of
. 12 19.4 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 16 25.8 - -
Students request and receive alternate format
materials
No additional support 6 9.7 39 40.6
Additional support provided by DRO staff 8 12.9 40 41.7
Additional support provided by staff of
. 9 14.5 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 18 29.0 - -
Students receive class notes
No additional support 11 17.7 40 41.7
Additional support provided by DRO staff 7 11.3 38 40.0
Additional support provided by staff of
. 10 16.1 - -
dedicated program
Additional support provided by both 13 21.0 - -

Note. “‘Respondents at a campus with a dedicated program for students with intellectual disability.
®Respondents at a campus with no dedicated program.

Table 3

Availability of Campus Supports for Students with Intellectual Disability

Available Support All responses (n = 161) ID Program (n = 62) No program (n = 96)
Service # % # % # A
Academic coaching 104 64.6 43 69.4 59 61.5
Career services 136 84.5 52 83.4 82 85.4
Counseling 140 87.0 53 85.5 86 89.6
Faculty mentoring 46 28.6 19 30.6 27 28.1
Peer mentoring 67 41.6 35 56.5 32 333
Tutoring 139 86.3 49 79.0 88 91.7
Writing center 128 79.5 46 74.2 81 84.4
None of the above 1 <1.0 0 0 1 1.0

Other 25 15.5 11 17.7 14 14.6
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ity between programs and DROs (Grigal et al., 2025).
However, a comprehensive study identifying the pro-
vision of supports and supports provided to students
with intellectual disability on campuses or the shared
support between DROs and dedicated programs, be-
yond federally funded programs, was lacking. The
present study also sought to discern if the use of DRO
processes and services and campus-wide support ac-
cessed by college students with intellectual disability
differed on campuses with and without a dedicated
program for these students.

Awareness of the Presence of Dedicated Programs
for Students with Intellectual Disability

Nearly three-fifths of respondents reported not
having a dedicated program for these students on their
campus, while two-fifths confirmed the existence of
such a program. A very small percentage of respon-
dents indicated they did not know whether students
with intellectual disability enrolled at their institu-
tion. This finding is encouraging as it suggests at least
a general awareness among DRO staff respondents
regarding the presence of dedicated programs serv-
ing students with intellectual disability, which has not
always been the case (Graves et al., 2020). It is also
notable as this is the first time DRO professionals
have been asked to report their awareness of a ded-
icated program for students with intellectual disabil-
ity on their campus. Previous estimates were drawn
from a public directory reflecting responses reported
by dedicated program staff, not DRO professionals.
DROs should be connected to dedicated programs for
students with intellectual disability, both when devel-
oping and on an ongoing basis to ensure coordination
of supports for students with intellectual disability
(May, 2023; Plotner & Marshall, 2014).

Issues with Identifying Student Enrollment

One issue identified from our findings was the
difficulty some DRO staff faced when trying to con-
firm whether students with intellectual disability are
enrolled on their campus. For example, one response
comment indicated, “The DRC [DRO] does not
have intellectual disability as an option on our intake
[form],” but when considering the students supported
through the DRO, this same respondent indicated that
there was a high likelihood that “some of these would
be categorized as having an intellectual disability.”
Other comments echoed this issue: “We just created
a new category this term to track ID [intellectual dis-
ability]” and “Lack of an electronic case management
system to better track, update, and report specific dis-
abilities is problematic.”

These responses suggest that not all IHEs have a
reliable method to determine the enrollment of stu-
dents with intellectual disability through the DRO
due to limitations in the systems used to categorize
students, which is consistent with earlier findings re-
lated to categorization (Harrison & Holmes, 2014;
Leake, 2015). The need for this baseline enrollment
data by disability category is critical for moving into
deeper examination of the collaboration and provi-
sion of support for students with intellectual disabili-
ty in higher education.

Eligibility Documentation Requirements
Documentation requirements to determine eligi-
bility for disability services are largely consistent for
students with intellectual disability compared to other
students with disabilities, as reported by almost all
(85%) respondents from colleges/universities with-
out a dedicated program and more than half (56.4%)
of institutions with a dedicated program (a percent-
age that is much higher when missing responses are
removed from the denominator). It can be reasonably
concluded that the documentation needed for stu-
dents with intellectual disability does not significant-
ly differ from that required for any other disability
when seeking reasonable accommodations through
the DRO, consistent with Kardos’ (2011) earlier find-
ings. It is encouraging that the documentation needed
for students with intellectual disability does not differ
from that required of any student with a disability.
There did, however, seem to be greater flexibil-
ity in documentation requirements when there was
a dedicated program, as some respondents reported
they deferred to the documentation provided to the
program and did not require additional documen-
tation from students. The comments provided by
respondents indicated the ways in which the require-
ments might be different if there were a dedicated
program at their college or university. One DRO re-
spondent explained, “Admission into the program for
students with intellectual disabilities is sufficient for
many accommodations.” Another comment provided
a similar reflection: “Either documentation that meets
our DRO requirements or, if they are enrolling in the
specific program for students with ID, we just need
confirmation of their participation.” And finally, “We
typically accept whatever 1s provided to the dedicat-
ed program for students with IDD.” These sentiments
align with recent guidance from AHEAD that states
if a student with intellectual disability has been ad-
mitted to a program, they have met the legal standard
for participation, and are thus eligible for reasonable
accommodations (Levins et al., 2026).
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Support Provision Related to Coursework

Our findings are consistent with earlier studies
revealing that accommodations provided to students
with intellectual disability were not substantially dif-
ferent than those provided to students with disabil-
ities in general (Harrison & Holmes, 2014; Kardos,
2011). The majority of DRO professionals at IHEs
with a dedicated program for students with intellec-
tual disability on their campus indicated shared re-
sponsibility for supporting students with intellectual
disability in standard college classes. About a quarter
of respondents indicated that dedicated program staff
provided the sole source of support, and a smaller
percentage indicated only the DRO provided support
in standard college classes. One respondent charac-
terized the division of labor as such: “DRO establish-
es academic accommodations for their college classes
and provides supplementary support. [The] program
provides primary support.” Another commented,
“The Disability Supports office is available if/when
questions are asked about how to implement certain
accommodations—but most of it is completely a
different program that handles [it] all.” In addition,
respondents without a dedicated program indicated
in some cases, students also received support from
TRIO programs.

Service Provision Clarity and Collaboration

There is a need for clarity and balance in the pro-
vision of services from a dedicated program and the
DRO. For example, one respondent noted, “We have
only had two [students with intellectual disability]
apply for services with SAS [DRO office] but did not
use it as the program provided the needed accommo-
dations.” Caution should be used when program staff
duplicate DRO services instead of supporting stu-
dents to seek these from a DRO. Program staff may
possess unique expertise and deep understanding of
the needs of students with intellectual disability, but
directly offering services typically provided through
DRO may hinder student access to available campus
resources. This arrangement may also prevent DRO
staff from learning how to more effectively serve
students with intellectual disability. The AHEAD
Program Domains (2021) suggest that DRO profes-
sionals should advise and educate the campus com-
munity about disability and inclusive practices and
provide services, strategies, and accommodations to
mitigate the barriers faced by students with disabili-
ties. Greater exposure to and experience with college
students with intellectual disability enhances DRO
professionals’ capacity to achieve both of these goals.

Additionally, a lack of engagement with DROs
may eliminate students’ opportunities for self-advoca-

cy. DROs offer students with disabilities the opportu-
nity to advocate for needed accommodations through
the self-knowledge and self-identification process
(Barnard-Brak et al., 2010; Bruce & Aylward, 2021;
Yeager et al., 2022). While in college, these skills
have applications within the academic environment,
but these skills are also critical for accessing needed
accommodations in future workplaces. Regardless of
whether they are enrolled in a dedicated program or
not, interactions with the DRO offer students with in-
tellectual disability the opportunity to articulate their
specific needs and advocate for their rights under
Sections 504 and the Americans with Disabilities Act
(Olson, 2021).

Conversely, when dedicated programs are present,
DRO staff may also defer to program staff, allowing
program staff to provide accommodations or serve in
capacities typically within the DRO purview. This de-
ferment can create confusion regarding roles and re-
sponsibilities. Baker et al. (2018) suggest, “partnering
with this group [i.e., DRO] will allow you to ensure
that ODS [DRO] provides the same accommodations
to PSE program students as they do for typically en-
rolled students with a disability” (p. 24), which is an
important goal for dedicated programs. Often, the pro-
vision of accommodations is necessary but not suffi-
cient to meet the academic support needs of students
with intellectual disability (Grigal et al., 2014). Re-
spectful conversations about what can and should be
provided by the DRO and what is better addressed by
dedicated program staff, as well as shared responsibil-
ities, can ensure appropriate accommodations will be
paired with needed individualized supports.

Clearing Up Confusion About Accommodations
Eligibility

In some instances, students not possessing a stan-
dard high school diploma may have led to concerns
about whether they were “otherwise qualified” for
college courses and resulted in confusion as to the ap-
propriate accommodations or eligibility for academ-
ic accommodations in college-level courses (Sassu,
2018). In addition, many students with intellectual
disability may have enrollment variations, such as not
matriculating toward a standard degree but instead
seeking their credentials from the dedicated program
as a non-degree-seeking student. Such variations can
affect how DROs perceive students’ needs and access
to accommodations. For example, a respondent in the
present study stated, “All students are enrolled in a
specialized learning certificate program, outside of the
DS office [DRO], and are not traditionally admitted.”

The higher likelihood of students with intellec-
tual disability auditing courses, rather than taking
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courses for credit, can further complicate the DRO’s
role in determining and arranging academic accom-
modations. This complication is highlighted by one
respondent’s comment: “Our college has a program
specifically developed for students with intellectual
disability. The only time they register with the Dis-
ability Office is if they are taking the course as a ma-
triculated student.” While this explanation may be an
accurate description of the practices employed at that
institution, it does not mean students with intellectual
disability have to be enrolled for credit to seek DRO
services. Students with intellectual disability enrolled
as auditing students are eligible for DRO services
(AHEAD, 2012).

Supports to Access DRO Processes and Services

DRO professionals were asked about the avail-
ability of additional support for students with in-
tellectual disability from a list of four typical DRO
processes and three typical DRO services. Responses
were broken down by those with a dedicated program
and those without. About a quarter of respondents
from IHEs with a dedicated program indicated that
additional support for students with intellectual dis-
ability was provided by both DRO staff and dedicated
program staff for both processes and services. This
evidence of collaboration between the dedicated pro-
grams and DRO staff is encouraging, as DRO per-
sonnel typically have support networks in place on
campuses that can be an asset to dedicated programs,
especially during program development (May, 2023;
Plotner & Marshall, 2014). This collaboration was
also evident in some respondents’ comments, such as
“DRO and program staff collaborate to offer orien-
tations and supports for other on-campus events for
students with IDD” and, “The Director of the DRO
office also oversees the coordinator of the dedicated
program, so the DRO office and dedicated program
are very connected.”

More respondents at IHEs with a dedicated pro-
gram than respondents at IHEs with no dedicated
program indicated additional supports were avail-
able, from either the DRO staff or both the DRO staff
and program staff, to assist students with intellectual
disability to engage in DRO processes. This finding
suggests that the presence of a dedicated program on
a campus leads to more support available for students
with intellectual disability, including more support
from the DRO. At IHEs without a dedicated program,
respondents frequently reported that no additional
support was provided in the areas of DRO process-
es. However, it was encouraging that more than two-
fifths of respondents indicated DRO staff provided
additional support for students with intellectual dis-

ability related to the DRO interactive processes, even
when there was no dedicated program.

Respondents at IHEs without a dedicated pro-
gram indicated a range of services were provided to
students with intellectual disability, with several men-
tioning weekly check-ins and others outlining support
to develop self-advocacy skills and case management
support as well. This suggests DROs are increasingly
serving students with intellectual disability in some
capacity, providing all typical services as appro-
priate. There was also an indication that additional
services may be offered by some DROs. For exam-
ple, several respondents indicated they had weekly
meetings/check-ins with students, with respondent
comments providing more detail: “We intentionally
create weekly meetings. Even though this is beyond
our scope, we do everything we can to ensure safety
and engagement.”

Campus-Wide Support Availability

Campus-wide supports were those offered by en-
tities outside of the DRO or a dedicated program and
included academic coaching, career services, coun-
seling, faculty mentoring, peer mentoring, tutoring,
and use of the writing center. Availability of these
supports was reported by a majority of respondents
regardless of the presence of a dedicated program,
except for faculty and peer mentoring. When differ-
entiating between those with and without a program,
reports of availability remained similar (with less than
a 5-percentage point difference) with two specific ex-
ceptions: peer mentoring availability and access to the
writing center or tutoring. For those with a dedicated
program, peer mentoring had greater availability as a
campus support. This is likely due to the prevalence
of peer mentors being used as a support in dedicated
programs. Peer mentors are typically college or uni-
versity students who foster inclusion through peer-
to-peer engagement in a variety of campus contexts.
They may offer academic, social, or independent liv-
ing support to help students with intellectual disabili-
ty succeed in postsecondary education.

Data from the TPSID programs reflects signifi-
cant use of peer mentors, with programs having up to
150 mentors on a campus, and these students offering
an average of 230 hours of support annually for each
student with an intellectual disability enrolled in the
TPSID programs (Grigal et al., 2025). However, a
third of respondents with no dedicated program also
reported that peer mentors were available, indicating
this type of support may be emerging outside of a
dedicated program.

The second difference in campus support avail-
ability noted between programs with and without a
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dedicated program was access to the writing center
and tutoring. DRO respondents without dedicated
programs indicated greater access to these types of
supports, though the difference was only about 10 per-
centage points higher than those with a dedicated pro-
gram. These supports are available to all students, with
or without disability, and the use of these types of cam-
pus supports fosters greater knowledge of the presence
of students with intellectual disability on campus and
creates opportunities for the staff and students working
in these offices to understand the needs of college stu-
dents with intellectual disability. Use of these offices
on campuses with dedicated programs was somewhat
lower but still substantial. This finding aligns with
those from the TPSID model demonstration programs;
85% of those dedicated programs offered enrolled stu-
dents with intellectual disability access to tutoring ser-
vices, indicating the use of this campus support was
prevalent. What was not clear from our findings was
whether access to these campus supports was facilitat-
ed by the DRO on campuses with dedicated programs
or if program staff directed students to these support
systems without interacting with the DRO.

Implications for Practitioners

With the growth of dedicated postsecondary edu-
cation programs for people with intellectual disability
throughout the country, there is a corresponding need
for DRO professionals to understand their role both
with the dedicated program staff and with the individ-
ual students with intellectual disability. DRO profes-
sionals can expand their awareness of serving students
with intellectual disability by engaging with dedicated
postsecondary programs directly to learn more about
the supports in place and areas for collaboration, and
through professional development opportunities avail-
able through organizations such as AHEAD or the
Postsecondary Disability Training Institute. AHEAD’s
updated white paper concurs, suggesting disabili-
ty resource professionals learn more about inclusive
postsecondary education and build relationships with
others interested in these practices (Levins et al., 2025).
Similarly, dedicated program staff must also continue
to advance their knowledge and understanding of the
supports and services offered by DRO, as well as what
is available campus-wide from other offices, to best
support students with intellectual disability to utilize
these services more readily.

Our findings reflect that at colleges and universi-
ties without a dedicated program, students with intel-
lectual disability were more likely to receive support
from the DRO and other campus offices, such as the
writing center, tutoring center, or from TRIO ser-
vices. Colleges and universities with dedicated pro-

grams should review their existing use of the DRO
and other campus services, and whenever possible,
expand student use of established supports. This en-
sures dedicated program staff are not supplanting ex-
isting services on campus. Collaborating with these
other support structures also provides the opportunity
for staff in these offices to learn more about the goals
of the dedicated programs and effective support for
enrolled college students with intellectual disability.
Additionally, dedicated program professionals can
capitalize on the DRO staff’s expertise in accommo-
dations, strategies for self-disclosure, and knowledge
of campus resources. Further, dedicated program staff
can share their expertise in serving students with in-
tellectual disability with other campus departments to
build capacity for meeting these students’ needs.

Implications for Research

There is considerable room for additional research
exploring the role and relationship between dedicat-
ed programs for students with intellectual disability
and DROs. It can be very difficult to assess the ex-
tent to which students with intellectual disability are
enrolled on college campuses and receiving services
from the DRO. There is no current federal data source
reflecting the level of enrollment of college students
with intellectual disability. The DRO staff can only
know about college students who have sought ac-
commodations from their office. Therefore, addition-
al research with colleges and universities outside of
the DRO purview could potentially solicit additional
information about the level of enrollment of people
with intellectual disability in colleges and universi-
ties without dedicated programs.

Part of the challenge with this issue is that stu-
dents are not required to self-identify either as having
a disability when applying to college or at the disabili-
ty resource office. Ensuring student privacy regarding
their personal disability information is critical. How-
ever, without any data on the enrollment of individ-
uals with intellectual disability, it becomes difficult
for the Department of Education or other potential
funders of research to understand the level of need for
additional services, supports, and research on college
students with intellectual disability. Smaller samples
for future research on engagement with DROs could
focus on approved comprehensive transition and
postsecondary (CTP) programs approved by Federal
Student Aid, as these programs are specifically de-
signed to enroll students with intellectual disability.
Students’ perspectives are an additional line of need-
ed research. Qualitative research studies, as well as
participatory action research, could help shed light on
students’ lived experiences, the issues that matter to
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them, and discern how DRO and other campus sup-
ports are sufficient or effective in helping them learn.

Limitations

This study had several limitations that must be
acknowledged. First, the study relied on self-reported
data and therefore may not be fully reflective of how
students with intellectual disability are supported to
access higher education at respondents’ institutions
and the presence of a dedicated program. Addition-
ally, there are many more potential respondents from
institutions with dedicated programs for students with
intellectual disability than those included in the sam-
ple (and potentially more respondents from institu-
tions without a dedicated program), suggesting these
responses may not be representative of the full array
of program offerings at institutions across the nation.
Third, it is possible some respondents may not have
understood the terms used in the survey. For example,
although we made every effort to provide definitions,
there may have been a misunderstanding about the
definition of intellectual disability and what consti-
tuted a dedicated program, and therefore, some ques-
tions may have been answered incorrectly. Fourth,
the analysis of data was complicated somewhat by
high numbers of “don’t know” or skipped responses.
Almost a quarter of respondents indicated that they
did not know about documentation requirements for
students with intellectual disability, and three respon-
dents did not know if there was a dedicated program
on their campus. This finding suggests that some
DRO professionals may not know about processes
in place for supporting students with intellectual dis-
ability. Thus, there is the potential for some survey
responses to reflect inaccuracy. Finally, we did not
collect demographic information regarding the years
of experience the responding DRO professionals had
in their positions, so we are unable to discern if this
information may have impacted results.

Conclusion

Continued expansion of dedicated postsecond-
ary programs for students with intellectual disability
through federal and state investments requires col-
leges and universities to continue to explore, differ-
entiate, and clarify how these dedicated programs and
DROs need to work together. Our findings demon-
strate that the presence of a dedicated program pro-
vides college students with intellectual disability with
amplified support both from the dedicated program
staff and from the DRO office. However, our find-
ings also demonstrate that there is greater capacity
for support outside of the DRO that some dedicated

programs may not be utilizing to their full extent. It is
evident that DRO professionals working in colleges
and universities without a dedicated program seek to
meet the needs of students with intellectual disability.
Without the structured supports and services offered
by the dedicated program staff, though, some supports
are limited. Continued collaboration, communication,
and reflection about the practices that best serve col-
lege students with intellectual disability are necessary.
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