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Students with Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities in 
Postsecondary Education:

From the Editor

Federal legislation (e.g., Higher Education Op-
portunity Act of 2008, PL 110-315), program sup-
port (e.g., Transition and Postsecondary Programs for 
Students with Intellectual Disability [TPSID], United 
States Department of Education), and national orga-
nizations (e.g., The Arc, Think College) have made it 
possible for individuals with intellectual disabilities 
(ID) to participate in and benefit from postsecondary 
education (Kleinert, Jones, Sheppard-Jones, Harp, & 
Harrison, 2012; Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, 
& Shaver, 2010). Until recently, what was merely 
a dream for many individuals with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD), and their parents, 
now students with ID have access to higher education 
in nearly every state in the nation. 

The Association on Higher Education and Dis-
ability’s (Thompson, Weir, & Ashmore, 2010) policy 
statement on post secondary education for students 
with ID, and how these students have the potential 
to intersect with dis ability services offices, provides 
facts for postsecond ary institutions, and key disabili-
ty services issues. 

Numerous programs for students with intellectual 
disabilities currently exist in a variety of postsec-
ondary educational settings. While Disability Ser-
vices profes sionals do not usually operate such 
programs, we are in a unique position profes-
sionally to inform institutional decisions to de-
sign and implement programs that are welcoming 
and inclusive for students with ID. Where such 
programs already exist on a campus, Disabil ity 
Service professionals can work with the program 
staff to determine how students with ID can ac-
cess accommodations and other resources of their 
offices. AHEAD, in partnership with the Institute 
for Commu nity Inclusion and ThinkCollege.net, 
will continue to provide its members with guid-
ance on how to support and facilitate the full par-
ticipation of students with ID in postsecondary 
educational settings. (p. 1)

This special issue of the Journal of Postsecondary 
Education and Disability (JPED) focuses on students 
with IDD and their participation in higher education. 
The lead article examines the use of a coaching model 
to support the academic success and social inclusion 
of students with ID in community and technical col-

lege settings. Xueqin Qian, David Johnson, and 
Jean Echternacht (University of Minnesota-Twin 
Cities) and Emily Clary (Minnesota Communi-
ties Caring for Children), in a study funded by the 
U.S. Department of Education, found that students 
considered the two most valuable components of a 
coaching program to be the development of a positive 
student-coach relationship, and the “open door” pol-
icy in which students could drop in on their coaches. 
This flexibility in scheduling fostered rapport build-
ing between students and their coaches and allowed 
students to receive individualized supports as need-
ed. In the next article, Andrew Scheef (University 
of Idaho), Brenda Barrio, Marcus Poppen, Don 
McMahon, and Darcy Miller (Washington State 
University) share a study on exploring barriers for fa-
cilitating work experience opportunities for students 
with ID who were enrolled in postsecondary educa-
tion programs.  In a sequential mixed methods study, 
the authors identified common barriers for these stu-
dents’ paid work experiences including transportation 
issues, employer perceptions of the abilities of people 
with disabilities, inadequate number of staff hours to 
support students in the workplace, and finding time in 
the students’ schedule. 

In the third article, a study on inclusive commu-
nity service among college students with and without 
ID is presented. Alexandra Manikas, Erik Car-
ter, and Jennifer Bumble (Vanderbilt University) 
share how students with and without ID worked to-
gether to jointly plan a community service project, 
carry it out, and reflect upon their experiences. The 
authors present ways for structured, inclusive service 
experi ences to be incorporated more fully into the 
collegiate experience for students with ID. In the next 
article, Douglas Allen Roberts, Matthew Herring, An-
drew Roach (Georgia State University) and Anthony 
Plotner (University of South Carolina) share their re-
search on the physical activity in inclusive postsec-
ondary education for students with ID. Since people 
with ID are more than twice as likely to be obese than 
people without ID, these authors examine the inclu-
sion of fitness and exercise components in the context 
of inclusive postsecondary education programs with-
in the United States 

The fifth article examines promoting employee 
handbook comprehension for postsecondary students 
with ID and Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD). 
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Stephanie Devine, Joshua Baker, Mona Na sir-
TuckTuck, and Ryan Wennerlind (University of Ne-
vada, Las Vegas) investigated the effects of an adapted 
employee handbook paired with systematic prompting 
on text comprehension with postsecond ary students 
with mild to moderate ID and ASD. The results demon-
strated a significant increase in the ability of students 
to answer comprehension questions based on an adapt-
ed employee handbook. In the final research article, 
Kimberly Miller, Stuart Schleien, Adrienne White, 
and Lalenja Harrington (University of North Caro-
lina Greensboro) explored parent perspectives on the 
outcomes of an inclusive postsecondary education ex-
perience for students with IDD. Their data identified 
several themes including desired outcomes (e.g., devel-
opment of independent living, career, and social skills, 
inclusion) and perceived outcomes (e.g., increased lev-
els of social involvement, perceptions of self, and inde-
pendent living skills). 

The issue concludes with two practice briefs, the 
first on teaching people with an ID about their disabil-
ities. Natasha Spassiani (Edinburgh Napier Uni-
versity, United Kingdom) introduces an innovative 
curriculum designed to provide students with an ID 
with a high quality postsecondary education that may 
better equip them when transitioning from the educa-
tion sector to employment and independent living. In 
the second practice brief, Joanne Caniglia and Yvonne 
Michali (Kent State University) describe a postsec-
ondary transition program for students with ID that in-
corporates financial literacy content taught through the 
lens of self-determination theory. 

In this issue we also recognize the contributions 
of JPED reviewers to the postsecondary disability ser-
vices/studies literature. The contributions of these pro-
fessional educators to the literature are highly valued 
and much appreciated. Nina du Toit, from Cape Pen-
insula University of Technology (South Africa) was 
recognized at the AHEAD conference as the 2018 Re-
search Review Board Reviewer of the Year; and, Anne 
Osowski, College of Charleston, was recognized as 
the 2018 Practice Brief Review Board Reviewer of the 
Year. Congratulations!

The editorial team and review boards associated 
with the JPED are proud to provide this special issue 
on IDD in postsecondary education with the intent 
that it will inform the disability services community 
as they work this this unique population of students 
on our campuses. 

Roger D. Wessel, Ph.D.
Executive Editor
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The Use of a Coaching Model to Support the Academic 
Success and Social Inclusion of Students with Intellectual 
Disabilities in Community and Technical College Settings
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1  University of Minnesota-Twin Cities; 2  Minnesota Communities Caring for Children

Abstract

The enrollment of students with intellectual disabilities in postsecondary education has increased steadily 
over the past three decades. This growth has been catalyzed by federal legislation (i.e., the Higher Edu-
cation Oppor tunity Act of 2008), advocacy, public acknowledgment that individuals with intellectual dis-
abilities have the capacity to successfully participate in postsecondary education programs, and changing 
parental expectations. Although many colleges and universities have mentoring programs, few studies have 
explored the influence of a formal mentoring approach utilizing paid professional staff as coaches. This 
paper presents findings from qualitative interviews with 39 students with intellectual disabilities who par-
ticipated in a five-year demonstration project entitled Transition and Postsecondary Programs for Students 
with Intellectual Disabilities (TPSID). This project, rooted in the Check & Connect mentoring model , was 
conducted in partnership with the Disability Ser vices offices of two community and technical colleges in 
the Upper Midwest. Students considered the two most valuable components of the coaching program to 
be the development of a positive student-coach relationship and the “open door” policy in which students 
could drop in on their coaches without an appointment. This flexi bility in scheduling fostered rapport build-
ing between students and their coaches and allowed students to receive individualized supports as needed. 
According to the students, the positive aspects of the program included their improved academic success 
and increased academic motivation and engagement. Several recommendations with implications for future 
coaching models and strategies are also provided. 

Keywords: Coaching, intellectual disability, postsecondary education

The nature of work in our society is undergoing 
dramatic changes. For students with and without 
disabilities, obtaining a college degree or an indus-
try-recognized credential is necessary to obtain em-
ployment that affords the individual future career 
advancement and a livable wage (National Research 
Center for Career and Technical Education, n.d.). It is 
estimated that by 2020, 65% of all jobs will require 
some postsecondary education (PSE) and training, 
up from 28% in 1973 (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 
2013). Education and healthcare, some of the fast-
est growing occupations, have the highest demand 
for postsecondary education, with over 80% of their 
workers currently required to have formal PSE and 
training for their positions. 

PSE institutions are ideal places to provide stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities (ID) with oppor-

tunities to develop skills needed in the competitive 
job market (Grigal, Weir, Hart, & Opsal, 2013; Smith, 
Grigal, & Sulewski, 2012). Migliore, Butterworth, 
and Hart (2009) found that youth who participated in 
both PSE and received vocational rehabilitation (VR) 
services were 26% more likely to exit PSE with paid 
jobs than those who only received VR services. PSE 
is linked not only to improved employment opportu-
nities but also to better health outcomes, better social 
networking skills, increased independence, and im-
proved self-advocacy skills (Hart, Grigal, Sax, Marti-
nez, & Will, 2006; Thoma et al., 2011). One possible 
explanation as to  why PSE improves employment 
outcomes for students with ID is that college experi-
ences expand students’ social networks, which often 
leads to increased employment opportunities (Hart et 
al., 2006; Hughson, Moodie, & Uditsky, 2006).
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Over the past two decades, there has been grow-
ing interest in connecting students with ID to PSE op-
portunities. A 2010 study revealed that the number of 
students with ID who reported ever having enrolled 
in PSE increased 20% over fifteen years, from 8% 
in 1990 to 28% in 2005 (Newman, Wagner, Came-
to, Knokey, & Shaver, 2010). The increasing enroll-
ment of students with ID in PSE has been attributed 
to many factors: increased professional and public 
awareness and advocacy regarding the benefits of 
PSE for students with ID participating in PSE; great-
er acceptance that students with ID have the capac-
ity to successfully participate in PSE programs; the 
influence of federal legislation (e.g., Americans with 
Disabilities Act, Higher Education Opportunity Act) 
which supports students access to and participation in 
PSE; and raised expectations from parents for their 
child’s participation in PSE (Hart et al., 2006; Thoma 
et al., 2011). Despite  increased enrollment, students 
with ID continue to experience some of the poorest 
PSE outcomes and the majority of students with ID 
do not complete their degrees (Sanford et al., 2011). 

Challenges Faced by Students with Intellectual 
Disabilities in College

Although increasing numbers of individuals with 
ID are enrolling in PSE, the extent to which they 
ac cess regular academic courses, participate in so-
cial activities and events on campus with students 
without disabilities, and successfully complete pro-
grams of study and graduate with a meaningful exit 
credential (i.e., degree or certificate) are not as well 
understood. When students with ID transition from 
high school to college, they are shifting from an en-
vironment in which services and supports are orga-
nized and man aged by schools on behalf of students 
to an environ ment in which students must assume 
the responsibil ity for their success by seeking out the 
services and supports they need on their own. Stu-
dents with ID are often unprepared for this dramatic 
change. As a result, they may experience significant 
academic dif ficulty, failure, and social isolation in 
college, often resulting in them dropping out. In one 
study, Cher if, Adams, Movahedzadeh, Martyn, and 
Dunning (2014) interviewed 190 faculty members 
from two- and four-year colleges about why students 
with and without disabilities fail courses or drop out 
of col lege. Students’ lack of basic foundational ac-
ademic skills (e.g., mathematics, writing, reading 
compre hension), inability to manage their academic 
work load and maintain effective study habits, and in-
ability to meet deadlines were cited as the primary 
reasons that students dropped out.

Additionally, many students with ID may lack 
specific skills essential for navigating the PSE envi-
ronment, such as social, communication, and deci-
sion-making skills. These skills are often referred to 
as self-determination (SD) skills. Wehmeyer and Lit-
tle (2005) defined SD behavior as “volitional actions 
that enable one to act as the primary causal agent in 
one’s life and to maintain or improve one’s quality of 
life” (p. 117). This contemporary view of self-deter-
mination has evolved from earlier research and theo-
ry development on motivation and self-determination 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 1987). This research stresses that 
individuals strive to develop a sense of autonomy and 
control over their lives and this is realized through the 
choices and decisions one has control over to self-di-
rect their life experiences. This view also recogniz-
es that there are social, cultural, and environmental 
factors that undermine an individual’s autonomy and 
control thus, inhibiting their sense of initiative, com-
petence, and confidence in acting on their own vo-
lition (Deci & Ryan, 1987). Historically, individuals 
with ID have been viewed as limited in their capacity 
to exercise choice and control over their lives. Con-
sequently, throughout their lives parents, teachers and 
other professionals have assumed the role of making 
choices and decisions on their behalf. Postsecondary 
education environments, however, require that all 
students, including students with ID assume primary 
responsibility for self-directing their college experi-
ence.  One of the goals of the TPSID project was to 
have the coaches work with the students in assuming 
higher levels of autonomy in making decisions and 
choices regarding their academic programs, types of 
social engagement at the colleges, community living 
arrangements, and other aspects of college life. 

Examples of SD-related skills are goal-setting, 
problem solving, self-regulation, and self-advocacy. 
Research has shown that these skills are associat-
ed with positive post-school outcomes but are often 
lacking in students with disabilities (Chambers et 
al., 2007; Shogren, Wehmeyer, Palmer, Rifenbark, & 
Little, 2015; Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003). Such skills 
are key to ensuring that students receive the services 
and supports they need to successfully participate in 
their programs of study and attain a degree or certifi-
cate (Izzo & Lamb, 2002; Shogren & Plotner, 2012). 
Without these SD-related skills, the requirements and 
demands of the PSE environment challenge students 
with disabilities’ ability successfully manage and 
complete their programs of study.

Many students with ID not only face academic 
challenges when enrolled at PSE institutions, but also 
face administrative and systemic barriers. Thoma 
(2013) gathered information from program coordina-
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tors who managed PSE programs for students with 
ID. In her research, program coordinators and staff 
described challenges in navigating university policies 
and the different organizational and cultural environ-
ments of the systems that support students with ID. 
Other barriers identified included: PSE programs for 
students with ID tend to be  located in remote and 
isolated areas on campus; PSE programs for students 
with ID are difficult to sustain; and PSE administra-
tors generally fail to buy into the value of these pro-
grams and to officially recognize students with ID as 
traditional students (Thoma, 2013). Researchers also 
noted the difficulty of providing holistic services that 
meet the diverse needs and capacities of each stu-
dent (Hart et al., 2006; Thoma, 2013). Many of these 
systems-level barriers prevent students with ID from 
accessing PSE resources and integrating successfully 
into the campus community. 

Coaching and Mentoring Programs in Post-
secondary Settings

Despite limited research on the use of coaches 
(also referred to as mentors in some studies) to sup-
port students with disabilities in PSE settings, coach-
ing has been a common support service strategy for 
students with and without disabilities in college and 
university settings (Ryan, 2014). Previous studies 
have revealed that mentoring programs for students 
with disabilities in community and technical col-
lege settings are asso ciated with a variety of bene-
fits (Blumberg & Daley, 2009; Dillon, 2007; Jones 
& Goble, 2012; Quaye & Harper, 2014). For exam-
ple, the Career and Commu nity Studies program at 
the College of New Jersey supplemented program 
staffing with peer coaches who provided social and 
academic support for students with ID. Coaches were 
recruited from student associations (e.g., Best Bud-
dies, sororities, Sports Club) and under graduate and 
graduate classes, who attended classes and social ac-
tivities alongside their peer student men tees with ID 
(Blumberg & Daley, 2009). 

Studies have documented benefits of mentoring 
programs for both mentors and mentees. Baier, Mark-
man, and Pernice-Duca (2016) found that freshmen 
perceived mentoring as supportive and positively as-
sociated with their intent to finish college. Although 
participants in this study were students without dis-
abilities, it is likely that providing mentoring to 
stu dents with ID will also increase retention and aca-
demic/social inclusion. Many mentors supporting 
students with ID in PSE settings have experienced 
satisfying relationships with and an increased be-
lief in the capabilities of their mentees (Blumberg & 
Daley, 2009). Jones and Goble (2012) identified the 

following strategies for creating effective mentoring 
programs on university campuses for students with 
ID: (1) develop effective systems for communication 
among support services offices, faculty members, 
mentors, and students; (2) maintain high expectations 
for students; (3) encourage student independence; 
and (4) prioritize students’ social participation.

The Study Context and Goals
The present study was conducted as part of a 

five-year, federally-funded Transition and Postsec-
ondary Programs for Students with Intellectual Dis-
abilities (TPSID) demonstration project. Primary 
objectives of this project included increasing stu-
dent participation in regular college courses as well 
as certificate and degree programs (U.S. Department 
of Education, 2011).

The current demonstration project was conducted 
in partnership with the Disability Service (DS) offic-
es on two rural community and technical colleges in 
the Upper Midwest. Each college is located in a com-
munity of approximately 20,000 individuals. Both 
sites offer a broad range of 2-year associate degrees 
and certificate programs in technical fields such as 
manufacturing, construction, healthcare, automo-
tive, and other trades. In addition, both colleges offer 
ex tracurricular activities. Neither school offers on-
cam pus housing. The enrollment at each college is ap-
proximately 6,000 students, including students with 
and without disabilities. Roughly half of the students 
at each college enroll full-time. Students of color 
comprise 10%-13% of the student population at each 
college. Both colleges have more than twenty years 
of experience providing educational and vocational 
training opportunities for students with ID. Since the 
mid-1980s, both colleges have operated Occupational 
Skills Programs, which are nine-month programs that 
provide an opportunity for students with ID to partici-
pate in technical education programs, learn functional 
adult living skills, and engage in community-based 
employment opportunities.

The DS office at each of the community and 
technical college settings served as the first point of 
contact for students with ID. While it was not the re-
sponsibility of the DS offices to operate the coaching 
project, DS professionals served a key role in consult-
ing with project coaches on institutional policies and 
procedures concerning project implementation, and 
in working with the coaches in determining how stu-
dents can access accommodations and other resourc-
es of their office. Students most often received DS 
assistance in determining specific accommodations 
when attending classes (e.g., recording lectures, al-
lowing additional time to complete in class assign-
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ments, opting for oral exams, etc.) and receiving DS 
services outside of class (e.g., academic tutoring, pre-
paring course materials in alternate formats, testing in 
a room with limited distractions. etc.). 

Check and Connect Mentoring Model
The Check and Connect (C&C) mentoring model 

was the primary intervention implemented in this TP-
SID project. The underlying theory and strategies of 
this model are consistent with an individual support 
model and person-centered planning (Grigal, Dwyre, 
& Davis, 2006; Kaehne & Beyer, 2014), in which ser-
vices are based on students’ individual needs. C&C is 
a relationship-based, data-driven mentoring program 
designed to assist students with and without disabili-
ties with relationship building, problem-solving, and 
capacity building, rooted in the resilience framework 
(Christenson, Stout, & Pohl, 2012). The primary role 
of the C&C mentor is to regularly “check” on student 
progress and, as needed, “connect” them with need-
ed support services and assistance. Each C&C coach 
worked with a caseload of 25-30 students concurrent-
ly. C&C met the evidence criteria of the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education’s What Works Clearinghouse as 
a mentoring intervention that positively affects high 
school students’ persistence in school (What works 
Clearing House, 2006, 2015). Several efficacy trials 
of C&C for high school students have shown positive 
effects on student attendance, academic performance, 
and persistence in school (Maynard, Kjellstrand, & 
Thompson, 2014; Sinclair, Christenson, Evelo, & 
Hurley, 1998; Sinclair, Christenson, & Thurlow, 
2005). C&C has been widely adopted across the 
country at the state and local levels. 

Recently, C&C has been implemented in sever-
al postsecondary settings. A recent program imple-
mented by Regional Opportunity Initiatives (2016) 
in collaboration with Ivy Tech Community College 
in Bloomington, Indiana used C&C coaches from a 
community college to support at-risk students and 
prepare them for pathways into technical certifica-
tions, associate degrees, and other PSE programs. In 
another study, Johnson and Stout (2011) implement-
ed the C&C model in two community and technical 
colleges in Minnesota and Kentucky. Participants in 
this study were students with disabilities and other 
students identified as being at risk of not completing 
their two-year program. Results of the study found 
that students who received the C&C intervention 
passed more courses, maintained a higher GPA, and 
experienced better retention than students in the com-
parison group.

Coaches in the  project were three full-time, paid 
professional staff, funded by the TPSID grant. These 

coaches received training on the theories underlying 
C&C, the concept of student engagement, how to im-
plement C&C, and how to align the project coaching 
services with DS at the two community and techni-
cal colleges. Trainers from the University of Min-
nesota provided guidance on how to use the C&C 
monitoring form to track student progress. They also 
instructed coaches on how to develop an individ-
ualized program plan with problem-solving strate gies 
based on data collected from the student’s data mon-
itoring form. The data monitoring form is used in all 
C&C applications to track and record students’ class 
attendance, academic progress, challenges they are 
experiencing academically and socially, and spe cific 
intervention plans to address the challenges). Trainers 
embedded the principles of universal design (Scott, 
McGuire, & Foley, 2003), SD (Chambers et al., 2007) 
and person-centered planning (Neubert & Redd, 2008; 
O’Brien & O’Brien, 2000) into the pro gram. Although 
students’ needs varied, overall, the services focused on 
the following: participation in regular courses, social 
inclusion, independent living, and career exploration 
and post-program employment (Johnson & Echter-
nacht, 2016). Two supervisors, one on each campus, 
provided ongoing supervision for the coaches.

Purpose of the Present Study
Most studies of the experiences of students with 

disabilities in PSE settings have used data from sur-
veys and interviews with PSE faculty, staff, and ad-
ministrators instead of data gathered from students 
directly (Thoma et al., 2011). This qualitative study, 
based on interviews with students with ID, presents 
student perceptions of how mentoring influenced 
their PSE experiences. Specifically, it addressed the 
following questions:

1. What were the key components of the mento-
ring services received?

2. What program characteristics were valued the 
most by the students?

3. What were the perceived benefits of the 
coaching services?

Method

This was a phenomenological qualitative study 
based on interviews of students with ID enrolled in 
two community and technical colleges. The phenom-
enological research aims to understand a phenomenon 
as it is experienced by those most directly involved 
(Creswell, 2009). In this study, the phenomenon of 
interest is the experiences of PSE students with ID 
who participated in a coaching program.
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Participants
The TPSID model demonstration project limited 

participation to students with an intellectual disabil-
ity (ID), including students with Autism Spectrum 
Disorders (ASD). The American Association on In-
tellectual and Developmental Disabilities (AAIDD) 
defined intellectual disability as characterized by sig-
nificant limitations in both intellectual functioning 
and in adaptive behavior, which covers many every-
day social and practical skills, and originates before 
the age of 18 (Schalock et al., 2010). Documentation 
of the disability was obtained through prior school re-
cords, referral from a community service agency that 
has completed a disability determination (e.g., voca-
tional rehabilitation Social Security Administration), 
or documented intellectual disability by a doctor or 
psychologist. A total of 39 students with ID and ASD 
from the two community and technical colleges sites 
participated in the study (19 males, 20 females). The 
average age of the study participants was 21 years. 
Participants in the present study were primarily cer-
tificate-seeking students with ID, with approximately 
10 students (26%) who were enrolled in degree pro-
grams, with over 90% being Caucasian. All partici-
pants lived off campus since neither college provided 
on-campus living.

These students worked with their coaches for an 
average of nine months, with student-coach relation-
ships ranging from 2-30 months in duration. Each 
coach had extensive experience working with indi-
viduals with disabilities: one had previously helped 
individuals transition from prison to communities, 
one had been a vocational rehabilitation counselor, 
and one had worked as a social worker. 

The recruitment process for the interviews about 
the TPSID program had two phases. First, the re-
searchers contacted three C&C coaches and explained 
the purpose of the study. Second, three C&C coaches 
shared information about the study with their mentees. 
Approximately 100 students who were enrolled in the 
TPSID project and were asked to participate. Students 
were told that researchers from a university were inter-
ested in learning about their experiences in the C&C 
program and those who were interested volunteered 
for the study. Two researchers traveled to the colleges 
and interviewed the students. A total of 39 students in 
the TPSID program at the time of the interview (2013) 
volunteered to participate in the interviews.

Data Collection
Two researchers with a background in qualitative 

research conducted the student interviews. An inter-
view protocol was developed that included seven sec-
tions: 

1. Background (e.g., “How long have you been 
at this college?”); 

2. Experience with coaches (e.g., “What do you 
do with your coach?”); 

3. Academic (e.g., “How are you doing in your 
classes?”); 

4. Independent living (“Where are you currently 
living?”); 

5. Social engagement (e.g., “Do you participate 
in social activities on campus?”); 

6. Vocational (“Where would you like to work 
when you finish with school?”); and 

7. Conclusion (“Do you have any other com-
ments about your experience in C&C”?). 

All interviews were recorded and later tran scribed.

Data Analysis Procedure
To assess student experiences with the program, 

the researchers engaged in an inductive analysis pro-
cess, moving from open coding to axial coding and 
then selective coding (Gilbert, 2008). Interviews were 
coded and discussed by the researchers. The first and 
second author coded 80% of the interviews side-by-
side and discussed discrepancies as they arose until 
a consensus was reached. During open coding, tran-
scribed texts were categorized into: (1) background 
information about students, and (2) student experi-
ences with the mentoring program. Then, axial coding 
across data was conducted and sub-categories were 
identified based on the transcriptions (e.g., “quality 
of relationship,” “program features”). Finally, themes 
were developed based on the sub-categories and some 
categories were merged. For example, the categories 
“multi-tiered services” and “individualized services” 
were combined since both involved tailoring services 
to meet students’ unique needs. Through this selec-
tive coding process, relationships across datasets 
were identified and refined into themed concepts. 

Results

Question 1: What Were the Key Components of 
the Coaching Services Received?

Students were asked what they discussed with 
their coaches during their coaching sessions. Analy-
sis of the student interviews revealed several themes 
including academic support, social participation, ca-
reer guidance, community living, and other supports. 
Table 1 summarizes the results, showing the most 
common types of support provided by the coaches. 
“Number of students” refers to the number of students 
who reported receiving specific types of services, and 
“Number of times mentioned” refers to how many 
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times a service area was coded. More quotes from 
students supporting all themes were summarized in 
Table 2.

Academic support. Table 1 shows that academ-
ic support was mentioned by 31 students (79%) and 
coded 82 times. Thus, it was by far the most com-
mon topic that students discussed with their coach-
es. Most significantly, several students indicated that 
their coaches worked with them to help them avoid 
dropping classes when they were overwhelmed with 
their assignments, improve their grades, and manage 
their academic workloads. For example, Adam met 
with his coach every other week for support and was 
enrolled in the degree program. He was receiving a 
scholarship to attend college, was renting an apart-
ment with his brother, and worked part-time to make 
ends meet. Pursuing a career as a teacher, he recalled: 
“I had a problem once when I wasn’t doing too well 
in class, and she [coach] helped me work with an in-
structor to pull my grade back up...and I passed.” 

Many students noted that their coaches taught 
them study and test-taking strategies and explained 
complicated or confusing assignments. The coach-
es often consulted with DS staff to identify specif-
ic accommodations and supports that would benefit 
individual students. Students also shared that their 
coaches helped them focus and stay on track with 
their schoolwork, provided constructive feedback, 
and held them accountable for completing their work. 
Several students mentioned that their coaches taught 
them how to check their grades online and stay up-to-
date with their class assignments.

Social participation. Students frequently men-
tioned that meetings with their coaches focused on 
their social participation at the college. Several stu-
dents indicated that their C&C coaches helped them 
expand their social networks and friendships across 
campus. Mark, a student in the degree program who 
lived at home with his parents, aspired to pursue a ca-
reer in music. He said: “Check and Connect actually 
has gotten me into different types of organizations. 
They’ve gotten me into TRIO [a student support pro-
gram on campus]...Then also again with the help of 
Check and Connect they have helped me become a 
member of Phi Theta Kappa.”

Many students reported that the TPSID Club was 
their primary or only social outlet on campus. The 
TPSID Club was part of the demonstration project 
in which weekly events, such as movies or game 
nights, were organized by students and/or coaches. 
It provid ed additional opportunities for students with 
ID to so cialize outside of their classes. Several stu-
dents indi cated that the club allowed them to foster 
friendships and/or that it promoted confidence and 

leadership skills. Mary, a student who was living with 
her par ents while attending the certificate program, 
said that her goal was to eventually move into a more 
indepen dent living situation with a friend. She shared 
that in the TPSID Club: “You make a lot of friends and 
find friends that like what you like to do.” Students 
also reported that their coaches helped them become 
in volved in social and recreational activities at the col-
lege with students without disabilities (see Table 2). 

Career guidance. Students varied in the amount 
of career guidance they received from their coaches. 
Some students mentioned that their coaches checked 
in with them about their current employment and fu-
ture career plans, but other students indicated that 
their coaches provided little to no career guidance be-
cause VR staff provided that support. Other students 
were encouraged by their coaches to seek career plan-
ning advice from college career guidance and coun-
seling staff.

Community living. Since both of the community 
and technical college sites did not provide housing 
on campus, most students lived at home with their 
parents or lived in independent or supervised living 
arrangements near campus. Students discussed vari-
ous aspects of community living with their coaches. 
Several students worked with their coaches to set up 
a community-based living situation during or after 
their participation in the program. Others counted on 
their coaches to help them resolve conflicts with their 
roommates, property owners, or for help to manage 
other community living-related issues. Nancy, a stu-
dent in the degree program who is a certificate pro-
gram graduate, said that she has three roommates 
and has been living with them for several years. She 
shared: “There were a couple of times where me and 
my roommates were having a fight, and then I went to 
[coach] and she helped take care of that.”

Other supports. Students received supports from 
their C&C coaches on a variety of other topics as 
well, including navigating registration, financial aid, 
and email access, and for a few students, dealing with 
anxiety, depression, or anger issues. For example, Pe-
ter, a student participating in the certificate program, 
lived with his father who was ill and commuted one 
hour to campus. He confided: 

I talked to [coach] about my depression, because 
I have some thoughts of things that I wasn’t really 
happy about...She helped me out and got me into 
counseling again just to deal with it. She really 
helped me out a lot... I’ve been doing way better.

In addition to academic strategies and supports, stu-
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dents relayed that their coaches taught them time 
management skills, organization skills, budgeting 
and financial literacy, and problem-solving skills, re-
ferred to in Table 1 as “soft skills.” Jeff is a student 
from out of state who was pursuing two degrees at the 
college. With financial support from his parents, he 
lived independently in an apartment near campus. He 
reflected on how his coach supported him: 

She [coach] tries to make sure I’m organized, 
which is an ever present battle. I have ADHD and 
dyslexia and organization is not my strong suit. 
She’s trying to make sure I’m doing my home-
work. I don’t really need someone to do that part, 
but you know but  someone on my butt does oc-
casionally help. She makes sure I’m not getting 
overwhelmed that’s a help. Sometimes she just 
listens to me vent, that’s a help. Then sometimes 
she give constructive criticism, which annoys me, 
but it’s a help. 

A few students needed extra support for the transition 
into college, so the coaches provided a welcoming 
space for them to acclimate to the new environment 
as they struggled to separate from their parents and 
begin living on their own. Several parents were, how-
ever, actively involved with their adult child with ID 
during the full course of their participation in col-
lege. Student consent for parental involvement was 
promoted by the coaches, and for some students this 
provided an important level of encouragement as well 
as support to meet their financial and housing needs.

Research Question 2: What Program Character-
istics were Valued the Most by Students?

Students were asked to identify and discuss the 
specific TPSID program characteristics and compo-
nents that they most valued during their PSE expe-
rience. Students stated that (1) the flexible meeting 
times and open-door policy and (2) the relation ship-
based approach were the most valuable compo nents 
of the program.

Flexible meeting times and open-door policy. 
Approximately 45% of the students indicated that 
they sought out their coaches for support when they 
needed help. Although students in the program typ-
ically had a scheduled weekly or biweekly meeting 
time with their coaches, many students accessed their 
coaches on an as-needed or informal, drop-in basis. 
The coaches’ “open door” policy was considered an 
asset by many of the students in the program. Eva, 
a student in the certificate program, was an English 
Language Learner who was working to gain citizen-
ship in the United States during her time in the pro-

gram. She was also pursuing her Certified Nursing 
Assistant license, and explained the value of the flex-
ible meeting schedule:

My favorite part of Check and Connect is when 
my coach tutors me when I have a hard time un-
derstanding questions. I just stop by his office 
because he has office hours anytime. He is not 
like regular teachers that has a class. I could just 
stop by anytime, and he would just help me with 
my question. If he does not understand the ques-
tion, he looks for someone else to help me. He is 
a great guy. 

Relationship-based approach. Forty percent of 
the students interviewed shared positive feedback 
about their relationship with their coach. The majori-
ty of the student comments focused on their coaches’ 
accessibility and responsiveness. Students also noted 
that their coaches would go out of their way to an-
swer questions and help them understand challeng-
ing or confusing academic material and assignments. 
Several students commented that they felt safe and 
comfortable with their coach and that they considered 
them a trustworthy support on campus. Hayley, a stu-
dent in the accounting degree program who aspired to 
be a bookkeeper, lives with her son and husband and 
explained how her coach provided her the necessary 
support to stay connected to the school while she jug-
gled many responsibilities:

She was able to calm me down and keep me from 
dropping some classes when I panicked. Turns out 
I was getting a high C in them anyways even with 
the lack of turning some of the first few things in 
because I had no idea what was going on. I would 
not have come here if it weren’t for this program. 
I did not know it existed before. It may have, but 
if I did not have a place to go that I felt safe or to 
ask questions where people understood that I am 
a little bit different from everybody else, I would 
not be here. 

Research Question 3: What did Students Report 
as the Overall Benefits of the Program?

Students were also asked in what ways the help 
they received from their coaches changed their lives. 
Students shared how their academic engagement and 
other areas of their lives were improved by their rela-
tionship with their coach. 

Improved academic performance. The greatest 
outcome of the PSE program, according to the stu-
dents, was the improvement in their academic per-
formance. Lilly, a student in the degree program, has 
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two children and shared how difficult it can be as a 
parent to find time to focus on her schoolwork. She 
shared: “Being able to sit down and work on things 
and think it through and be able to have someone to 
bounce those ideas off of and get feedback helped 
everything go so much more smoothly.” Several stu-
dents noted that their coaches helped them to avoid 
failing their classes. Other students stated that their 
school workloads were more manageable and easi-
er to understand after they began working with their 
coaches. One student mentioned that her coach helped 
her be successful in a class that she had been planning 
to drop. Another student claimed that she would have 
dropped out of school if she had not had the support 
of the program and her coach.

Increased motivation and engagement. Several 
students explained that their coaches motivated them 
to work harder in school and retain interest in college. 
One student explained that his coach connected him 
with tutoring resources and that his positive experi-
ences working with his tutors inspired him to want to 
become a tutor or a C&C coach himself.

Other benefits. The students not only benefited 
directly from program resources, but they also shared 
how their C&C coaches connected them with broader 
resources to help them navigate the college on their 
own. Ashley, a student in the degree program with a 
focus on children’s psychology, lives independently 
with her boyfriend. She mentioned: 

I like that I have somebody that I can go to if 
I’m frustrated. Before when I was at the college, 
I had nobody to help me, and I felt like I was 
always going in a circle. I didn’t feel like the 
college re ally set up a whole lot of things for stu-
dents with disabilities to be successful. It’s nice 
to have that change. 

Discussion

Our findings show that students most often en-
gaged their coaches in relation to: seeking academic 
support and guidance, looking for opportunities to 
participate in social events with students with and 
without disabilities, discussing future career goals 
and identifying community service agency staff (e.g., 
VR counselors) who could assist them in achieving 
those goals, and getting assistance to resolve com-
munity living challenges and difficulties. The two 
most valuable components of the coaching program 
as perceived by these students with ID were the flex-
ible meeting schedule and “open door” policy in 
which students could drop in on their coaches with out 
an appointment, and the development of a posi tive 

student-coach relationship. Positive outcomes of 
the coaching program included improved academ-
ic achievement and increased academic motivation 
and engagement. 

Academic Supports Provided to Students with ID
Academic support was the most frequently iden-

tified need discussed by the students during their 
coaching sessions, with 80% of students listing aca-
demic support as one of the topics discussed during 
their meetings with their coaches. The academic chal-
lenge has been identified by previous studies as one 
of the major barriers to college degree completion 
among students with ID (Cherif et al., 2014). Thus, 
one role of the coaches is to help students be prepared 
for classes by teaching them effective study habits 
and helping them understand faculty expectations re-
garding meeting course requirements. 

College and university academic support ser-
vices offered through DS offices are made available 
to students with a documented disability. However, 
students with ID may not have self-advocacy skills to 
seek out these services without assistance. Many fac-
ulty members interviewed in Cherif and colleagues’ 
study (2014) noted that many students did not ask for 
help from their instructors or advisors and did not use 
available resources such as tutoring services on cam-
pus. Based on the interviews, most of the students re-
ported being unaware of how to access DS support 
services, how to approach faculty to ask questions 
about course assignments and requirements, and how 
to independently problem solve other challenges en-
countered in the college setting. 

Self-Determination skills have been consistently 
shown to be associated with academic success and 
desired employment outcomes (Wehmeyer & Palm-
er, 2003). However, students with ID often lack these 
skills (Grigal et al., 2006; Izzo & Lamb, 2002; Na-
tional Collaborative on Workforce and Disability for 
Youth, 2015; Shogren et al., 2015). It is important 
that everyone involved with the student with ID play 
a role in coaching, teaching, and reinforcing the stu-
dent to develop SD skills (Shogren, et al., 2015). This 
can include paid coaches, peer mentors, DS staff, ac-
ademic advisers, faculty, and parents. Coaching strat-
egies like C&C can complement existing disability 
services on campus. Having a current DS and/or oth-
er college staff member or volunteer mentor provide 
a basic “check-in” on the student can help to avert 
difficulties the student may be experiencing. 
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Social Supports Provided to Students with ID
Social participation is another topic mentioned 

by most students when we asked them what they 
discussed with their coaches. Coaches used differ-
ent strategies to help students engage socially, such 
as encouraging students to participate in organized 
campus events or working with students to organize 
a movie night and invite their peers without disabil-
ities to participate.

Participating in campus events and making friends 
are very important for students with disabili ties in PSE 
institutions because one’s social network is a mark-
er of social capital (i.e., the resources an in dividual 
has access to through a network of social re lations), 
which is associated with higher rates of em ployment 
in the general population (Alder & Kwon, 2002). Yet, 
research has shown that people with ID have smaller, 
less diverse social networks than their peers without 
disabilities (Eisenman, Farley-Ripple, Culnane, & 
Freedman, 2013). In a companion study using quanti-
tative data collected by this demonstra tion project, we 
found that students with ID who par ticipated in cam-
pus events were four times more like ly to have paid 
employment while attending college (Qian, Johnson, 
Smith, & Papay, 2018). Although social participation 
is important, it has received much less scholarly and 
programmatic attention compared to providing ac-
ademic support for students with ID. We argue that 
providing services that foster social in clusion in the 
PSE setting needs to be viewed as a pri ority for PSE 
programs and that mentoring programs may be one 
way to reach this goal.

Relationship as an Essential Feature of the Coach-
ing Program

Students considered the trusting relationship they 
had with their coaches to be the most valuable com-
ponent of the C&C mentoring program. Based on our 
interviews, students seemed very comfortable sharing 
their struggles and successes with their coaches. They 
believed that their coach was genuinely interested in 
them and was committed to providing support. 

Building a nurturing and supporting relationship 
based on mutual trust is arguably an essential compo-
nent of C&C. The developers of the C&C mentoring 
model used resilience research as one of its theoreti-
cal frameworks (Christenson et al., 2012). Three de-
cades of resilience research have clearly shown that 
a strong bond to a caring adult is the most robust and 
pervasive protective factor associated with resilience 
(Masten, Cutuli, Herbers, & Reed, 2009). The find-
ings from the current study provide evidence that 
students with ID recognized the importance of such 
relationships to their resilience in the PSE setting. 

The “open-door” policy in which students could 
drop in on their coaches without an appointment cre-
ated opportunities for students and their coaches to 
develop a trusting relationship. Many students in our 
study reported that they would just drop in and say hi 
to their coach. Some of them would stop by if they 
needed someone to brainstorm some strategies with 
them. All these “quick meetings” provided many op-
portunities for students and their coaches to interact 
and get to know each other

Mentoring and Coaching are Common Strategies 
for Supporting Students in PSE Settings

Although very few empirical studies have inves-
tigated the effectiveness of using coaching and men-
toring programs to support students with ID in PSE 
settings, many colleges and universities have adopt-
ed this practice (Griffin, Wendel, Day, & McMillan, 
2016; Jones & Goble, 2012). In this study, the C&C 
coaching services complemented the DS support. 
Students were coached on how to request DS support 
services, ask appropriate questions of faculty, and 
manage their academic course schedule.  One issue 
reported by several students is related to feelings of 
anxiety and stress due to academic and social pres-
sures. For example, one student reported that she ex-
perienced anxiousness and had periodic meltdowns 
concerning her interactions with her academic pro-
gram. Knowing that she could meet her coach at any 
time throughout the school day provided tremendous 
emotional support and a safe place for the student to 
talk about her needs. The case described by the coach 
is common. Epidemiological studies have shown that 
mental health problems are prevalent among college 
students (Blanco et al., 2008) and in part, this may 
due to the increase in academic requirement and in-
crease in social connectedness (Twenge, 2000). Simi-
lar to the general student population, students with ID 
may experience emotional and mental health related 
challenges. In these situations, coaches provided re-
ferrals and communicated their concerns to the DS 
office to identify appropriate services for the student. 

Limitations
Several limitations of this study need to be ac-

knowledged. First, although all TPSID students were 
informed about this study, only half of the students 
enrolled in the program at the time of the study signed 
up for the interview. Thus, results from this study are 
based on a convenience sample and may not repre-
sent the opinions of all program participants. Hence, 
results from this study may not generalize to other 
TPSID programs. There were also limitations on the 
extent to which project staff could gather information 
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on the  student’s level of intellectual disability or the 
specific special education services students received  
in high school.  Project staff were not involved in the 
disability determination and selection of student par-
ticipants. Given the importance of student’s develop-
ment of SD skills and behaviors it would be useful 
to use a formal scale to measure student’s SD skills 
(e.g., Arc’s Self-Determination Scale, Wehmeyer & 
Kelchner, 1995). This is viewed as a limitation of the 
present study requiring project researchers to rely on 
students self-perceptions of their SD skills during the 
interviews. Finally, the current study did not docu-
ment the actual time that each student received coach-
ing. It is important that  future study designs account 
for the  frequency, length, as well as the  content of 
coaching  sessions. This detailed documentation is 
necessary to develop a better understanding of the 
coach’s role and the actual level of support required 
by students with ID.

Implications for Practice and Research
Nationally, the number of students with ID that 

are entering two-year and four-year colleges and 
universities has been increasing over the past sever-
al years. DS offices play a critical role in supporting 
these students.  DS staff are skilled in determining the 
types of support services and accommodations that 
will facilitate the student’s academic and social in-
clusion experiences on campus. This is not to suggest 
there are not additional considerations and challenges 
involved in extending support to  students with ID. 
In the TPSID project, a coach was employed to fol-
low, monitor, and engage students in their academic 
and social involvements on campus. The interviews 
conducted in this study revealed several important 
findings that provide insights into the value coaching 
plays in supporting students with ID in PSE settings. 
The C&C coaches provided  students with ID the ad-
ditional assistance  they needed to become included 
and involved in the full array of college experiences. 

There is an obvious need for further research and 
evaluation to better understand how such a “spe-
cialized” coaching approach fits within DS support 
provided to students with disabilities on college and 
university campuses. Aligning specialized services 
for students with ID with typical college processes 
is viewed as essential to enabling these students to 
participate more fully in campus life characterized by 
an authentic, inclusive college education experience 
(Grigal, Hart, & Weir, 2012; Jones & Goble, 2012). 
Questions concerning  how coaching, designed for 
students with ID, can be more broadly extended to any 
student who could benefit from relationship-based 
support also needs to be more formally investigated.

Strategies such as universal design, which em-
phasize the development of  services that benefit all 
students, rather than developing  specialized services 
for a few students also holds promise. The C&C in-
tervention model is based, in part, on the principles 
of universal design. It is based on the fundamental 
understanding that developing a trusting relationship 
between a coach and student and engaging in the pro-
cess of “checking” and “connecting” is not a practice 
exclusive to students with ID. Rather, it has much 
broader applications to potentially any student, with 
or without a disability, who may benefit from some 
level of follow-along support. In addition to paid pro-
fessional coaches, there are other ways to implement 
the basic strategies of “checking “and “connecting” 
within college and university settings. Disability Ser-
vices or other student support offices can use volun-
teer mentors in this role, student mentors from the 
PSE setting, and requesting faculty to support 1-2 
students (Hart et al., 2006; Johnson & Stout, 2011). 

The literature on the need for self-determination 
skills in higher education continues to grow as we 
look at new populations entering college and barriers 
to the use of disability services and accommodations 
(Briel & Getzel, 2014; Marshak, Wieren, Ferrell, 
Swiss, & Dugan,2010). Based on the present study, 
further research is needed to better understand the 
role of the coach in working with students with ID 
to develop their self-advocacy and self-determination 
skills. Skills such as setting goals, making choices, 
solving problems, advocating for one’s own needs 
for support, and following through on plans are skills 
that all students need to develop and demonstrate 
within the college environment. However, students 
with ID may not have developed such skills in high 
school. Determining what specific strategies coaches 
can use to help students develop the skills necessary 
to independently navigate the college environment 
is essential. For example, studies to date have found 
that having students with disabilities practice goal 
setting during mentoring sessions have helped them 
to meet academic course requirements (Finn, Getzel, 
& McManus, 2008). Coaches could also play a role in 
helping students to: develop an understanding of their 
disability in relation to accommodations they need to 
successfully participate in academic courses, learn 
how to communicate effectively with college faculty 
to understand course requirements and/or resolve po-
tential conflicts, and access support services on their 
own. Research on these and other roles a mentor can 
play in PSE is sparse. Research is needed to deter-
mine the efficacy of these strategies. 

Of further importance is the need for research to 
better understand who should serve as coaches and 
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what background, knowledge, and experience they 
need to bring to this position to effectively work with 
students with ID. Related to this is the type and level 
of professional development colleges and universities 
should invest in and make available to those who seek 
mentor positions. Research on the overall mentoring 
process in terms of its institutional responsibilities 
and level of authority to act on behalf of students is 
needed. Should the role be that of an advocate, coun-
selor, teacher, friend, and/or frontline mental health 
professional? Central to the mentor’s role is develop-
ing a positive relationship with the student to support 
and act on their behalf. As Brown, Takahashi, and 
Roberts (2010) found in their review of the literature 
on mentoring in postsecondary settings, while mento-
ring is viewed as a beneficial practice to support stu-
dents with disabilities, the evidence-based research 
on it is extremely limited. 

Conclusion

Given the influence of increased professional and 
public awareness, raised parent expectations, and sup-
porting federal and state legislation, PSE op portunities 
for students with ID have increased na tionwide. The 
complexity of conceptualizing and implementing PSE 
programs for students with ID requires an understand-
ing of the university program development process as 
well as the various rules and regulations of the uni-
versity based on law and com mon practice (Thoma, 
2013). In this TPSID project, students with ID at two 
community and technical colleges were provided 
Check & Connect coaching services. The process of 
engaging students with ID in these settings was multi-
faceted and required buy-in and involvement from ad-
ministration, faculty, and support service and DS staff. 
It began with a com mitment from leadership at the top; 
involved a cam pus–wide discussion with all faculty, 
support services staff, and administration to develop an 
understanding of the implications of moving forward 
and gain con sensus; a strategic planning process led by 
the DS of fices to identify and work through potential 
barriers and challenges to implementation; staff de-
velopment focused on understanding the educational 
needs, ca pabilities, and accommodation strategies for 
students with ID; and an evaluation process to provide 
reg ular and continuous feedback to administration and 
project implementers. There are clearly many policy 
and system-level, administrative, and programmatic 
challenges that will need to be overcome to ensure all 
students with ID have an opportunity to participate in 
inclusive PSE experiences. The present study high-
lighted the importance of providing academic, social, 
and career planning support to students with ID with 

support of the DS offices on the two campuses and by 
engaging a coach to facilitate the student’s develop-
ment of self-determination and self-advocacy skills to 
have the student assume a leadership role over their ac-
ademic program involvements and participation in col-
lege social activities. Mentoring relationships can have 
a profound impact on those involved in them as well as 
those around them. The inclusion of students with ID 
into the mainstream academic and social environment 
of campus life was a major goal of the demonstration 
project. The coach played a valued and important role 
in creating opportunities for students with ID to be in-
cluded and to be successful. 
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Table 1

Types of Support Provided by Coaches (N=39)

Content Number of Students 
(percentage)

Number of Times 
Mentioned

Academic 31 (80%) 82
Social Participation 21 (54%) 30
Career Guidance 17 (44%) 20
Community Living 11 (28%) 13
Registration 7 (18%) 8
Mental Health and Well-Being 6 (15%) 7
Soft Skills (e.g., problem solving, time management) 6 (15%) 7
Transition to PSE 4 (10%) 5
Financial Literacy Skills 4 (10%) 4
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Theme Student Quotes

Key Component of Check and Connect
Academic support I have a challenging time trying to remember things. I am good with concepts 

and studying, but when it comes to the tests I just go completely blank and 
forget everything. I’ve been working with (mentor name) on finding different 
strategies of how to overcome that challenge, studying and retaining the infor-
mation (Lilly).

Social participation When we do Check and Connect, sometimes we go out to places. That’s nor-
mally like the social type stuff or we come here for game nights or we go out to 
see a movie. (Greg)

Career Guidance [Coach] knows what I’m shooting for. I’m hoping really just to be a bookkeep-
er. I’m not looking for a tax accountant. I do have a diploma, so I can do payroll 
if I want to. This is kind of open ended. I’m not sure if I’m going to be able to 
function in a work place, but I try not to focus on that part. I just try to focus on 
using the school not just for learning but as practice, trying to get used to people 
and stuff. (Hayley)

Community Living My favorite part is that [coach] is very understanding about the stuff you go to 
her about. If you ever have a problem with anything like at the apartments I live 
at or anything, she will help you with it. She will explain it to you and stuff. She 
is very understanding. (Jeremy)

Program Characteristics Valued by Students
Flexible Meetings & 
Open Door Policy

I try not to go to [coach] all the time when I am struggling, but if I’m really 
struggling on something I’ll go to her. Some weeks I don’t go to her at all and 
other weeks I might go there once or twice. (Julie)

Relationship Based 
Approach

When I first came here, it was really hard for me to say goodbye to my parents. 
Probably every day I would start crying, because I felt like my mom would 
leave me there. I would just get really scared and sad when I think of that. I 
knew it had to be that way. [Coach] is a person if you need help with something, 
or if you are having a difficulty she’s there, and you can go to her and she’ll 
help you. She takes the time to get to know you. (Carly)

Overall Benefits
Improved academic 
performance

 I love that program [TPSID program]. I think it is very beneficial, not just to 
me but to everybody who uses it. I would very hate to see it not be here for fu-
ture years. From my perspective it has helped me abundantly succeed in school. 
Without it I don’t think I would have succeeded as much as I have. (Dylan)

Increased motivation & 
engagement

[Coach] was a big help. When I talked about when I was in a slump. It helped. 
It actually got me back interested in college. (Zach)

Table 2

Main Themes and Supporting Quotes
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Abstract

There are a multitude of benefits associated with employment, which many individuals with intellectual 
and developmental disabilities (IDDs) are not afforded due to their struggles to find and maintain work. 
These poor employment outcomes are in part being addressed by the over 240 postsecondary education 
(PSE) programs for students with IDDs that exist on college and university campuses in the U.S., many 
of which include work expe rience as a program component. A sequential mixed methods study, featuring 
a quantitative survey and qualita tive interviews, was conducted to explore barriers faced by PSE program 
staff when facilitating work experience engagements. Findings include the identification of common bar-
riers to facilitating paid work experience for students in PSE programs as being: (a) transportation issues, 
(b) employer perceptions of the abilities of people with disabilities, (c) inadequate number of staff hours to 
support students in the workplace, and (d) finding time in the students’ schedule. A discussion about these 
findings, including implications and recommendations for future research, has also been provided.

Keywords: Postsecondary education programs, intellectual disability, employment training

While youth with disabilities are susceptible to 
a multitude of undesirable post-school outcomes, 
perhaps the most salient involves employment. In-
dividuals with disabilities can be a valuable asset 
to the workforce, yet have been consistently under-
em ployed when compared to those without disabili-
ties (Butterworth, Migliore, Sulewski, & Zalewska, 
2014; U.S. Department of Labor, 2015). This is es-
pecially concerning because work is a basic human 
right that helps to shape an individual’s identity 
and understanding of self within the broader soci-
etal context (Brown & Lent, 2013; Wehman, 2011). 
Grossi, Gilbride, and Mank (2014) described work 
as “the cultural rite of passage through which one 
enters into adulthood” (p. 157). While many take for 
granted the opportunity to work even the most basic 
of jobs, people with disabilities often remain over-
looked as participants of the labor force.

In order to assist individuals with intellectual or 
developmental disabilities (IDDs) achieve life goals, 
which often times includes employment (Kumin & 

Schoenbrodt, 2015), postsecondary education (PSE) 
programs for individuals with disabilities have be-
come increasingly common on institutes of higher ed-
ucation across the U.S. (Weir, Grigal, Hart, & Boyle, 
2013). Equipped with the knowledge that paid work 
experience is an evidence-based predictor of positive 
employment outcomes for individuals with disabili-
ties (Carter, Austin, & Trainor, 2012; Mazzotti, et al., 
2015; Test et al., 2009), many programs include this 
as a program component (Grigal et al., 2015). How-
ever, due to a variety of reasons, it may be challenging 
for program personnel to provide the opportunities to 
all students who are interested.

As such, the purpose of this study was to identify 
and explore barriers faced by PSE program personnel 
who facilitate paid work experience opportunities for 
students enrolled in their programs. A survey of PSE 
program directors was administered in fall 2015 and 
follow-up interviews were conducted to gain more in-
depth understanding of potential barriers. 
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PSE Programs and Job Training
PSE programs serving students with IDDs on 

institutes of higher education have existed since the 
1970s (Neubert, Grigal, Moon, & Redd, 2001) and 
have significantly increased in numbers in recent 
years (Weir et al., 2013). Most of these programs do 
not grant higher education degrees to program partic-
ipants, but rather provide individualized special edu-
cation services to students with disabilities (Grigal, 
Hart, & Weir, 2012; Papay & Bambara, 2011; Plot-
ner & Marshall, 2014). Expected student outcomes 
vary between programs and differ from those of the 
general student population; PSE programs are not 
designed to serve as an alternative way to gain ma-
triculation for students who do not meet the general 
admittance requirements for an institute of higher ed-
ucation (Plotner & Marshall, 2014). PSE programs 
serve students on a community college, college, or 
university campus, a more age-appropriate learning 
environment for students of this age (Kleinert, Jones, 
Sheppard-Jones, Harp, & Harrison, 2012; Uditsky & 
Hughson 2012; Weir et al., 2013).

A primary goal of many PSE programs involves 
career development and increasing positive employ-
ment outcomes for students (Grigal et al., 2012; Pa-
pay & Bambara, 2011). The 2013-2014 annual report 
detailing Transition Postsecondary Education Pro-
gram for Students with Intellectual Disability (TP-
SID) programs provides encouraging data to suggest 
a measurable positive impact as a result of students 
with disabilities participating in PSE programs (Gri-
gal et al., 2015). First, this report indicates that nearly 
40% of individuals enrolled in TPSID programs were 
involved in a paid work experience. Especially en-
couraging is that 48% of these students never previ-
ously had a paid job experience, which shows the 
val ue of the programs because this type of engage-
ment is widely-regarded as a predictor of post-school 
suc cess for individuals with disabilities (Mazzotti et 
al., 2015; Test et al., 2009). However, perhaps the 
most notable employment statistic from the report 
is that 41% of students had a paying job upon exit 
from the program. These results are similar to those 
presented by Moore and Schelling (2015) who found 
that indi viduals completed a PSE program for stu-
dents with IDDs were more likely to find employ-
ment and earn higher wages than those who did not.

In order to support career development and pos-
itive employment outcomes among program par-
ticipants, the development of employment skills 
for students with IDDs is a primary focus and key 
component of many PSE programs. The importance 
of including employment training as part of a PSE 
program for individuals with IDDs is highlighted 

by results from a national survey that indicate 70% 
of families of students with IDDs and 81% of pro-
fessionals who work with youth with IDDs describe 
positive post-school employment outcomes as very 
important (Benito, 2012). Furthermore, in their sur-
vey of parents of youth with disabilities, Martinez, 
Conroy, and Cerreto (2012) found that approximate-
ly half of respondents noted a preference for PSE 
programs that have a primary focus of positive em-
ployment-related outcomes for students. This value 
of employment training as a critical feature of PSE 
programs is further emphasized by the inclusion of 
career development as the second Think College PSE 
Program Standard (Grigal, et al., 2011).

Furthermore, Griffin, McMillian, and Hodapp 
(2010) explored parent attitudes regarding PSE pro-
gram structure and came to the conclusion that “PSE 
programs should prioritize preparation for employ-
ment as the primary outcome for their students” (p. 
345). Papay and Bambara (2011) surveyed PSE pro-
gram coordinators to identify the primary purpose for 
students attending school on a college campus. They 
found that nearly all program coordinators (90%) 
identified the development of employment or voca-
tional skills as a reason for students to be on campus, 
leading them to consider the notion that “we could 
perhaps refer more accurately to programs based on 
college campuses as employment programs based in 
age-appropriate settings rather than as postsecondary 
education programs” (p. 90). 

Barriers to Paid Work Experiences in PSE Programs
While engagement in paid work experience is a 

predictor of positive post-school outcomes for indi-
viduals with intellectual and developmental disabil-
ities (Carter et al., 2012; Mazzotti et al., 2015; Test 
et al., 2009), employment specialists may struggle to 
find opportunities for their students. Factors relating 
to the PSE program structures, inter-agency collabo-
ration, the students themselves, and employers may 
contribute to the problem. 

Barriers related to PSE program structure. 
There are several programmatic barriers that make it 
challenging for PSE programs to facilitate paid work 
experience, perhaps most notably the lack of training 
and knowledge in employment supports of PSE staff. 
The 2013-2014 TPSID report (Grigal et al., 2015) de-
scribes many PSE staff as having limited knowledge 
about best practices involving customized and inte-
grated employment. Additionally, PSE program staff 
have described limited financial resources as another 
significant barrier to providing the framework nec-
essary to support the facilitation paid work experi-
ence for students (Petcu, Chezan, & Van Horn, 2015). 
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Grigal and Dwyre (2010) also identified barriers in-
volving time as a resource; some PSE programs have 
difficulty managing time for work experience due to 
the academic expectations for students. 

Barriers related to inter-agency collaboration. 
Another barrier to facilitating paid employment for 
students in PSE programs involves inter-agency col-
laboration, mostly notably with Vocational Rehabil-
itation (VR). While partnerships between PSE 
pro grams and VR can be fruitful and provide addi-
tional opportunities for students (Sheppard-Jones, 
Reilly, & Jones, 2013), there can be challenges with 
the rela tionship. PSE program coordinators surveyed 
by Pet cu et al. (2015) identified barriers such as: (a) 
a large investment of time to develop relationships 
with VR personnel, (b) lack of clarity and guidance 
regarding state VR regulations for students who are 
enrolled in a PSE program, (c) an inefficient system 
for VR re ferrals, (d) lack of interest from VR person-
nel to col laborate with PSE staff, and (e) issues in-
volving the VR payment system.  

Barriers related to student factors. In addition 
to barriers to work experience involving PSE pro-
gram staff, challenges have been identified relating 
to the students themselves. For example, Lysaght, 
Ouellette-Kuntz, and Lin (2012) explained that in-
dividuals with IDD may face workplace challenges, 
including “slower than average learning of new tasks, 
impaired memory, slow and sometimes impaired mo-
tor performance, and reluctance to change roles and 
routines” (p. 412). Petcu et al. (2015) identified addi-
tional barriers that directly involve the student as be-
ing related to “skill level, motivation, responsibility 
and accountability, difficulty in identifying realistic 
employment goals, problem behavior, and attendance 
to work” (p. 20). Although it is perhaps not a barrier 
directly related to the student, issues involving trans-
portation to and from the job site have been identified 
as a challenge when facilitating work experiences for 
students enrolled in PSE programs (Grigal & Dwyre, 
2010; Petcu et al., 2015).

In addition to barriers that involve the students di-
rectly, many students arrive to PSE programs unpre-
pared to maintain a paid employment position (Dwyre 
& Deschamps, 2013; Grigal et al., 2015). This un-
preparedness is perhaps due to a lack of training and 
awareness of employment-related best practices at 
the high school level (Dwyre & Deschamps, 2013; 
Grigal & Hart, 2010). As such, some students enter 
PSE programs with insufficient work skills and arrive 
with limited information regarding interests and abil-
ity. The 2013-2014 TPSID report (Grigal et al., 2015) 
noted that poor student preparation and assessment of 
skills were challenges reported by program coordina-

tors facilitating work experience in these programs.
Barriers related to employers. Finally, other 

barriers to facilitating work experiences for students 
with IDDs may involve challenges associated with 
the partner businesses. The lack of employer knowl-
edge and perceptions regarding the abilities of in-
dividuals with disabilities may be one of the more 
significant employment-related barriers (Domzal, 
Houtenville, & Sharma, 2008; Kaye, Jans, & Jones, 
2011; Lindsay, Robinson, McDougall, Sanford, 
& Adams, 2012). Grigal and Dwyre (2010) found 
that the ability to connect students with paid work 
experience can be impacted by changes in manage-
ment within a business. Additionally, the authors 
explained that some work opportunities may be im-
pacted by seasonal lay-offs, which impact the extent 
to which students receive consistency in their work. 
Petcu et al. (2015) described a paucity of paid work 
experience availability as well as a limited number 
of hours for many students in PSE programs who do 
find positions.

The general purpose of this study was to explore 
barriers faced by PSE program personnel when facili-
tating paid work experiences for students. A survey of 
PSE program directors was administered in fall 2015 
and follow-up interviews were conducted to gain 
more in-depth understanding of the phenomenon.

Methods

In order to explore the research questions, a se-
quential mixed methods (MM) research design was 
used (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). A questionnaire 
was administered to PSE program directors, fol-
lowed by interviews containing questions designed 
to further explore the findings identified using the 
survey instrument. Meta-inferences were made in 
order to provide a more robust and in-depth expla-
nation of the phenomenon. 

Participants
This research explored the perspectives of per-

sonnel who work for a PSE program for students 
with IDDs in the U.S. Email addresses were collect-
ed from the Think College (n.d.) database of existing 
PSE programs in September 2015, which included 
243 programs. An email was sent to program direc-
tors, requesting that someone knowledgeable about 
the program’s career development offerings complete 
the hyperlinked electronic survey. While this may 
have been the directors themselves, some PSE pro-
grams employ staff who specifically manage career 
development activities for students in the program. 
Updated email addresses were sought for survey so-
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licitations that were returned due to an invalid email 
address. The survey was open for four total weeks, 
with a reminder email sent after the first two weeks. 
As an incentive, survey respondents were offered a 
code to receive a free Redbox movie rental. 

Survey participants were asked to indicate if 
they would be willing to participate in a follow up 
interview. Ten participants were selected using a pur-
poseful sampling technique that ensured interview 
participants represented a diversity of program char-
acteristics (e.g., size, location, involvement with VR). 

Instruments and Procedures 
Survey. This research is based on a sub-section 

of a larger survey to better understand how paid work 
experiences are facilitated in PSE programs. This 
component, focused specifically on items related di-
rectly to work experiences for program participants, 
asked program to identify: (a) the extent to which 
specific sources provide employment support or ser-
vices to program participants, (b) the setting and con-
ditions in which students receive work experience, 
and (c) the level to which specific items are barriers 
to finding paid work experience for students. These 
survey elements were designed by the researchers 
and reflect findings presented by: Carter et al. (2009); 
Grigal et al. (2015); Grigal and Dwyre (2010); Gri-
gal and Hart (2010); Hughson, Moodie, and Uditsky 
(2006); Luecking (2010); and Petcu et al. (2015). The 
survey included closed ended questions relating to 
the aforementioned research, as well as open ended 
questions that allowed participants to elaborate on 
their responses. 

This particular study is based on the survey items 
relating to barriers to facilitating paid work experi-
ence. The survey instrument contained 28 items in 
this section. Participants were asked to identify the 
extent to which each items is a barrier by selecting 
one of the following responses: Not a Barrier, Small 
Barrier, Large Barrier, or Critical Barrier.  

This web-based survey instrument was designed 
based on the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 
Smyth, & Christian, 2014). It was created using Qual-
trics software and was reviewed and revised based 
on the three-stage strategy described by Campanelli 
(2008) to increase content validity. Five external re-
viewers with expertise in special education and sur-
vey design were involved with this process. 

Interviews. In order to provide structure and 
flexibility, the interviewer engaged in one-on-one 
semi-structured interviews, utilizing a protocol that 
is designed to be flexible and not followed precisely 
(Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Following the sequen-
tial mixed methods guidelines (i.e., quantitative find-

ings in the first strand inform qualitative findings in 
the second strand), the final interview protocol was 
revised after a preliminary analysis of the survey 
results and included questions that aid in exploring 
other noteworthy findings identified in the survey 
results. Interviews were conducted on the telephone 
and audio recordings of the interviews were tran-
scribed verbatim and used for analysis. 

Data Analysis
Quantitative analyses. Descriptive statistics 

were used to explore program characteristics and re-
sponses regarding barriers to finding paid work ex-
periences for students in PSE programs. The survey 
item designed to measure the extent to which some-
thing is a barrier to facilitating paid work experience 
opportunities asked participants to respond using the 
following scale: Not a Barrier, Small Barrier, Large 
Barrier, or Critical Barrier. Percentages of partici-
pants responding positively to each of the scale items 
for each potential variable were calculated and used 
to identify which items are viewed as the most signif-
icant barriers. Respondents were given an opportuni ty 
to include any other barriers that were not present ed 
on the list. These items were collectively reviewed to 
identify any additional barriers. 

Qualitative analysis.  For the second phase of 
this sequential mixed methods study, an interview 
protocol was developed based on the findings from 
the quantitative survey. Transcribed interviews were 
imported into the qualitative analysis software pro-
gram Atlas.Ti and analyzed using thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In order to increase credibil-
ity of the results, a second coder reviewed and cod-
ed the data. Having an additional perspective during 
analysis meets the credibility measure of investiga-
tor triangulation (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, 
Pugach, & Richardson, 2005). 

Meta-Inference. The study included a phase to 
develop inferences based on the information revealed 
by the quantitative and qualitative phases of the study 
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). During analysis of the 
data, the research questions and purpose of the study 
were prominent in the mind of the coders. Notes and 
summaries of data were re-examined and discussed. 
This process allowed the researchers to establish ten-
tative interpretations, which were then re-evaluated for 
meaning and relation to other preliminary findings. 
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Results

Participants
Survey respondents. While the Think College 

database included contact information for 245 PSE 
programs, only 220 of the email solicitations were 
delivered. Two rounds of email invitations resulted 
in 75 survey responses, a response rate of 34%. How-
ever, a preliminary analysis eliminated 10 responses 
from data analysis. When asked about their role in 
the PSE program, four respondents selected: “None 
of my job responsibilities involve designing and/or 
facilitating career development opportunities (includ-
ing work experience) for students in the program.” 
As the survey was designed for those who facilitate 
work experiences, the instrument was programmed to 
end if this option was selected. Six respondents pro-
vided demographic and program characteristics, but 
did not complete the sections focused on barriers and 
strategies. As these components are essential for data 
analysis, these six responses were eliminated from 
all of the analysis. Considering both of these factors, 
analysis of data included information from 65 partici-
pants, meaning 29.5% of the total survey solicitations 
resulted in usable data. 

Interviewees. Individuals who completed the 
survey were asked to identify if they would be avail-
able to engage in a follow-up interview. Forty-eight 
respondents identified themselves as being willing 
to be interviewed to further explore the results of the 
survey. Ten interviewees were purposefully selected 
in order to provide a diverse sample, with particular 
attention paid to representing the varied regions of the 
United States as well as different types of institutions 
of higher education (e.g., college, university, com-
munity college, vocational school). In addition, the 
responses of potential interviewees were reviewed 
to ensure that there was within sample variance (i.e. 
the respondent did not provide the same answer for a 
large number of survey items) and the individual had 
responded to each item of the survey. Table 1 contains 
information about the interview participants. 

Survey

An online survey was administered to personnel 
who work with PSE programs that serve students 
with IDDs to identify potential barriers when facil-
itating work experience opportunities for students. 
The sur vey focused on employment services, with 
an empha sis on barriers to facilitating student work 
experience and strategies utilized to overcome po-
tential obstacles. A Chronbach’s alpha was conduct-
ed after data from the survey was collected. The 

results showed a .87 alpha which indicates to be in 
good range of internal consis tency (Litwin, 1995); 
therefore, one can imply that the survey could be 
further used in reliable manner.  

Barriers to work experience. Respondents were 
given a list of 28 potential barriers they may face 
when facilitating work experiences for students en-
rolled in their PSE program and asked to identify the 
extent to which each was a barrier. A complete listing 
of responses for each of the 28 barriers can be found 
in Table 2. 

In order to identify items that are commonly iden-
tified as barriers, the three items that respondents most 
often selected as being a Critical Barrier were iden-
tified. The inclusion of three items was selected be-
cause these represent 10% of all of the barriers. These 
three items that were most often identified as a Crit-
ical Barrier included: Transportation issues (26.2%), 
Employer perceptions of the abilities of people with 
disabilities (21.5%), and Inadequate number of staff 
hours to support students in the workplace (18.5%). 
In order to consider other items which may be signif-
icant barriers, the response categories of Large Bar-
rier and Critical Barrier were combined. Forty-five 
percent or more of respondents identified concerns 
related to these three individual items. This cut off 
percentage was selected both because it presented it-
self as a natural cutoff point (the next closest item 
was over 10% point lower) and again includes three 
items, or 10% of the total barriers. This confirmed 
two of the already identified items, including Trans-
portation issues (52.4%) and Employer perceptions 
of the abilities of people with disabilities (46.1%). In 
addition, combining these response categories added 
Finding time in the students’ schedule (46.1%) to the 
frequently identified barriers.

In order to identify items not included on the 
list, respondents were provided with an opportuni ty 
to include any additional barriers they face when fa-
cilitating work experience opportunities for stu dents 
enrolled in their affiliated PSE program. Of the 65 re-
spondents, 11 included written comments to describe 
additional barriers. The most prominent theme from 
the comments involved student and family concerns 
over a loss of government benefits due to earned 
wages, which was identified by three respondents. 
One person explained, “The biggest barrier to long 
term employment is the difficulty in managing SSI 
when students earn an income. Some parents are wor-
ried that student SSI checks are af fected by income.” 
Another parent-related comment described low-ex-
pectations regarding employment by the family as 
well as over-assistance leading to a lack of student 
independent living skills. Other com ments related 
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to barriers described: difficulty find ing partner em-
ployers, high costs of individualizing services, lack 
of services post-program, student lack of ambition, 
and perceptions by employers that col lege internships 
must be unpaid.

Interviews
Interviewees were presented (aurally and visual-

ly) with frequently identified barriers to paid work 
experiences, as identified by the survey. The barriers 
include: transportation issues, employer perceptions 
of the abilities of people with disabilities, finding time 
in the students’ schedule, and inadequate number of 
staff hours to support students in the workplace. Sev-
eral related questions were asked to further explore 
these particular barriers and the extent to which they 
present a challenge in the participant’s program. 

Nine of the ten interviewees expressed general 
agreement with the aforementioned barriers. Respons-
es representative of the group included: “Those are 
all true for us as well,” “No, none of it surprises me at 
all,” and “We’ve encountered all of them. We just try 
to knock them down as much as we can.” Responses 
regarding specific themes are described below.

Transportation issues. Responses describing 
transportation issues were mixed. One participant 
shared an anecdote describing the struggles of trans-
portation-related issues for PSE programs. The in-
terviewee described a student who was interested in 
working in the health care field. “He had a job ready 
for him, the employer was ready to hire him, but we 
just could not find a way to get him to work. So, by 
the time that was figured out, the job was gone.” 

Transportation barriers may be more of an 
issue for programs in more rural settings. Three 
interview ees specifically noted that this may be the 
case. One interviewee said, “Once you get outside 
[the city], our state is a pretty expansive rural area, 
and transporta tion is an issue.” Other interviewees 
provided a vari ety of responses explaining why 
transportation-relat ed issues were not a barrier for 
their specific program. 

Recognizing that getting students to and from a 
work site can be challenging, one interviewee who 
works in an urban environment described making 
efforts to find work experience placements within 
walking distance from the campus. Two participants 
explained that they were able to manage this barrier 
by utilizing public transportation.  Three interviewees 
described transportation as being provided by partner 
sources, such as developmental disability support or-
ganizations, state-sponsored supports, and the local 
school district. However, one interviewee explained 
that some of these sources may not provide reliable 

transportation. This frustration was described as such: 
“You have to be [at work] at a certain time and when 
you are at the whim and fancy of a transit service or 
Medicaid provider, they don’t often see the urgency 
of getting you where you need to be or showing up.”

Employer perceptions of the abilities of peo-
ple with disabilities. Survey respondents frequently 
identified one barrier to finding paid work experienc-
es as employers’ perceptions regarding abilities of 
individuals with disabilities. Interviewees generally 
did not specifically describe this as a barrier for their 
program. One participant, who has most students in-
volved with unpaid internships, explained that while 
he did not find this to be a barrier, “if they were to 
be paid, it might have been a little more difficult.” 
Another interviewee noted that because the program 
seeks time-limited work experiences, he feels em-
ployers may be more willing to provide opportuni-
ties for students, regardless of their perceptions. One 
interviewee spoke about the inclusive-nature of their 
region, which they felt translated well towards find-
ing work experience opportunities for students. This 
individual said, “We have a very accepting communi-
ty in general. We have a sort of ‘the more the merrier’ 
feel. Everyone is family. That is really the attitude of 
most employers of our students in general.”

Finding time in the students’ schedule. None 
of the five interviewees who spoke directly about 
that lack of time in a student’s schedule described 
this spe cific concern as an issue in their program. 
These par ticipants generally described employment 
as a priori ty, and as such were able to develop student 
schedules around work experience. One explained, 
“We try to work around that as best we can because 
our program is a career preparedness program and 
we don’t want to hinder their careers”. Another in-
terviewee said, “We try to put the vocational train-
ing internship as primary and then there are other 
things they can do to work around that.” It may be 
also possible to enlist the help of employers to man-
age this potential barri er. One participant explained, 
“Employers on-campus work with us to accommo-
date student schedules and value any level of work 
students are capable of.”

Inadequate number of staff hours to support 
students in the workplace. Specific responses from 
interviewees did not indicate that staffing was an is-
sue for facilitating paid work experiences for students. 
One interviewee said that it is the responsibility of the 
employer to provide staffing. Another explained their 
program intentionally limits on-site staffing in order 
to increase the potential for long-term sustainability. 
This interviewee said, “What we have done for most 
of our students when they start the internship is we 
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might provide some support initially, but we really 
want them to have more natural supports through that 
internship.” In order to ease the burden of staffing 
students at the job site, two interviewees discussed 
using peer mentors as support personnel. When asked 
if they felt the program had a sufficient number of 
peers to provide the supports needed by the PSE stu-
dents, one interviewee responded, “Oh yeah, we have 
mentors and then a back-up set of mentors who are 
there in case one can’t show up.”

“Other” response: Loss of benefits as a barri-
er. The fear of parents or students losing disability-
relat ed benefits as a result of engaging in paid work 
expe rience for students was identified as a barrier by 
sev eral respondents in the survey (as an “other” barrier 
not included on the survey). Five participants agreed 
that this is a barrier for some students and families in 
their program. In fact, one interviewee identified this 
as a primary reason why their program only offers un-
paid internships to students. Other interviewees dis-
cussed connecting students and families with benefits 
specialists in order to gain a better understanding of 
how receiving wages might impact their benefits. One 
participant explained that the fear of losing benefits is 
more pronounced if the family has faced this issue in 
the past. This interviewee described individuals and 
families in the situation saying “I’m not crossing that 
bridge again. I will choose not to have a job over tak-
ing a chance of losing my benefits”.

Three interviewees, however, explained that 
fear of losing benefits is not a barrier to finding paid 
work experiences for students in their PSE program. 
One interviewee explained that this is the case be-
cause the program has a goal of finding paid em-
ployment, which is made clear to families before a 
student is ad mitted. Another interviewee explained 
benefits-related issues arise post-program grad-
uation. This individual said, “There’s been much 
more hesitation to find work, which is the opposite 
of what is supposed to happen as the outcomes of 
these programs. But, that’s how the family made the 
choice, at least for now.”

Meta-Inference 
After analyzing quantitative and qualitative re-

sults, a meta-inference can be made regarding the 
most common barriers to facilitating paid work ex-
perience for student enrolled in PSE programs were: 
transportation issues, employer perceptions of the 
abilities of people with disabilities, inadequate num-
ber of staff hours to support students in the workplace, 
and finding time in the students’ schedule. Although 
qualitative data were consistent with identifying these 
barriers within the overall group, a few interviewees 

provided specific information regarding these items 
in the subsequent discussion, with some explaining 
how these items were not a barrier for their particu-
lar program. Therefore, while quantitative and qual-
itative results have inconsistencies at the individual 
level, the overall meta-inference represents the most 
common barriers for facilitating work experience in 
PSE programs.

Discussion

This study used sequential mixed methods (sur-
vey informing interviews) to explore barriers to the 
facilitation of work experience opportunities for stu-
dents with IDDs enrolled in PSE programs. 

Survey respondents were presented with 28 
potential barriers that PSE staff may face when fa-
cilitating paid work experience opportunities for 
students in their programs. This list of potential bar-
riers was identified through a review of the litera-
ture. The following are barriers that were frequent ly 
identified by respondents: transportation issues, 
employer perceptions of the abilities of people with 
disabilities, inadequate number of staff hours to 
sup port students in the workplace, and finding time 
in the students’ schedule. Interviewees were present-
ed with this list and while they generally agreed that 
these are common barriers faced by PSE program 
staff when facilitating work experience, responses 
regarding specific items were inconsistent.

Of these items, transportation issues was the 
most frequently identified barrier to facilitating paid 
work experience by survey respondents. This is not 
surprising, as transportation-related barriers have 
been identified in previous literature, including Gri-
gal and Dwyre (2010) and Petcu et al. (2015). The 
latter of these studies identified transportation in 
PSE programs as one of the more significant “chal-
lenges encountered in preparing students with IDD 
for competitive employment” (p. 369). Other works 
have mentioned transportation-related issues in other 
contexts, including involving getting the student to 
school or to social events (Dwyre, Grigal, & Fialka, 
2010; Grigal et al., 2015). 

Employer perceptions of the abilities of people 
with disabilities were also identified as a frequently 
identified barrier to paid work experience for students 
in PSE programs. While interviewees did not provide 
specific examples of negative views of workers with 
disabilities, previous literature describes common 
concerns held by employers regarding individu als 
with disabilities working in their place of busi ness. 
These include: the need for accommodations (Houten-
ville & Kalargyrou, 2012; Jasper & Waldhart 2012), 
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assumptions of low productivity or an employ ee’s in-
ability to complete requisite job tasks (Houten ville & 
Kalargyrou, 2012; Kaye et al., 2011), work place safe-
ty (Hernandez et al., 2008; Houtenville & Kalargyrou 
2012), legal concerns (Hernandez et al., 2008; Leng-
nick-Hall, Gaunt, & Kulkarni, 2008), high rate of 
absenteeism (Hernandez et al., 2008), and a negative 
impact on co-workers and customers (Leng nick-Hall 
et al., 2008). Being aware of these poten tial negative 
perceptions will help PSE staff alleviate these con-
cerns as they support employers providing work ex-
perience opportunities. 

Another commonly identified barrier to paid work 
experience for students in PSE programs in volves in-
adequate number of staff hours to support students in 
the workplace. This barrier was also iden tified in the 
study conducted by Petcu et al. (2015), which also used 
a survey of PSE staff to identify employment-related 
challenges. While interviewees in this study agreed 
that low staff hours are a signif icant barrier, they did 
not provide comments to sup port this notion. Many of 
the comments echoed the recommendation made by 
Grigal and Dwyre (2010), who suggest that PSE pro-
grams allocate sufficient and flexible staffing to sup-
port students who are en gaged in work experiences. 

A fourth item frequently identified in the survey 
as a barrier to facilitating paid work experience was 
finding time in the students’ schedule. The difficulty 
of balancing academics and vocational training was 
also identified as a challenge in Grigal and Dwyre’s 
(2010) study of PSE and employment training. As a 
result, the authors explained that successful programs 
“[set] paid employment as a goal” and provided 
“flexible student schedules” (p. 3). Comments from 
interviewees in this study reflected these practices, 
which may explain why these interviewees did not 
see this as barrier for their program.

Additional findings relating to barriers. In ad-
dition to the items that were frequently identified as 
barriers, participant responses to other survey items 
are also noteworthy. These items were not discussed 
in the qualitative interviews and as such were only 
explored using survey data (see Limitations for more 
information).

Business-related barriers. Several business-relat-
ed barriers to finding work opportunities for students 
in PSE programs that were identified in the literature 
were not as present in the results of this survey. While 
Petcu et al. (2015) found that the lack of available 
jobs was a challenge for finding employment oppor-
tunities for students in PSE programs, respondents 
in this survey generally did not see this as being the 
case. Nearly three-quarters of survey respondents 
identified lack of paid jobs in the area as not a barrier 

or a small barrier. A slightly lower percentage of PSE 
staff identified limited number of weekly available 
hours offered by employer as not a barrier or a small 
barrier. It is encouraging that PSE staff generally felt 
that the job opportunities are available to the students 
with IDDs enrolled in their program. 

Grigal and Dwyre (2010) identified additional 
business-related challenges as involving changes in 
management and layoffs due to seasonal work. How-
ever, survey respondents in this study described these 
barriers as being less critical. Over three-quarters of 
respondents identified each of these items as not a 
barrier or a small barrier. 

Barriers relating to PSE programs. Internal bar-
riers to facilitating paid work experience for students 
enrolled in PSE programs were described by Grigal 
and Hart (2010). These include a lack of PSE staff 
training regarding integrated employment, custom-
ized employment, and job development. Respondents 
in this survey generally felt like their staff was well-
trained. Over three-quarters of respondents felt that 
each of these items was either not a barrier or a small 
barrier. This is perhaps reflective of an increased em-
phasis on supporting competitive employment out-
comes for individuals with disabilities. 

Student-related barriers. Petcu et al. (2015) 
found factors relating directly to the students in the 
PSE program as impacting employability, including 
“skill level, motivation, responsibility and account-
ability, difficulty in identifying realistic employment 
goals, problem behavior, and attendance to work” (p. 
369). However, survey respondents in this study gen-
erally had more positive views of the views of their 
students. The overwhelming majority PSE staff who 
completed the survey in this study found each of these 
items to be either not a barrier or a small barrier. 

Other barriers related to student preparation were 
identified by Grigal and Hart (2010). These items are 
less about student characteristics, but rather involve 
low levels of pre-program employability training and 
vocational assessments. While survey respondents in 
this survey identified these as more of a barrier than 
the aforementioned student characteristics described 
by Petcu et al. (2015), most identified these items as 
either not a barrier or a small barrier.

Limitations
While measures have been taken to create a rigor-

ous design, there are certain limitations that must be 
considered when interpreting the results. Considering 
the limitations of this particular study may be especial-
ly important due to the wide variance of PSE program 
design, the generally low numbers of PSE programs 
in existence, and small sample size. In addition to the 
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inherent lim itations involved with survey and inter-
view-based research, other items should be considered 
when con sidering the findings of this study.

The items asked respondents to identify strate-
gies they use to facilitate paid work experiences. As 
some PSE programs only provide internships or un-
paid work experiences for students, these respondents 
may have been unsure how to respond. Four survey 
respondents provided written responses that indicated 
this was the case for their program. Other respondents 
who do not offer paid work experience may have also 
been unsure how to respond to these items.

Missing data were also a concern in the qualita-
tive phase of the study. Interviewees were presented 
with a list of items identified frequently in the survey 
responses. Participants were then only asked a gen-
eral question about the groups of items, specifically 
“Does anything on this list surprise you?” While this 
question leads to broad agreement with the items on 
the lists, more detailed information could have per-
haps been collected if each item was asked about in-
dividually. As a result of this broad question, some 
items on the list were not specifically addressed by 
the interviewees. Not having this detailed informa-
tion about each item may have misguided the meta-
infer ence process or perhaps have left a gap to answer 
the research questions in a holistic manner. 

Future Implications for Research and Practice

This study explored barriers associated with fa-
cilitating work experience opportunities for individ-
uals enrolled in PSE programs serving students with 
IDDs. Work experience is a key component of career 
development activities for individuals with disabili-
ties (Test et al., 2009), and as such an essential piece 
of a program designed to increase employability for 
students in PSE programs (Grigal et al., 2011). Impli-
cations for both Disability Service personnel and PSE 
program staff are discussed below. 

Implications for Offices of Disability Service
As the structure and organization of PSE pro-

grams continue to develop, as does their relationship 
with Offices of Disability Services. The Association 
on Higher Education and Disability (AHEAD) re-
leased a white paper providing guidance to Disabili-
ty Service professionals regarding PSE programs for 
students with IDDs (Thompson, Weir, & Ashmore, 
2011). The document acknowledges that while Dis-
ability Service providers are not necessarily involved 
in the direct operation of PSE programs, these profes-
sionals “are in a unique position professionally to in-
form institutional decisions to design and implement 

programs that are welcoming and inclusive for stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities” (p. 1). 

PSE programs that have a goal of providing inclu-
sion to the fullest extent possible may aim to provide 
their students access to the same institutional supports 
as traditional students (Grigal et al., 2011). As such, 
program developers may seek to partner with Dis-
ability Service personnel to support the goals of stu-
dents. Partnerships like this highlight an institution’s 
value of intellectual diversity by providing students 
with IDDs access to the same resources as their peers 
(Jones et al., 2015). It is not uncommon for Offices of 
Disability Services to be involved with PSE programs. 
Plotner and Marshall (2015) found that 30% of PSE 
programs had involvement from Disability Services 
during PSE program development. Also, 24% of PSE 
programs in their study continued receiving supports 
from Disability Services.

While supporting the facilitation of work experi-
ence may be outside of the typical services offered 
by Offices of Disability Services, personnel may 
be able to lessen some of the barriers identified in 
this study. The aforementioned AHEAD white paper 
recom mends that “Disability Service professionals 
need to define their relationship to an existing or de-
veloping [PSE programs] focusing on such things 
as the deliv ery of accommodations, campus access, 
and technol ogy usage” (Thompson et al., 2011, p. 2). 
While ac commodations mostly involve the classroom 
setting, the latter two services typically offered by 
Disability Services may help the address barriers to 
paid work experience identified in this study.

Campus access. As personnel from the Office of 
Disability Services may have established connections 
with variety of people and organizations on campus, 
they may be able to support campus access to stu-
dents in PSE program (Plotner & Marshall, 2014). 
When work experience occurs on-campus, these con-
nections may be especially valuable to establish job 
placements for students. When considering the barri er 
employer perceptions of individuals with disabili ties, 
having personnel from Disability Services help ing to 
network with potential on-campus employers might 
reduce the impact of this barrier. In addition, Disabil-
ity Services may be able to help address the trans-
portation issues barrier by assisting with pre-ex isting 
transportation services offered on-campus. 

Technology usage. As the Office of Disability 
Services may have an Assistive Technology (AT) ex-
pert on-staff, this individual may have the expertise 
to connect students in PSE programs with technology 
to support vocational goals. Shaw and Dukes (2013) 
have advocated for PSE programs to increase their 
use of evidence based practices and for the field to 
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set an agenda of research including technology inter-
ventions to support transition and employment needs. 

As AT devices may help a student be more inde-
pendent in the workplace, this expertise from Disabil-
ity Services may help alleviate the barrier inadequate 
number of staff hours to support students in the work-
place. When students are able to be more independent, 
fewer supports from PSE staff may be necessary. In 
addition, AT may be able to help address the barrier 
relating to transportation issues.  Disability services 
can use research-based tools to support student’s 
transportation needs.  For example, Mechling and 
Seid (2011) used a handheld personal digital assistant 
(PDA) to provide prompts (picture, auditory, and vid-
eo) for adults with IDDs and McMahon, Cihak, and 
Wright (2015) used augmented reality navigation on 
mobile devices to help students with IDDs in a PSE 
program navigate to employment opportunities.  

Implications for PSE Staff 
Being aware of potential barriers to facilitating 

paid work experience will help PSE staff develop 
appropriate program components to better serve stu-
dents. While this is valuable information for existing 
programs, it may be especially useful to individuals 
interested in creating new programs on campuses in 
the U.S. and beyond. Knowing these potential bar-
riers may provide PSE staff with guidance as they 
explore the local job landscape. For example, know-
ing that transportation issues may hinder the ability 
to provide job training opportunities for students is 
something that PSE program developers may want 
to consider when designing programs. In addition, 
while survey respondents identified finding time in 
the students’ schedule as a common barrier, some 
interviewees explained that this was minimized by 
making work experiences a priority. When a PSE 
program has paid employment as a primary program 
outcome goal, student schedules should be developed 
around providing job experience to ensure this com-
ponent is prominently featured. 

Especially encouraging is that concerns relat ed di-
rectly to the student (e.g., behavior, academic skills, 
personal hygiene) were not frequently iden tified as 
barriers to finding paid work experience. This should 
not be interpreted to mean that pro grams should ease 
their instruction in these areas, but it is rather perhaps 
an indication that training in these areas have been ef-
fective and should continue to ensue these barriers are 
minimized. This is es pecially important when consid-
ering that employer perceptions of the abilities of peo-
ple with disabili ties were a frequently identified barrier 
in this study, meaning that students who lack basic job 
skills may perpetuate this concern of employers.

Future Research
While this study provides information that can 

be translated directly into practice for those facili-
tating paid work experiences for student with IDDs 
in PSE programs, there is more research necessary 
to better understand how to support these opportu-
nities. Future research should focus on identify-
ing strategies used by PSE programs to minimize 
the barriers identified in this study. Although it 
is im portant to understand common issues when 
facili tating paid work experiences, understanding 
strat egies employed by PSE program staff to in-
crease paid work experiences for students may be 
especial ly useful. Valuable data could be collected 
by ex ploring the perspectives of employers who 
provide work experiences to students with IDDs en-
rolled in PSE programs. As PSE program personnel 
are gen erally reliant upon business owners and man-
agers to provide work experiences, understanding 
their perspectives regarding barriers may also lead 
to an increase in opportunities for students seeking 
these experiences. Employers are a key component 
in this process and as such, hold information that 
can be potentially quite useful in this process.

Future researchers may consider exploring any 
potential relationships between PSE program charac-
teristics. For example, research could explore factors 
such as such as the size of the college or university 
and the setting (e.g., rural, urban, suburban) on barri-
ers for facilitating paid work experiences. Interview 
data from this study suggest that these relationships 
may have an impact on barriers to facilitating paid 
work experience, such as transportation issues. Sev-
eral participants identified family or student concerns 
regarding the potential loss of disability-related ben-
efits as a barrier to facilitating paid work experience. 
As this was confirmed by several interviewees, future 
research should involve an exploration of how this 
may impact paid work experience in PSE programs. 
Finally, research might also involve exploring how 
PSE program staff address family and student con-
cerns over the potential loss of benefits and long-term 
strategies for managing this potential issue. 

Conclusion

PSE programs for students with IDDs have be-
come increasingly common in the U.S. Such pro-
grams provide opportunities students who would 
traditionally not otherwise have to access postsec-
ondary education endeavors. In addition, PSE pro-
grams are valuable due to their potential to increase 
post-school opportunities for students with disabili-
ties. While not all programs have a focus on career 
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development, most PSE offerings for students with 
IDDs have a goal of increased employment opportu-
nities for program graduates. 

In order to increase employability skills for youth 
with disabilities, many PSE programs feature paid 
work experience opportunities for their students. As 
PSE program staff are reliant on businesses (on-cam-
pus or in the community) to provide these authentic 
training opportunities, it is essential that they be aware 
of potential barriers to facilitating such experiences. 

This study featured research exploring and de-
scribing common barriers to facilitating paid work 
experience. While this is only one component of a 
well-designed career development program, PSE 
program staff will be able to use this information to 
increase opportunities, and as such expand the em-
ployability of youth with disabilities. 

Especially because PSE programs feature wide 
variances in program design and characteristics, un-
derstanding barriers to facilitating work is important. 
PSE program staff may use the information present-
ed in this study to help design work experience pro-
grams that are well-aligned with the context of their 
own program. Increasing paid work experience op-
portunities for students in PSE programs can provide 
opportunities for members of this under-employed 
population to be employed in a meaningful way. Do-
ing so not only benefits individuals with IDDs, but 
also provides an opportunity for the greater society to 
be even better through integration. 
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Table 1

Descriptive Information About Interview Participants

Region Type of Institution of 
Higher Learning

Works with Vocational 
Rehabilitation?

Comprehensive 
Transition Program?

Pacific University No Yes
New England University Yes No
South Atlantic University Yes Yes
West South Central University No No
Middle Atlantic College No No
Middle Atlantic University Yes No
South Atlantic University Yes No
Pacific Community College Yes No
West North Central University Yes No
East South Central State PSE Hub Yes Yes/No

(Multiple Programs)

Note. Regions based on US Census Regions and Divisions (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.).
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Table 2

Barriers to Finding Paid Work Experience for Students Included in the Questionnaire

Percent of Respondents

Barrier Not a 
Barrier

Small 
Barrier

Large 
Barrier

Critical 
Barrier

Our staff’s lack of training in integrated employment# 56.9 27.7 7.7 1.5
Our staff’s lack of training in customized employment# 52.3 27.7 12.3 1.5
Our staff’s lack of training regarding job development# 53.8 21.5 9.2 6.2
Inadequate number of staff hours to support students in 
the workplace#

38.5 24.6 13.8 18.5

Students' lack of job skills^ 9.2 66.2 21.5 0.0
Students' low self-motivation (lack of initiative) ^ 21.5 47.7 20.0 3.1
Students' lack of self-responsibility (not trustworthy) ^ 40.0 49.2 7.7 0.0
Students' low self-accountability (low quality control) ^ 30.8 49.2 15.4 0.0
Students' problem behaviors^ 44.6 43.1 7.7 1.5
Students' poor hygiene^ 41.5 50.8 4.6 0.0
Students’ poor attendance^ 38.5 55.4 0.0 1.5
Students enter the program without adequate employ-
ability training^

13.8 49.2 15.9 13.8

Students enter program without adequate vocational 
assessments^

26.2 38.5 23.1 4.6

Finding time in the students’ schedule^ 47.7 6.2 41.5 4.6
Transportation issues^ 10.8 33.8 26.2 26.2
Students' low reading skills^ 24.6 53.8 15.4 3.1
Students' low math skills^ 26.2 56.9 10.8 3.1
Students' low-level of fluency with technology^ 26.2 52.3 16.9 1.5
Changes in management in businesses* 35.4 46.2 10.8 1.5
Limited number of hours offered by employers* 20.0 46.2 20.0 7.7
Employers unwillingness to work with people with 
disabilities*

21.5 47.7 13.8 10.8

Employer perceptions of the abilities of people with 
disabilities*

15.4 32.3 24.6 21.5

Employer concerns regarding accommodations* 20.0 47.7 18.5 7.7
Layoffs due to seasonal work* 58.5 20.2 12.3 3.1
Lack of paid jobs in the area* 43.1 27.7 10.8 13.8
Concerns of family members@ 26.2 47.7 15.4 7.7
Over-involvement of family members@ 18.5 46.2 21.5 10.8
Under-involvement of family members@ 26.2 52.3 16.9 4.6

Note. n=65; # = staff factor; ^ =student factor; * = business factor; @ = family factor
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Abstract

Although community service is a widespread practice in most higher education institutions, few studies of 
in clusive community service experiences have appeared in the literature. In this pilot study, 10 college stu-
dents with and without intellectual disability worked together to jointly plan a community service project, 
carry it out, and reflect upon their experiences. Qualitative interviews with and observations of participat-
ing students and staff revealed several important findings related to their perceptions of the experience, the 
nature of stu dents’ interactions, and suggestions for future inclusive service opportunities. We present ways 
for structured, inclusive service experiences to be incorporated more fully into the collegiate experience for 
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Legislative and policy support for the creation 
of inclusive postsecondary education (PSE) pro-
grams has made it possible for increasing numbers 
of young adults with an intellectual disability (ID) 
to access collegiate experiences alongside students 
without disabilities (Kleinert, Jones, Sheppard-Jones, 
Harp, & Harrison, 2012; Newman, Wagner, Cameto, 
Knokey, & Shaver, 2010). Over 260 inclusive PSE  
programs now exist at technical schools, colleges, 
and universities across the United States (Hart, 2017). 
The rapid growth in both enrollment and programs 
has been fueled by federal funding for model program 
development, the establishment of a national techni-
cal assistance center, and emerging research address-
ing the benefits for students with ID who participate 
in these programs. As the inclusive higher education 
movement expands in reach, key questions surround 
what it means to support students with ID to access 
all aspects of the college experience (Carter, 2017). 
Campus life encompasses a wide range of activi-
ties—the courses students take, the internships and 
jobs they hold, the organizations and clubs they join, 
the campus programs and resources they draw upon, 
and the social events and relationships in which they 
participate. The importance of supporting access to 

this breadth of experiences is firmly advocated within 
prevailing standards and best practice recommenda-
tions (Grigal, Hart, & Weir, 2012, 2013). 

One aspect of campus life that has received limited 
attention in the literature is the area of engagement in 
inclusive community service. Since the National and 
Community Service Act of 1990, service has been in-
creasingly incorporated into the mission, vision, and 
values of higher education. Institutions have adopted a 
variety of approaches to increase service opportu nities 
(e.g., creating community-engagement offices, coordi-
nating days of community service, connecting students 
to diverse volunteer and philanthropy oppor tunities in 
the community, offering service-learning courses). For 
example, as many as 45.5% of college students par-
ticipate in some form of community ser vice (Campus 
Compact, 2016). Indeed, an array of academic, social, 
and personal benefits have been documented for col-
lege students participating in a di verse range of service 
experience (e.g., Astin & Sax, 1998; Celio, Durlak, & 
Dymnicki, 2011; Smith et al., 2010). 

Unfortunately, young adults with ID often have 
limited involvement in these important community 
service experiences (Lindsay, 2016). Findings from 
the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 indi-
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cate only 13% of students with ID (ages 19-23) com-
pleted a volunteer or community service activity in 
the past year (Sanford et al., 2011). Although early 
findings from an evaluation of model demonstration 
projects funded by the Office of Postsecondary Ed-
ucation found that 45% of students with ID partic-
ipated in some type of volunteering or community 
service (Grigal, Hart, Smith, Papay, & Domin, 2017), 
the extent to which these activities were carried out 
as inclusive endeavors is unclear. The purpose of the 
present research project was to examine the experi-
ences of students with and without disabilities who 
participated together in an inclusive community ser-
vice experience. We designed this study to address 
three important gaps in the current literature on inclu-
sive higher education.  

First, little is known about how students with and 
without disabilities might benefit from their joint in-
volvement in inclusive community service. Studies 
addressing the experiences of adolescents with dis-
abilities and their peers suggest students may benefit 
substantively in areas such as social skill develop-
ment, enhanced learning, increased self-determina-
tion and independence, personal growth, exposure to 
career-related skills, and new peer relationships (e.g., 
Burns, Storey, & Certo, 1999; Dymond, Renzaglia, 
& Slagor, 2011; Kleinert et al., 2004; Miller et al., 
2002, 2003). Understanding this impact at the col-
lege level—where service opportunities may be more 
prevalent and inclusive experiences tend to be more 
limited—could lend support to the creation of new 
volunteer opportunities. Prior studies have not yet ad-
dressed the benefits students perceive for themselves 
and their peers as a result of their shared experience 
of serving others. Instead, available research has em-
phasized the benefits peers accrue from volunteering 
to serve students with ID on their campus (e.g., Far-
ley, Gibbons, & Cihak, 2014; Griffin, Mello, Glover, 
Carter, & Hodapp, 2016; Izzo & Shuman, 2013).

Second, the interactions students have within in-
clusive community service experiences are import-
ant to examine. Research involving adolescents with 
and without ID indicate that students interact with 
one another quite differently depending on whether 
peers without disabilities are assigned helping roles 
versus similar roles relative to students with disabili-
ties (Hughes, Carter, Hughes, Bradford, & Copeland, 
2002). For example, Burns et al. (1999) documented 
very different experiences and outcomes among high 
school students who volunteered to support students 
with ID in a community activity versus students who 
served jointly within them on a community service 
project. Studies examining the perceptions of college 
students toward students with ID also reveal a wide 

range of attitudes and expectations that could influ-
ence the nature of students’ interactions with one an-
other (e.g., Gibbons, Cihak, Mynatt, & Wilhoit, 2015; 
Westling, Kelley, Cain, & Prohn, 2013). Because 
prior studies have not included an observational com-
ponent, little is known about the roles, reciprocity, 
and group dynamics that may be evidenced within an 
inclusive community service experience.  

Third, the perspectives of students with and 
without disabilities are important to consider when 
designing new inclusive PSE experiences. Although 
a growing number of studies have solicited the in-
sights of students with disabilities on topics such as 
a campus accessibility, accommodations, and self-
ad vocacy (e.g., Agarwal, Moya, Yasui, & Seymour, 
2015; Kurth & Mellard, 2006), few have included 
students with ID and none have addressed the design 
of inclusive programs. Qualitative studies involving 
interviews with adolescents with intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities have provided valuable in-
sights into the design of social-focused interventions 
(Bottema-Beutel, Mullins, Harvey, Gustafson, & Car-
ter, 2015), leadership experiences (Carter, Swedeen, 
Walter, Moss, & Hsin, 2011), and support models 
(Tews & Lupart, 2008). Additional efforts are needed 
to give greater voice to students with ID on issues re-
lated to higher education inclusion. As students with 
ID become more prevalent on college campuses, in-
stitutions will be called to increase opportunities for 
inclusion across all dimensions of the college experi-
ence, including community service

The purpose of this pilot study was to examine 
an inclusive community service project for college 
students with and without ID. We sought to examine 
four research questions: 

1. What benefits were perceived to accrue for 
students with ID?  

2. What benefits were perceived to accrue for 
students without disabilities? 

3. How did students with and without ID collab-
orate during the community service project?

4. What advice do participants suggest for cre-
ating more inclusive community service proj-
ects on university campuses? 

Method

Participants
Primary participants were 10 university students 

with (n = 5) and without (n = 5) ID. Primary partici-
pants with ID were enrolled in a two-year, non-resi-
dential PSE program which required students (a) be 
18-26 years old; (b) have a diagnosis of ID; (c) have 
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completed high school and received a standard or 
alter nate diploma (i.e., occupational or special educa-
tion); (d) not meet eligibility requirements for admis-
sion into a standard college program, and (e) exhibit 
adap tive communicative and functional skills. Partic-
ipants without disabilities were enrolled as traditional 
univer sity students. These peers ranged in age from 
18-22 years (M = 19.7). Ethnicity, gender, and year in 
school varied across these peers (see Table 1). These 
prima ry participants are referred to as “students” 
through out the remainder of the article. Secondary 
participants included the career director for the PSE 
program and the volunteer coordinator from the ser-
vice site (i.e., a memory care facility; see Table 1). 

Settings
Two group meetings—one before and one after 

the service phase of the project—took place in a cam-
pus classroom. Students sat at rectangular tables, 
engaged in small and large groups, and attended to 
presentations projected on a large screen. Facilita-
tors served light snacks at both meetings. The service 
phase of the project occurred at a local residential 
memory care facility, serving individuals with Alz-
heimer’s disease and other types of dementia. Prior 
to meeting with residents, students and the PSE ca-
reer director met in a large conference room with the 
volunteer coordinator from the service site to discuss 
service logistics. The volunteer coordinator also pro-
vided a brief tour of the facility. Students met with 
residents in a multi-purpose area where they typically 
host guests, take part in group exercises, and partici-
pate in diverse leisure activities. 

Recruitment 
Study procedures were approved by the universi-

ty’s Institutional Review Board. All students with ID 
enrolled in the PSE program were sent a recruitment 
email and flyer by the PSE program director outlin-
ing the study goals and time commitment. Students 
with ID expressed interest in the study to the program 
director and the primary researcher, and then we ob-
tained consent. Undergraduate students without dis-
abilities were primarily recruited through emails with 
electronic flyers and basic study descriptions, and 
through in-person presentations. Because our inten-
tion was to include students who were not connected 
with the PSE program, we first recruited only from 
the campus community service organization listserv. 
However, due to low response levels, we extended 
our recruitment to students serving as peer mentors 
within the PSE program and students pursuing a spe-
cial education degree. We conducted this recruitment 
via emails and in-person; however, in-person recruit-
ment was most effective. 

Inclusive Community Service Project
At the outset of the project, the PSE director chose 

the focus of aging adults based on previous commu-
nity service work conducted by the students and the 
goals of service program. The structure and design of 
the project drew upon the general structure of a ser-
vice-learning framework, including: planning and 
preparation, action, and reflection and celebra tion (Dy-
mond, Renzaglia, & Chun, 2007). Unlike traditional 
service-learning, however, the experience was not an-
chored to an academic course, did not in volve students 
in all aspects of service planning, and was designed 
with a shorter duration. Although we planned to have 
four sessions, scheduling challenges required us to 
condense these phases into three ses sions.

Session 1: Planning and preparation. Partic-
ipants gathered for the planning and preparation 
session in a university classroom. The PSE career 
director facilitated the first 90 minute session for 11 
students (following this session, one student without 
disabilities left the study due to a scheduling conflict). 
We held a brief meeting with the facilitator prior to 
the session to relay our session objectives and review 
materials (i.e., lesson plan and PowerPoint presen-
tation). The session began with short introductions. 
Students then engaged in a large-group discussion to 
address three questions (a) what do you already un-
derstand about the population you are serving (i.e., 
aging adults), (b) how will you work together to pro-
vide a service for the community, and (c) what do you 
hope to gain from this service experience? The facil-
itator then shared ways to support and communicate 
with aging adults with Alzheimer’s disease and other 
types of dementia. 

This large-group instruction provided a founda-
tion for subsequent small-group discussions about 
possi ble pathways for the service project including 
plant ing and gardening, group exercise, art therapy, 
and group games/activities. These options were based 
on recommendations from the volunteer coordina-
tor at the service site. Each small-group shared their 
project preferences, and together the students came 
to consen sus on the group exercise service project. 
This proj ect included a list of several options for ser-
vice, and students chose to engage in seated balloon 
volleyball. They selected an exercise basics class as a 
backup ac tivity. Students then discussed and assigned 
roles they would take on during the service project 
(e.g., referee during the game, assist with setup) and 
set personal service goals (e.g., be reliable, be there 
with a smile). 

Session 2: Action. One week later, after planning 
the service project at the first session, all 10 students 
completed the action phase of the project.  Session 
two was 75 minutes and took place at the memory 
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care facility. Two staff from the PSE program and two 
university graduate students provided transportation 
and background supports (e.g., moving students from 
one area to another, retrieving materials). Upon ar-
rival, the volunteer coordinator led students through 
a short orientation about volunteering, spoke briefly 
about strategies to effectively engage with residents, 
provided a brief tour of the facility, and talked through 
the logistics of the group exercise activity. As part of 
seated balloon volleyball, students passed balloons 
back and forth with residents as they were seated, in-
teracted with the residents, and retrieved balloons that 
fell out of reach. Although students chose individual-
ized roles (e.g., referee, set-up) during the planning 
and preparation phases, these roles were not as clearly 
defined by the service site, requiring students to step 
in and out of roles as requested by the volunteer co-
ordinator. After approximately 30 minutes, the volun-
teer coordinator introduced the exercise basics class. 
Although students did not expect this activity (i.e., it 
was previously identified as only a back-up activity), 
they remained flexible to the needs of the service site, 
and quickly assembled as a group to decide how they 
would conduct the class. Students stood at the front of 
the room and modeled simple exercises for the resi-
dents (e.g., raise your arm, lift your leg). Each student 
led the group in at least one exercise. Students closed 
the activity with meditation and breathing exercises. 
At the end of the session, the volunteer coordinator 
provided time for students to socialize and connect 
with residents one-on-one. 

Session 3: Reflection and celebration. One 
week after the service activity, students met to reflect 
on and celebrate their community service project. 
The primary researcher facilitated session three in the 
university classroom. The session lasted 34 minutes, 
and was attended by six students (three students with 
ID, three students without disabilities). Four students 
could not attend due to conflicts (e.g., illness, work 
schedule). To start the session, students engaged in 
a large-group discussion with guiding prompts to re-
flect upon the service experience and celebrate their 
efforts. Reflection prompts were: (a) what did you 
learn from this experience, (b) how do you feel that 
this service experience impacted you, and (c) how 
will you apply your experiences to all areas of your 
life? Celebration prompts were: (a) let’s talk about 
some of the best parts of this project and (b) let’s 
talk about the whole service experience. In addition 
to these prompts, students participated in a hands-on 
reflection activity called a “graffiti wall,” in which 
they had the opportunity to creatively express their 
thoughts about two questions in the form of draw-
ings, poems, or sayings (a) why serve others? and (b) 
any thoughts about this service experience? 

Data Collection
Sessions. We documented the three sessions 

using field notes and audio-recordings. The primary 
researcher recorded field notes during all three ses-
sions. Across sessions, field notes included obser-
vations on the (a) atmosphere, (b) participants’ level 
of engagement, (c) dynamics of any small- or large-
group discussions or activities, and (d) any challeng-
es that were encountered. During session two, field 
notes were expanded to include student interactions 
with each other and with residents, and any supports 
that were provided to students during the service 
project (e.g., assistance reading exercises, prompts to 
speak louder, encouragement to join in the service ac-
tivity). We audio recorded the first and third sessions 
to examine student interactions. 

Individual interviews. Following session three, 
the primary researcher completed interviews with 
nine students, the service site volunteer coordinator, 
and the PSE career director; we were unable to reach 
one student with ID via phone or email (see Table 1). 
Interviews were conducted over a three-week peri-
od at times chosen by participants. Interviews ranged 
from 16 min to 62 min (M = 32). Nine interviews took 
place in-person on the university campus, one inter-
view was conducted by phone, and one took place at 
the service site. Each interview was audio-recorded. 
Audio-recordings were transcribed, checked for ac-
curacy, and de-identified by the research team. 

We developed four, distinct semi-structured in-
terview protocols for students with ID, students with-
out disabilities, the volunteer coordinator, and the 
PSE career director (available from the first author). 
All protocols included questions about participants’ 
backgrounds, prior volunteer experiences, views on 
community service and the service project, and how 
their perceptions of service or aging adults might 
have changed over the course of the project. Partic-
ipants without disabilities, the PSE career director, 
and the volunteer coordinator protocols also includ-
ed questions about the impact of the experience and 
the communi ty’s capacity for more inclusive service 
experiences. Additional protocol distinctions were 
questions about the memory facility and its mission 
(volunteer coor dinator); questions about future plans 
to continue vol unteering and lessons learned from the 
service project (students with and without ID); and 
perspectives about the service experience (students 
without disabilities). 

Data Analysis
We coded each interview transcript—as well as 

the transcripts and field notes from the reflection and 
celebration meeting—using a constant comparative 
approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). After an initial 
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review of the data, the primary researcher and a facul-
ty advisor met to develop three broad coding catego-
ries including (a) perceptions of different participant 
groups on the impact of the experience; (b) the na-
ture of participant interactions within an inclusive 
setting; and (c) advice for creating more inclusive 
service op portunities. Using these initial coding 
categories, the primary researcher independently 
coded four inter views, creating subcategories and 
definitions based on emerging themes from the data. 
Coded items and their definitions were reviewed by 
the faculty advisor, who provided feedback and edits 
to clarify the coding scheme. We repeated this pro-
cess with the remaining eight interview transcripts 
and the session transcript to develop a final draft 
of the coding scheme. Then, we shared this coding 
scheme with a doctoral student familiar with inclu-
sive service projects who provided peer debriefing 
and critique. Final edits were made through consen-
sus of the primary researcher and fac ulty advisor.

Throughout data collection and analysis, we used 
multiple strategies to support the trustworthiness of 
our findings (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, 
& Richardson, 2005; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Prior 
to data collection, the lead researcher developed 
relationships with the PSE staff and students and 
learned about the program’s day-to-day operations. 
Advanced contextual understanding from these field 
experiences informed our approach to recruitment, 
data collection, and analysis. We used two types of 
triangulation—multiple data sources (i.e., interviews, 
field notes, audio-recordings) and multiple investi-
gators—to examine how findings converged and di-
verged across sources. We reduced bias by employing 
a team-based approach to coding and a peer debriefer 
in the final stages of the process. We maintained an 
audit trail of raw data (i.e., audio-recordings, project 
artifacts, field notes) and analysis products (i.e., iter-
ations of the coding scheme, meeting notes, coding 
memos) documenting our analysis process. 

Results

We draw upon our interviews, transcripts, and 
field notes as we present the primary themes aligned 
with each of our four research questions.  

What Benefits were Perceived to Accrue for Stu-
dents with ID? 

We identified seven areas of benefits for students 
with ID participating in this inclusive community ser-
vice experience. We describe each below and illus-
trate with participant quotes. 

Took on new service roles. Three students with-

out disabilities and one student with ID discussed a 
shift in roles as students with ID became the ones 
serving in their community (versus the ones being 
served). For example, Isabel described a natural role 
reversal that took place, “That’s not a type of activity 
they might typically do, like being the ones who get to 
go out and help others. And so now, hopefully in the 
future, they’ll want to continue doing different types 
of service.” Ron, a student with ID, described how 
this service project helped him “experience things 
that you [he] never um experienced before,” about 
aging adults. In addition, two students without dis-
abilities described how volunteering helps students 
with ID challenge society’s stereotype that they are 
always in need of help. Lucy affirmed this role rever-
sal and potential for inclusive service experiences to 
empower all people:

Right, so they’re the ones who like are usually 
seeking help and who need to be helped…and so 
perhaps they would think that they can’t be the 
ones that’re helping…so I think that it’s so im-
portant for them to see that that’s not true…like 
anyone really whatever condition you’re in in 
life, you can always reach out to someone else 
and lay, lend a helping hand, so I think it was just 
great for them to see that you know they can go 
and hang out with the elderly and truly create like 
such an amazing impact.

Experienced the satisfaction of serving. One stu-
dent without disabilities described her own feelings of 
enjoyment and excitement as students with ID served 
and impacted their communities. Lucy discussed how 
happy students with ID were when they saw residents 
smile and enjoy their company. She also explained 
how the benefits of the experience were felt equally 
by all students:

I don’t think there’s a difference in how they [stu-
dents with ID] see it and how we see the impact 
of it, I think it’s just again seeing that you know, 
you can bring like…a smile onto someone else’s 
face, I think everyone gets to feel joy from that…
if you have a disability or not.

Developed self-determination skills. Students found 
that the inclusive experience allowed them to build their 
leadership skills and be more independent. One student 
without disabilities, Grace, discussed how the experi-
ence provided students with ID the confi dence neces-
sary to lead and carry out the project. She talked about 
the leadership opportunities embedded throughout the 
project’s planning and implementa tion mentioning:
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I know a couple of students voiced opinions about 
like what, like what type of service like we want-
ed to do and gave really good justifications for 
like why they thought that that would be…help-
ful for the residents for us to like do this kind of 
service.

Eric, a student with ID, expressed the enjoyment of 
getting to complete activities independently, as he led 
group exercises during the service project and inter-
acted with the residents at the end. He felt he impacted 
the residents by “getting to interact with them, getting 
to be a part of their life, and getting to make them feel 
good about themselves.” The PSE career director felt 
these opportunities to gain self-determination skills 
helped students feel empowered to create change and 
make a difference in their communities, stating:

I would think that it was probably really empow-
ering for them, just because they pretty much got 
to be in charge of what we did and got to be the 
ones helping others. And where like the residents 
would look to them for anything that they needed.

Formed relationships with new peers. Some stu-
dents suggested that the relationships were more like-
ly to develop because the project was a student-led 
activity done with fellow students, as opposed to 
being a class requirement with teachers present. Cait-
lin suggested, “if [the students with ID] have done 
service before, it might have been with family or 
friends from church…it might not have necessarily 
been friends from college, which is definitely a dif-
ferent experience.” She further explained the nature 
of working alongside same-age peers when she said: 

So like volunteering just with your same-aged 
peers is, is really exciting. It’s like, okay, my 
friends are doing it, everyone’s doing it, it’s cool, 
it’s fun, we’re all doing it together, that’s part of 
what makes it so cool and fun.

Built and refined social skills. Three students men-
tioned the impact of the interactions, dispositions, 
and attitudes of their peers as they served. Students 
with ID discussed learning from their peers who had 
experience with aging adults and knew how to inter-
act with them. One student with ID, Eric, who we 
observed as initially hesitant to join the service activ-
ities, mentioned that watching his peers interact with 
the residents helped him learn how to do the same. 
Ron, another student with ID, noted how he was 
impacted by the general dispositions and attitudes 
towards aging adults shown by the other student 

volunteers when saying, “I thought that the other…
service members, I thought they really did show a 
lot of affection, more understanding towards them 
[the residents] when they [the other volunteers] were 
speaking to them.” Chris, another student with ID, 
noted that he learned how to “have a good time” and 
enjoy the service experience from being with other 
student volunteers. The PSE career director also dis-
cussed how the inclusive service experience allowed 
students with ID to use and refine their social skills 
in a real-life setting to meet new people, engage in 
conversations with peers and residents, and navigate 
group dynamics and interactions.  

Learned about differences and diversity. Both 
the PSE career director and the volunteer coordina-
tor mentioned the capacity of students with ID to 
perceive, understand, and become comfortable with 
different characteristics and modes of communica-
tion used by the residents they served. For example, 
Nancy stated, “I don’t know how often they would 
see somebody…who might not be able to talk or 
might not be able to sit down or something like that.” 
In both cases, Nancy and Anna acknowledged that 
the service experience allowed students with ID the 
opportunity to interact with and understand a popula-
tion different from them. 

Connected service to personal experiences. 
Students were able to connect the service experience 
with their family members, aging adults in the com-
munity, and their own strengths. All students with ID 
explicitly mentioned connections they made between 
the service project and their own family members 
who were either aging adults or had Alzheimer’s dis-
ease. Students without ID observed this as well. For 
example, Nancy said, “I know one [student with ID] 
said ‘well I go to my grandmother’s house you know 
all the time on the weekend and you know I spend 
the night and you know she cooks,’ and so I think 
there was some connection.” Beyond family connec-
tions, students with ID learned about how they might 
treat others and their positive qualities that surfaced 
through the experience. Eric discussed the idea of 
mutual respect when interacting with aging adults, 
and even talked about the impact of his interactions 
with aging adults “it put me in my spot to tell me and 
then remind me about things that I need to be aware 
of in life.”  Ron focused on the qualities he discov-
ered about himself throughout the experience: “how 
kind I am, understanding, and definitely giving them 
affection…and showing them that I am listening, I 
am here.”
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What Benefits were Perceived to Accrue for Stu-
dents without Disabilities? 

We identified three over-arching benefits for col-
lege students without disabilities participating in this 
inclusive community service project.

Learned about strengths and abilities. All stu-
dents without disabilities and the volunteer coordina-
tor described increased recognition of the abilities and 
strengths of students with ID as a result of this expe-
rience. Students said they were reminded throughout 
the experience that students with ID are “capable of 
serving” and “are not always like the population that 
should be served.” Isabel realized “that there really 
was no difference in like how I served the residents 
and how [the students with ID] did.” Lucy shared 
that the project really “was just shining a light on the 
fact that…they can do just anything that anyone else 
can do.” Other students did not change their views 
about the capacity of students with ID to serve, but 
did emphasize how the experience helped reinforce 
what they already believed. Caitlin said, “I knew that 
people with disabilities can definitely engage in ser-
vice and be wonderful volunteers.” In addition, Jenny 
noted that “I didn’t really have this notion that they 
can’t serve…but this service project really, kind of 
gives us the, like concrete…thing that yeah…they 
have disabilities, but they still have a lot more.” The 
service site staff member said she was influenced by 
the interactions she witnessed and felt that “students 
without disabilities…were impacted seeing the stu-
dents with disabilities working with the residents,” 
thereby showcasing their abilities

Developed a passion for inclusive program-
ming. Two students without disabilities discussed the 
need for more inclusive service experiences and rec-
ognized opportunities for their development on cam-
puses and in the community. For example, Jenny said:

[w]e still have so many different areas, like that 
maybe you can contribute…to other people, to 
other communities, so…I think it’s something 
that should’ve happened a long time ago, but like 
it’s great that it’s…happening right now.

Jenny also highlighted why inclusive experiences 
were so important, noting “it was the first time I got 
to see firsthand…them serving so I guess they kind 
of, I expected them to be successful with it, but it was 
cool actually getting to see it.” Another student de-
scribed how the project would have been different if 
students with ID had been the recipients of service 
or served exclusively by themselves. This same stu-
dent explained that service is not typically an activity 
shared between students with ID and students with-
out disabilities as part of the PSE program, so this 

service experience provided exposure to a new ac-
tivity that could be shared between students. Caitlin, 
a student without a disability, expressed that having 
gained firsthand experience, she could advocate for 
their success:

and now I can say that, I have seen them, I have 
been a participant in an inclusive service experi-
ence and seen that unsurprisingly it was, it was 
wonderful and benefited not only the people we 
are serving, but the [PSE] students and [students 
without disabilities]. 

She also felt confident that when given an opportu-
nity in her life to speak up for new opportunities for 
community organizations or schools, she would be 
able to suggest inclusive service and all its benefits as 
a potential activity 

Learned about benefits of collaboration. Three 
students without disabilities discussed the equal, col-
laborative nature of service they witnessed. Jenny 
talked about how her views of service as a collabora-
tive effort were confirmed through her participation:

I have this, idea like that service is supposed to 
be like more collaborative, more like equal…like 
in terms of respect…but this experience really 
showed, like proves that it, it can be that way, and 
it should be that way. 

When asked if the inclusive nature of this service ex-
perience made it different, other students discussed 
how they “didn’t notice that big of a difference.” Lucy 
talked about how all students who attended the service 
project were eager and “willing to help,” and “no one 
was complaining” about the service. Isabel specifically 
discussed how students with ID “were really helpful 
and knew what they were supposed to do.” 

The PSE career director specifically discussed 
the potential impact on students without disabilities 
as they worked to include and interact with students 
with ID during the planning portion of the project. 
Anna talked about the effective strategy of ensuring 
students with ID and students without disabilities 
were mixed in groups during the planning session. 
She noticed that students from both groups exhibited 
“smiles and patience.” She discussed the impact on 
students without disabilities when she said

It gave the students…without disabilities an op-
portunity to learn…new ways of… approaching 
teamwork and um, you know approaching a situ-
ation with someone that may have limitations in 
certain areas.
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How did Students with and without Disabilities 
Collaborate During their Community Service 
Project? 

Interviews and field notes highlighted three areas 
of inclusive student engagement.

Group dynamics. Participants discussed the dy-
namics of the service group as students came togeth-
er to plan and engage in the service project. Multiple 
students and staff discussed the level of engagement, 
collaboration, equality, and cohesiveness that con-
tributed to the team working together. Teamwork was 
evidenced during the planning session, as Grace de-
scribed how students were “working together to find…
the majority vote” on which type of service project 
they wanted to engage in. Students then col laborated 
to refine the nature of their volunteering experience by 
“planning…which type of exercise we all wanted to 
do and…assigning roles.” The univer sity staff mem-
ber thought students without disabili ties learned “new 
ways of…approaching teamwork” during planning by 
working in inclusive groups and the service site staff 
member spoke about one stu dent with ID who “got the 
group together…in a little huddle, and decided okay—
this is what you’re gonna do, then you’ll do this one, so 
who’s gonna go first” during group exercise. Field note 
observations also captured this moment of spontaneity, 
as it was noted how students had to think on their feet 
to organize the group exercise. 

In addition, two students with ID and one student 
without disabilities described the pride and unity they 
felt because they were serving with a supportive, fa-
miliar group. Eric noted that because of his interac-
tions with other student volunteers, he “got to have 
fun with them…got to just be a part of them” and felt 
more a part of his university campus as a result. Ron 
said, “I thought that the other…service members, I 
thought they really did show a lot of affection, more 
understanding towards them...I definitely felt more…
proud that I was part of this project…and just work-
ing alongside with the others.” 

Student roles. Several students talked about the 
roles they took on to ensure meaningful interactions 
and friendships emerged during the experience. One 
student with ID referred to volunteers without dis-
abilities as “peer mentors” and described how he, 
“met like…different people that were in the, that’re 
our peer mentors or…they’re helping me in the proj-
ect…” Students without disabilities expressed a dif-
ferent view of their relationships with students with 
ID. Grace felt that she took on a “peer” (versus help-
er) role because she thought all students “were like 
learning together and like working together to like 
figure out how to best serve that population.” Caitlin 
affirmed this view by expressing that when working 

with people with disabilities, she is “there as a friend” 
and then provides help if necessary. Isabel was the 
only participant to mention the theme of acting as a 
role model. She said that during the project she “just 
wanted to be sort of a model of what they [students 
with ID] should be doing.” She observed that,

some of ‘em at first weren’t as…eager I guess to 
maybe go up and either talk to the residents or go 
play volleyball with them…or speak loudly when 
um reading off the exercises…so I wanted to be 
sort of that model of that like, “It’s ok, this is what 
you should be doing,” like for them to look to.

Reciprocal support. Four students without disabili-
ties and one student with ID talked about the help and 
support provided by the group Chris, Grace, Lucy, and 
Isabel discussed the exercise portion of the service 
project and how volunteers received help and support 
from each other, especially when reading the list of 
exercise activities to the group. For example, Chris 
said, “if one of us couldn’t speak up…louder, then 
another person, one of our friends, will help us speak 
up clearly…to understand the echo in the room.” 
Grace added, we “all kind of helped each other like 
find where we were in the class ‘cause we had all 
of the instructions on a list.” Isabel also spoke about 
how volunteers helped each other during the balloon 
volleyball game. She described times when partici-
pants would notice residents sitting in “an area that 
needed…someone to go over and play,” and would 
suggest for other participants to move around to those 
areas and keep those residents engaged. Caitlin noted 
her support of other volunteers, as she “would toss…a 
balloon to other peer mentors” who she felt needed a 
push to be more engaged in the project. Finally, field 
note observations of the service project confirmed 
students without disabilities assisted students with ID 
in reading some of the exercises and that some stu-
dents had to be prodded to engage all residents in the 
group exercise and to speak loudly. 

What Advice do Participants Suggest for Creating 
Inclusive Community Service Projects? 

All participants offered some insight regarding 
the feasibility of inclusive programming, and sugges-
tions for creating more inclusive service opportuni-
ties on campuses and in the community. Four themes 
were identified: (a) provide meaningful planning and 
follow-up opportunities, (b) link to educational expe-
riences, (c) specific design of inclusive programming, 
and (d) involving the community in inclusive efforts. 
These recommendations, along with definitions, are 
displayed in Table 2. 
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Discussion

Community service is prevailing practice in most 
institutions of higher education (Campus Compact, 
2016). Despite high levels of student participation 
and the myriad benefits of service experiences, inclu-
sive volunteer experiences involving college students 
with and without ID are not well represented in pro-
fessional literature. This study extends the literature 
on inclusive community service experiences in sever-
al important ways.

First, students with ID are positively impacted by 
engaging in community service, can offer important 
perspectives on their service experiences, and learn 
important lessons through volunteering. This is im-
portant to emphasize because students with ID are 
so often viewed narrowly as the beneficiaries of ser-
vice (Burns et al., 1999; Olnes, 2008; Van der Klift & 
Kunc, 1994). However, this study highlights the con-
siderable benefits students with ID experience when 
given the opportunity to serve others. Students with 
ID discussed the myriad ways they were personal-
ly im pacted by the service experience, such as op-
portunities to develop self-determination skills and 
learn through their interactions with peers. All of the 
students with ID also spoke about the lessons they 
learned about service and aging adults (e.g., having 
mutual respect, being reminded to serve others) and 
identified person al connections to this issue. Such 
findings extend a small, but growing, body of lit-
erature describing the important impact serving can 
have on individuals with disabilities (Carter et al., 
2011; Lindsay, 2016). This study affirms the impor-
tance of creating opportunities for students with ID 
to engage in service, as well as to design these expe-
riences to be inclusive so all students can learn from 
and alongside one another. 

Second, inclusive service projects may provide 
a platform for shifting the focus from deficits to 
strengths, from the challenges students with ID ex-
perience to their achievements. This focus on ability 
is crucial because it can change how individuals with 
ID are perceived (Carter et al., 2015). In the present 
study, all of the college students without disabilities 
had prior experience with individuals with ID; thus 
changes in perspectives were raised by only some 
of the students. However, they all reported being re-
minded about students’ capabilities and indicated this 
experience reinforced and confirmed their beliefs 
that individuals with ID have important gifts to bring 
to their communities. Other studies have shown the 
effectiveness of explicitly designed opportunities to 
create contact between individuals with and without 
disabilities characterized by optimal frequency and 

duration, a sense of equality, prior history of exposure 
to individuals with ID, and quality interactions (Santi-
ago, Lee, & Roper, 2016). Moreover, future inclusive 
service experiences should be explicitly designed so 
students who do not have prior exposure to individ-
uals with ID might benefit from these experiences 
and develop meaningful relationships with diverse 
peers. In addition, the potential attitudinal changes 
that might be associated with this reciprocal form of 
engagement should be explored in future studies. 

Third, inclusive service projects have the po-
tential to expose all students to new experiences as 
they meet community needs alongside one another. 
Such experiences can be especially important for stu-
dents with ID, who enroll in PSE programs to access 
the benefits of typical college experiences (Kleinert 
et al., 2012). In the present study, volunteering was 
identified as an avenue for students with ID to par-
ticipate in typical campus experiences alongside their 
fellow college students. In addition, students without 
disabilities discussed how serving alongside students 
with ID provided them new ways of spending time 
with these peers—not as mentors, but in more bal-
anced and reciprocal ways. In light of these mutual 
benefits, inclusive volunteering should be incorporat-
ed more frequently into inclusive PSE programming. 

Fourth, additional refinements may be needed 
to promote the equity and reciprocity that character-
ize truly inclusive experiences. Consistent with past 
studies, most participants discussed how all students 
assumed similar roles and worked with equal collab-
oration (Burns et al., 1999; Dymond et al., 2007). In 
addition, most participants described the teaming as 
effective and described the students with ID as either 
peers or friends. However, one student with ID still 
viewed his partners as “peer mentors” who “helped” 
him during the project. Likewise, one student without 
disabilities talked about being a “role model” for stu-
dents with ID during the experience. These descriptions 
suggest additional efforts may be needed to further 
support balanced roles and interactions throughout the 
service project (Van der Klift & Kunc, 1994). 

Fifth, inclusive community service experiences 
should be explicitly designed to include preparation 
and follow-up sessions that are accessible to all stu-
dents and provide support as they take ownership of 
their project. In addition, community awareness and 
education may be needed to create lasting partner-
ships and connections that allow students opportu-
nities to volunteer over time. These suggestions are 
important because they offer a certain structure to 
service opportunities in order that they be reproduced 
and easily programmed into inclusive PSE settings. 
In addition, they were provided by individuals who 
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participated in this experience. Participants identified 
diverse ways to structure these experiences, connect 
them to educational opportunities, provide planning 
and follow-up opportunities, and involve the commu-
nity in these efforts. 

Limitations and Future Research 
Several limitations to this study should be ad-

dressed through future research. First, all students 
without disabilities had prior volunteer and work 
expe riences with people with disabilities and served 
as peer mentors in the campus’ inclusive PSE pro-
gram. Future studies should recruit college students 
who have limit ed or no prior experience with indi-
viduals with disabil ities to better understand how 
the experience shapes their views and outcomes. For 
example, the volunteer coordinator, who had limited 
experience seeing indi viduals with disabilities serve 
at the memory care facil ity, shared how her percep-
tions had changed as a result of the service project, 
and noted that her organization needed more edu-
cation to understand the benefits and importance of 
inclusive service. 

Second, despite incorporating some elements of 
a service-learning framework, this study did not fully 
reflect a service-learning experience. Due to the de-
sign of the PSE program, students in this study did 
not all share similar classes or access the same ac-
ademic material, so the common curricular connec-
tion required of typical service-learning experiences 
was not met. In addition, due to the time constraint 
placed on the study, students were unable to plan all 
aspects of the entire experience, instead taking own-
ership in selected aspects of the planning. Moreover, 
service-learning experiences are typically longer in 
length and provide more extended opportunities to 
plan, serve, and reflect. Future research should focus 
on embedding service-learning projects in inclusive 
college courses taken by students with ID. 

Third, the duration of the service project itself 
was fairly short and involved a one-time experience. 
Although some studies have shown short-term ser-
vice projects can still yield numerous benefits for stu-
dents (Dymond et al., 2007; Reed, Jernstedt, Hawley, 
Reber, & DuBois, 2005), some participants (along 
with the service-site staff member) saw value in pursu-
ing more consistent and longer-lasting opportunities. 
One planning session, service project, and reflection 
session, may not have been enough time for partici-
pants to get to know one another and learn about each 
other’s strengths and interests. In addition, a one-time 
service project does not allow volunteers to establish 
long-term relationships with the people and organi-
zations they serve. Future researchers might develop 

inclusive service projects at the collegiate level that 
span entire semesters. 

Fourth, several students without disabilities 
spoke about the potential impact of inclusive service 
activities on the broader community, such as reduc-
tion in stigma related to ID, the role reversal that 
takes place when individuals with ID are the ones 
who serve, and the willingness of the community 
to be open to people with ID serving. Although we 
did not verify these perceptions by querying others 
at the service site beyond the volunteer coordinator, 
they do highlight an intriguing possibility for addi-
tional research. Future studies could take steps to 
capture potential changes in the understanding and 
views of people with ID among individuals who are 
the recipients of their service.

Conclusion

Inclusive community service experiences amongst 
college students with and without disabili ties have not 
been well documented. This study shows how partici-
pating students benefited from being part of a volun-
teer experience in which students worked together to 
plan aspects of a service project, served aging adults 
in the community, reflected upon the ex perience, and 
shared their personal insights. The bur geoning num-
ber of PSE programs across the nation should strive 
to incorporate such inclusive experiences as part of 
curriculum classes or as structured, organized activi-
ties so that more students have opportunities to serve 
alongside their peers. 
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Table 1

Participant Demographics

Role/Pseudonym Age Sex Race Disability Major(s) Types of Prior 
Volunteer Experiences

Students
   Caitlin 21 F W - Disability studies/child 

development
Individuals with disabil-
ities; homeless; literacy; 
youth

   Chris 19 M W ID - High school athletics
   Eric 22 M W ID - Homeless
   Grace2 20 F W - Elementary education/

child studies
Individuals with 
disabilities; youth

   Isabel 19 F W - Elementary education/
child studies

Individuals with 
disabilities; youth; 
homeless 

   Jenny 20 F A - Early childhood educa-
tion/second language 
studies

Individuals with 
disabilities; youth; liter-
acy; education

   Lucy 21 F W - Civil engineering Individuals with dis-
abilities; animals; youth 
tutoring; 
environmental; hunger 
issues

   Maria 18 F AA ID - Hunger issues; 
underprivileged youth 

   Nick1 19 M W ID - n/a
   Ron 18 M W ID - Youth 

Postsecondary Education Program Career Director
   Anna 30 F W - - n/a

Service Site Volunteer Coordinator
   Nancy 28 F W - - Homeless; literacy; 

youth

Note. A = Asian; AA = African American; W = White; ID = Intellectual disability; - = No disability; n/a = 
Not asked; 1 = did not sit for interview; 2 = special education minor.
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Table 2

Advice for Inclusive Programs

Themes Definitions

Provide meaningful planning and follow-up experiences
Preparation before service 
experiences 

Inform and train students in order to create expectation, provide clarity, 
and foster relationships beforehand

Student ownership in planning Utilize student voice and abilities during planning to increase their 
interest and involvement

Follow-up after service expe-
riences 

Provide opportunities for students to share their insights, highlights, 
and challenges about a service project following their experiences

Link to education experiences
Preparing for the workforce Use a variety of service experiences as an avenue for career exploration 

while in school
Embed inclusive experiences 
into postsecondary program-
ming  

Adjust current postsecondary or community programming to reflect 
inclusive experiences

Early incorporation of inclu-
sive programming in schools

Expose students to inclusive service experiences early on in school to 
foster a sense of inclusion that builds over time

Consistent opportunities for 
service

Create consistent community service projects as part of programming 
so students and beneficiaries develop mutual, long-lasting relationships

Use university resources Use resources of university campuses in order to recruit and support 
inclusive experiences

Design of inclusive programming
Increase accessibility and 
support

Find ways to adapt service experiences and provide support to accom-
modate a wide range of abilities and needs

Align experiences to range of 
students’ abilities

Ensure that service experiences are a good fit for students by aligning 
experiences to students’ functional abilities

Provide structured service 
experiences

Structure service experiences to include explicit planning and organiza-
tion

Hold equal/shared roles Design inclusive service opportunities that give all students the oppor-
tunity to take on similar roles and interactions during all stages of the 
experience

Involve the community in inclusive efforts
Increase community awareness 
and education

Develop opportunities to increase the visibility of and inform the com-
munity about people with disabilities and their capacity to contribute 
and provide for others

Increase community partner-
ships and connections

Strengthen connections and partnerships between disability organiza-
tions and community service organizations 

Advocacy from local and state 
organizations

Seek out local and state organizations to advocate for the feasibility, ne-
cessity, and success of inclusive service experiences in the community, 
and to assist in their formation

Meet community needs Ensure inclusive experiences meet the needs of community organiza-
tions and that people with disabilities can meaningfully contribute to 
meet these needs

Note. Themes in each subcategory are organized from most to least emphasized by participants.
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Abstract

There has been a growing commitment to the inclusion of students with Intellectual Disability (ID) on college 
campuses which has resulted in approximately 271 college programs in the United States. Although there is 
great variability on program structure and supports of these programs, their overall purpose is to assist students 
to prepare for productive and satisfying adult lives. The purpose of this study was to examine the inclusion of 
fitness and exercise components in the context of inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) programs within 
the United States. Obesity is a major health concern, and people with ID are more than twice as likely to be 
obese than people without. Non-random purposeful sampling was used to interview nine staff members from 
different IPSE programs. Data indicated that both IPSE program factors and individual student characteristics 
may impact the role of exercise and fitness in IPSE. These findings can help guide the development of effec-
tive exercise and fitness programs for young adults with ID within the context of postsecondary education. 

Keywords:  Inclusive postsecondary education, intellectual disability, physical activity, obesity

Due to recent legislation (i.e., Higher Education 
Opportunity Act of 2008, PL 110-315), funding oppor-
tunities (i.e., Transition and Postsecondary Programs 
for Students with Intellectual Disability [TPSID] pro-
grams), and a growing commitment to increasing ac-
cess to postsecondary education in general, there are 
now 271 inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) 
programs across 48 states in the United States (think-
college.net).  Inclusive postsecondary education 
programs aim to assist individuals with intellectual 
disability (ID) to prepare for more productive and sat-
isfying adult lives, including meaningful careers and 
being as independent as possible (Uditsky & Hough-
son 2007). These programs vary greatly in the type 
of students enrolled and how services are delivered. 
Some programs allow for dual enrollment of students 
also enrolled in their K-12 school district, while oth-
ers serve students who have graduated or completed 
their K-12 education. Inclusive postsecondary educa-
tion programs also differ in whether the students live 
in university housing or commute to campus. 

Grigal, Hart, and Weir (2012) categorized IPSE 
programs into three distinct models: hybrid, sub-
stantially separate, and inclusive individualized. The 
majority of programs in the United states are hybrid 

models that include classes and activities with stu-
dents both with and without ID. Classes exclusively 
with other students with disabilities are often focused 
on gaining adaptive and daily-life skills and may be 
called “transition” classes. Substantially separate 
programs consist of classes only with other students 
with ID. Inclusive individualized programs offer sup-
port designed around each individual student’s needs 
which could include tutoring, peer mentoring, and 
specialized technology. Some IPSE programs prior-
itize academic achievement and career development, 
while others focus primarily on social and adaptive 
skills as target areas. In a survey of IPSE programs, 
34% cited independent living skills as a primary 
focus, 32% cited employment, with only 18% citing 
academic achievement.

Inclusive postsecondary education programs aim 
to provide adults with ID the support they need to 
enjoy the full range of experiences available in post-
secondary settings.  As such, these programs are well-
poised to address the issues of obesity, nutrition, and 
exercise in adults with ID. In fact, many IPSE pro-
grams have begun to examine needs and supports be-
yond traditional academic support. Specifically, there 
appears to be an increased awareness among IPSE 



Roberts et al.; Physical Activity240     

programs that physical health and wellness can have 
a significant impact on academic performance and on 
the acquisition of new skills (Shore et al. 2008). Ed-
ucators associated with IPSE programs have begun 
to consider how their roles might not be limited to 
academic instruction but may also include address-
ing health-related topics like nutrition, exercise, and 
other healthy lifestyle choices.  However, as IPSE 
programs develop and implement these supports, 
there are a number of barriers that must be addressed 
including physical limitations, side effects of medica-
tion, and a lack of healthy food or exercise choices.  
Thus, research examining barriers and supports as-
sociated with optimal health and increased physical 
exercise for ISPE students is critical.

Although these programs are relatively new and 
the research is limited, initial data suggest that partic-
ipation in IPSE programs results increased self-deter-
mination, job readiness and initial wages, and social 
skills (Grigal, Hart, Smith, Domin, & Weir, 2016). 
However, to date, no research exists that outlines the 
role of physical activity or exercise in these programs. 
The National Center for Health Statistics estimates 
that approximately 38% of adults living in the United 
States are overweight or obese which puts them at 
an elevated risk for adverse health outcomes includ-
ing life-threatening conditions such as heart disease 
and stroke (National Center for Health Statistics, 
2017). For individuals with ID, the rates of obesity 
are up to 58% higher than adults without disabilities, 
and obesity and lifestyle-related diseases negative-
ly affect this population at alarming rates (Bandini, 
Curtin, Hamad, Tybor & Must, 2005; Slevin, Trues-
dale-Kennedy, McConkey, Livingstone, & Fleming, 
2014). Obesity among individuals with ID represents 
a public health crisis, which has resulted in increased 
fitness and exercise promotion efforts targeting both 
prevention and reduction of obesity and obesity-re-
lated conditions (Neidert, Dozier, Iwata, & Hafen, 
2010). A national blueprint has been issued identify-
ing the need to improve the health of persons with ID.  
Physical fitness and obesity are two of the primary 
targets of this blueprint as adults with ID have lower 
fitness levels than their peers without. (Heller, Mc-
Cubbin, Drum, & Peterson, 2011; Rimmer & Yamaki, 
2006). In their systematic research review, Temple, 
Frey, and Stanish (2006) stated that nearly two-thirds 
of adults with ID did not fulfill the minimum physi-
cal activity level recommendations published by U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). 
Furthermore, the majority of time during the day for 
people with ID is spent doing sedentary activities, 
with only 13% of younger adults with ID meeting the 
HHS minimum recommendations. 

Inclusive postsecondary education programs are 
in the unique position to incorporate exercise into 
their curriculum, and to assist this vulnerable popu-
lation in overcoming barriers to fitness and exercise. 
Within a college or university setting, IPSE students 
theoretically have access to resources and opportuni-
ties that may not be available to other young adults 
with ID. Despite its importance, no studies have ex-
amined fitness and wellness promotion for individ-
uals with ID within the context of IPSE. Exploring 
how IPSE programs are currently addressing fitness 
and exercise within their programs could serve to im-
prove supports and programming for students with 
ID at colleges and universities across the nation. 

The purpose of this study was to examine how 
fitness and exercise are being addressed within the 
context of IPSE programs within the United States. 
Specifically, two research questions guided the study: 
(a) to what extent is physical activity included in IPSE 
programming; and (b) what are IPSE professionals’ 
perceptions of facilitators and barriers to how IPSE 
programs facilitate students’ fitness and exercise?

Method

This project aimed to increase understanding of 
the how fitness and exercise is being addressed with 
students in IPSE programs. This information has the 
potential to guide the development of more effective 
exercise and fitness programs for young adults with 
ID within the context of postsecondary education. To 
accomplish this aim, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with IPSE staff regarding the barriers and 
facilitators to addressing exercise and physical activ-
ity with students with ID.

Participants
A non-random purposeful sampling was used to 

obtain insights specific to IPSE programs (as opposed 
to the general population). Participants were recruited 
from the Think College website (http://www.think-
college.net/) that lists each of the IPSE programs 
in the United States. Think College at University of 
Massachusetts-Boston serves as the National Coordi-
nating Center for Transition Postsecondary Programs 
for Students with Intellectual Disability (TPSID) 
projects. To be included in the current research study, 
participants needed to be twenty years or older, listed 
as the staff contact person for an IPSE program on the 
Think College website, and have been at their current 
position for at least one year. Administrators and staff 
members were chosen as these particular individuals 
allowed for the best chance to glean information re-
lated to the research questions. Interaction with par-
ticipants was limited to a phone interview. 
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Of the 266 IPSE programs listed on the website 
at the time, participants were recruited from pro-
grams described as “residential,” meaning the pro-
gram allows students with ID to live on the campus 
of a four-year college or university. This criterion was 
chosen because students enrolled at residential IPSE 
programs are more likely to be involved in a wider 
range of services. Of the 266 IPSE programs listed 
on the Think College website, 54 programs met the 
inclusion criteria. Using the contact information post-
ed on the website (name, email, phone), an email was 
sent outlining the core components of the study and 
requesting an email response indicating interest in 
participation (yes/no). Of the 54 programs that were 
emailed, 13 responded. Of the 13 programs that re-
sponded, nine indicated that they were interested in 
participating in the study. For those who indicated 
they were interested in participating or who wanted 
more information, additional details were sent re-
garding the anticipated time commitment and specific 
study procedures. 

In addition to the demographic information pro-
vided in Table 1, it is important to understand that 
although each of the participating programs met cri-
teria to be an IPSE program, admission criteria and 
program goals somewhat varied. All of the programs 
accept students with mild to moderate ID, but one 
program exclusively admits individuals with ASD. 
With regards to individual program goals, three of the 
nine programs included “academics” as a program 
focus, seven of the nine programs included “indepen-
dent living,” and eight of the nine programs included 
“vocational training.” 

In analyzing ground theory interview data, Guest, 
Bunce, and Johnson (2006) reported that data satu-
ration typically takes place at 12 interviews, there-
fore the goal was to interview approximately 10 to 
12 participants. Ultimately, nine IPSE staff agreed to 
participate in an interview, which is consistent with 
recommended sample sizes for qualitative interview 
studies, which ranges from four (Romney, Batchelder, 
& Weler, 1986) to 30 participants (Creswell, 1998). 
The research team determined that a sample of nine 
meets the recommended threshold and that more in-
terviews would produce risk of informational redun-
dancy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  To confirm this, the 
coded data was reviewed and determined that (a) the 
responses of the first seven interviewees were well 
represented with existing codes, and (b) new themes 
did not emerge in the final two interviews that were 
not already captured by initial codes suggesting that 
a larger sample size would result in data saturation. 

Data Collection 
The interview protocol used for this study was 

developed based on the literature and included a total 
of 11 questions, with additional follow-up questions 
contingent on participant answers (e.g., “If yes, how? 
If no, what are your reasons for not including this?”). 
The interview consisted of a set of four introductory 
demographic questions, questions regarding if and 
how physical activity is included in the program cur-
riculum, and questions about barriers and facilitating 
factors in providing instruction and support in this 
area. Additionally, the final question included a rating 
scale from 1-10 at the end of the interview to extract 
information related to relative importance placed on 
fitness and exercise (i.e., “On a scale from one to 10, 
what level priority is exercise in your program?”). 
Table 2 includes sample interview questions. The in-
terview questions were piloted with two professionals 
associated with IPSE programs (project coordinators) 
and then adjusted based on their feedback. Profes-
sionals working in or affiliated with IPSE programs 
across the country were targeted for study enrollment. 
The interviews were conducted via telephone and 
took approximately 30 minutes to complete. They 
were audiotaped and then transcribed to facilitate 
coding.  A grounded theory approach (Flick, 2002) 
to qualitative research was adopted for analyses. This 
approach was advantageous when researchers seek 
to understand phenomenon and acquire in-depth in-
formation that is difficult to ascertain through more 
quantitative methods (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Procedures and Analysis
The research procedures were reviewed and 

approved by the university’s Institutional Review 
Board. The phone interviews were conducted in a 
private university office and audiotaped to allow 
later review and coding. The consent process was 
verbally explained to participants, and their consent 
was obtained over the phone at the outset of the in-
terview prior to any data collection. All records were 
kept confidential and no personal identifiers (names 
and programs) recorded. If the participant mentioned 
their name or the program’s name during the inter-
view, it was removed from the subsequent transcript. 
Each interview was given a unique pseudonym and 
all recordings were stored in a locked cabinet with 
no identifying information. The digital transcriptions 
were saved on a password-protected device. Only the 
people who worked on this study were able to access 
the data. The research team deleted the recording of 
the participants’ interview after transcription. 

All of the interview transcripts were read and 
coded by the first and second authors. Specifically, 
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the data analysis steps provided by Strauss and Corbin 
(1997) were followed.  Open coding to identify con-
cepts categories and properties was first used, followed 
by axial coding to develop connections between each 
category and its sub-categories. The last step involved 
selective coding to integrate categories and to build a 
theoretical framework. After coding, theoretical sam-
pling to confirm and sharpen the theoretical frame-
work was conducted until theoretical saturation was 
achieved, which is “when the marginal value of the 
new data is minimal” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.110). 

As a result of this coding process, three category 
headings were generated from the data and the initial 
codes were assigned to one of the resulting themes. 
Following development of the coding scheme, two 
independent researchers who are not authors of this 
manuscript read the transcripts and verified the ac-
curacy and representativeness of the thematic struc-
ture. After discussion with the research team, minor 
modifications were made to the thematic structure. 
Lastly, to ensure research credibility, member-check-
ing was conducted, a technique used to help improve 
accuracy, credibility, and validity of a study by giv-
ing the data to the members of the original sample to 
check the authenticity of the work (Lincoln & Guba. 
1985). Participants reviewed preliminary results and 
confirmed that they felt the results were accurate. By 
doing this, the goal was to determine if participants’ 
viewpoints were accurately translated into resulting 
theory (Krefting, 1991). In summary, several pro-
cedures were utilized before, during and after data 
collection to improve the trustworthiness of the data 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Results

In grounded theory research, a strong category 
system “emerges” from the data (Strauss & Corbin, 
1994). After the data were coded and analyzed, three 
prevalent themes as to how IPSE programs address 
fitness and exercise were apparent: (1) Program 
Structure, (2) Challenges, and (3) Supports. Sub-
themes within each of these were identified as well. 
Student-led choices and structured requirements were 
identified within Program Structure, individual barri-
ers and systems barriers within Challenges, and peer 
involvement and program resources within Supports.  
The results are organized using these three primary 
themes and their subthemes. Prior to reporting the 
coded results, it was noted that several participants 
stated appreciation for this project. Furthermore, 
regardless of exercise and fitness implementation 
method, rigor, or formalization, data indicate that 
programs view health and wellness as an important 

construct within their program, with eight of the nine 
participants rating health and wellness at least a six 
out of 10 (1 being least important to 10 being of the 
utmost importance). 

Theme 1: Program Structure
Of the major themes identified, program structure 

appeared to be the most salient in understanding the 
current role of fitness and exercise in IPSE programs. 
Consistently across IPSE programs, values such as 
self-determination and inclusivity were evident and 
emphasized.  This is an important finding, as these 
are key components of an IPSE program and are con-
sidered best-practice within the ID literature (Griffin 
& Papay, 2017; Wehmeyer & Abery, 2013). Across 
the interviews, similarities in program structure were 
found that have yet to be investigated and are novel. 
For example, when asked about the level of parent/
family involvement within fitness and exercise, near-
ly all programs reported a “hands-off model” with 
very limited parental involvement in order to best 
promote student independence. Interestingly, in stark 
contrast, the program that did involve parents was 
quite involved and extensive: “We send home prog-
ress reports and a monthly weight log. We think that 
social life is important and employment too, but you 
have to be healthy in order to live a life that is to be 
of high quality.” Overall, data indicated significant 
variability across programs in terms of general struc-
ture in delivering services, specifically the extent of 
autonomy students are afforded in determining their 
IPSE experience (i.e., student-led choices or struc-
tured requirements). Moreover, findings suggest that 
individual program structure drives the intensity of 
physical activity implementation. 

More autonomous programs (focus on stu-
dent-led choices). In a broad sense, student-led 
choices are decisions made by the individual student.  
Thus, in this study, student-led choices reflected par-
ticipants’ responses that supported student autonomy 
and independence to make choices around fitness and 
exercise. A majority of the programs reported that 
they did not have a formalized fitness and exercise 
component within their IPSE program, and that the 
level of fitness and exercise activities that students 
are involved in is entirely up to the students. Partic-
ipants reported that facilitating what students “want 
to do” is their primary responsibility when delivering 
services rather than requiring students to engage in 
specific activities.  One program director noted, “we 
ask them what they are broadly interested in and help 
facilitate that, but they are not required to do anything 
related to health and wellness.”  Another program di-
rector made a similar statement, “They have access to 
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all PE courses, but aren’t required to take them.” Al-
though programs that structure their services around 
student autonomy may value health and wellness, 
they believe that the ultimate decision to engage in 
fitness and exercise activities decided upon by each 
individual student.  

Similarly, some program staff reported that, al-
though fitness and exercise activities are not required 
and participating is left up to the student, these op-
tions are specifically encouraged:

They have to choose from a list of electives each 
semester. It is mainly driven by them, with a lit-
tle guidance. For example, if we know they have 
an individual goal to be healthier, we might say, 
“hey, look, snowboarding seems like a lot of fun.” 
So, it is softly encouraged, but not required.

Another program director commented, “we definitely 
encourage healthy routines.” Other program directors 
reported that although fitness and exercise activities 
are encouraged, they are not necessarily referred to 
during goal-setting and individualized planning. 
These narratives demonstrate respondents’ beliefs 
that promoting healthy behavior is important, but not 
to the extent that it interferes with the autonomy and 
self-determination of their students. These beliefs are 
reflected in the statements made by two program staff 
members: “student goals are completely individual-
ized. If they want to be healthier, then we try to put 
them in a position to be successful, but it is in no way 
required” and “we encourage it in an indirect sense. 
We stress independent living (taking care of your own 
health) … goal setting in that way.” 

Less autonomous programs (more structured 
requirements). In this study, structured requirements 
refer to fitness and exercise activities that the stu dents 
in the program are required to do. These re quirements 
can be in the form of classes, specific health activi-
ties within a general requisite, or hours of exercise 
per week. Although several programs had fitness and 
exercise components that were re quired as a program 
outcome or goal for all of their students, the type and 
level of requirements varied, and students had the abil-
ity to choose what activi ties to become involved in and 
whom to be involved with. As one director stated:

Health and wellness are tied to our program goals. 
One of our goals is that we would like each stu-
dent to know how to be healthy and fit before 
they leave the program. Within that, we break that 
down and the students pick what that means to 
them and we make individual goals. 

Another program director noted, “a fitness goal 
is al ways included as a part of their person-centered 
plan. Sometimes this looks like individual goals with 
their peer mentors such as, ’work out a certain num-
ber of times per week.’”

In addition to fitness and exercise activities being 
tied into program components, a few programs re-
ported that all of the students have specific, required 
health goals that are measured and monitored through-
out the year. These comments suggested respondents 
believe that if fitness and exercise were to be included 
in programming, it needed to be delivered in a struc-
tured and measurable way.  Statements by multiple 
program directors reflect this sentiment: “we have a 
five day per week mandatory fitness/involvement;” 
“they are required to do two activities per weekend. 
Sometimes those involve exercise (Frisbee, walking 
to a football game);” and “students start off with a 
baseline at the beginning of the year and then try to 
beat it. We measure weight, resting heart rate, and 
stuff like that…85%-90% of goals are for a healthy 
lifestyle--nutrition, exercise, general knowledge.” 
Some program directors also reported that they have 
specific classes that all students have to take: “all stu-
dents are required to take a Health and Wellness class 
during their first year.”

Theme 2: Challenges
In addition to program structure, challenges 

to having an exercise or fitness component also 
emerged as a theme from the data. Within this gen-
eral theme, individual barriers and systems barriers 
materialized as specific subthemes. To identify a 
baseline of student physical activity in IPSE pro-
grams, each respondent was asked to estimate what 
percentage of students in their respective program 
are relatively active (relatively active defined as at 
least 30 minutes of exercise three to four times per 
week), and most of the programs estimated that 60% 
or less of their students are relatively active each 
week. With that said, two programs estimated 100% 
of their students were active. 

Individual barriers. For this study, individ-
ual barriers to health and wellness referred to what 
specifically inhibits successful fitness and exercise 
promotion in for IPSE students. A number of respon-
dents reported that student motivation was a signifi-
cant barrier to having an exercise component in their 
program, with one respondent reporting, “a lot of 
students need prodding, which ends up creating diffi-
cult situations for us.” Other respondents echoed this 
sentiment, explaining how they often avoid including 
exercise activities because they make students feel 
uncomfortable, and they did not want to push stu-



Roberts et al.; Physical Activity244     

dents to do something that they do not want to do. 
One respondent shared that they had actually scaled 
back their level of exercise and fitness promotion in 
their program due to a lack of student motivation: “we 
don’t push exercise as much as we used to because of 
a general unwillingness to participate. Our program 
needs to learn how to do a better job persuading [our 
students] that exercise is important.”

In particular, some respondents reported that they 
believed this lack of motivation could be due to a lack 
of expectations for students with ID early in their so-
cial and emotional development. A few respondents 
cited secondary education as the source for a lack of 
expectations to exercise. One explained: 

A big barrier that we have encountered is a lot of 
students were never exposed to physical activity 
in high school. It wasn’t an expectation for them. 
So, they really did have some habits and lack of 
motivation because it was a lot more fun for them 
to play video games during gym rather than ex-
ercise.

Another respondent mentioned that exercise is not 
included within Individualized Education Program 
(IEPs) as they should be, thus contributing to their 
lack of motivation: 

I don’t think health and wellness is a big part of 
most IEPs. I think a lot of [lack of motivation] 
stems from the fact that nobody expected them 
to really participate in sports or do some of those 
things that other high school students are prone 
to do.

In addition to motivation, respondents noted that lim-
ited knowledge surrounding basic gym usage creates 
barriers. Respondents argued that without a founda-
tional knowledge of how to use the equipment in the 
gym, exercise opportunities are greatly reduced. As 
one respondent noted, “another big barrier is a lack 
of knowing how to use the equipment. If they don’t 
know how to use the equipment, they are much less 
likely to work out.” Along the same lines, respon-
dents reported that having students that do not know 
how to properly use the equipment at the gym leads 
to serious safety concerns. This is a major barrier, as 
one participant explained, “basic safety in the gym is 
a big thing that we need to address.”

Systems barriers. For this study, systems barriers 
referred to systematic barriers to exercise and fitness 
promotion that are not related to individual students 
within the program. For example, this theme includes 
general organization within the program, various 

program limitations, hierarchal challenges within the 
college or university, and financial constraints. 

A common system barrier among respondents 
was a lack of trained staff explicitly associated with 
the program to assist with exercise and fitness promo-
tion. Respondents shared that without staff that are 
trained in fitness, their programs are unable to “make 
exercise activities adaptable” or “demonstrate how to 
use the gym equipment.” Also, having a trained fit-
ness staff member can help to overcome bureaucratic 
obstacles, as one respondent explained, “there used 
to be a point on campus when our students weren’t 
allowed to use the rec center because administrators 
thought it wouldn’t be safe.”

In addition to trained fitness staff within the pro-
gram, restraints such as time and finances were other 
significant systematic barrier identified by partici-
pants. With regards to time, programs reported that 
they simply did not have enough hours in the day to 
include fitness within their current goals and activ-
ities. As one respondent said, “time is an issue and 
our biggest barrier. We cannot fit fitness and health 
and wellness into the normal structure of our daily 
activities.” Respondents also reported how financial 
restraints impact their ability to offer fitness options 
to students. As one staff member noted: 

It costs money to sign up for classes that they are 
interested in outside of our curriculum. If they are 
interested in archery, they are required to have the 
necessary equipment and generally they cannot 
afford that. PE credits are $1000 per class and are 
only 1 credit. So, honestly, we encourage them 
not to take PE courses just because of the cost. 

Theme 3: Supports.
Supports to having an exercise or fitness compo-

nent also emerged as a theme from the data. Within 
this general theme, peer involvement and resources 
materialized as specific subthemes.

Peer involvement. Utilizing volunteers and peer 
mentors within their IPSE program was a common 
theme across all programs, with some having “men-
tors assigned to each student through an undergraduate 
course” and one program having up to 500 under-
graduate student volunteers at their disposal. General 
roles of volunteers and peer mentors varied greatly 
across programs, with some programs having them 
focus on campus integration while others focused on 
social skills. Related to exercise and fitness promo-
tion, one program reported using their peer mentors 
to facilitate structured activities: “our mentors infor-
mally set up times to exercise as a group several times 
per week.” One IPSE staff member shared that “some 
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students would rather go with a mentor to a class 
until they are uncomfortable going on their own.” 
Another added, “if they don’t have a social mentor 
go with them, it is much less likely that they will go 
and participate in fitness activities.” Others reported 
that they “always have students and volunteers pres-
ent during our workouts to help motivate the [IPSE] 
students and provide the individualized attention that 
they require.” Using volunteers and peer mentors in 
this way is intentional, according to one staff member 
who noted “facilitating health and wellness is one of 
the big things that we try to get [peer mentors] to do.” 

In addition to volunteers and peer mentors, other 
IPSE students sometimes facilitated their peers’ fit-
ness as well. This influence could be direct (“we 
had a student who wanted to be a personal trainer be 
roommates with a student who wanted to lose weight.  
It was ideal because they helped each other out!”) or 
indirect (“just having each other as peers is a big in-
fluence to want to be better”).  

Program resources. Classes, either general uni-
versity undergraduate classes or classes unique to the 
IPSE program, were significant resources that facili-
tated fitness and exercise among programs.  In some 
programs, students were required to take classes on 
a variety of topics: Health, Leisure Skills, Inclusive 
Fitness, Group Fitness, and Dance. Some programs 
created a way to simultaneously individualize classes 
while promoting fitness. As one respondent said, “we 
had one student take a country swing class. That was 
more of a social goal for her, but obviously swing 
dancing for a couple hours every week is great exer-
cise.” In fact, the act of walking to and from classes 
was identified by one respondent as an exercise in it-
self: “it is a big campus, so the fact they are going 
from their dorms to their classes is good because they 
are getting solid walking in every day.” 

In addition to classes, extracurricular activities 
also proved to be great resources to facilitate exer-
cise. Examples of extracurricular activities among 
programs included rock climbing, Zumba, bowling, 
walking club, running club, intramural sports, swim 
club, group walks, and yoga. In addition, at one uni-
versity, an IPSE tried out for and made the club base-
ball team on his own. 

University gymnasiums and weight rooms were 
also mentioned as resources that help facilitate exer-
cise. All respondents reported that their students cur-
rently have access to the college/university gym or 
student recreation center to exercise, just as any other 
student at their college or university would. Within 
the gym, common equipment used by IPSE students 
included treadmills, stair masters, ski-machines, and 
free weights. All respondents reported that their stu-

dents have access to a trained fitness instructor at the 
university gym, but most programs reported that ac-
cessing these trainers would cost extra money sepa-
rate from the IPSE program fees. 

Certain resources within the university and com-
munity also were identified as a facilitating factor for 
fitness. For example, one program reported that they 
partner with their university’s Department of Public 
Health Sciences “for food nutrition and healthy liv-
ing.” This respondent added that together: “We con-
duct various baseline assessments on IPSE incoming 
freshman each year, such as heart rate, BMI, and 
strength tests, then we monitor progress through the 
year.” Programs also cited collaboration with univer-
sity and college athletic teams (e.g., men’s basketball 
team, football team, and golf team); campus recre-
ational therapy groups; and university dieticians. One 
program used their connection with the student health 
center to facilitate a paid internship for an IPSE stu-
dent who wanted to be a physical trainer, which 
“worked out perfectly.” Community groups also were 
great resources, as one program partnered with a 
group that specializes in inclusive activities and par-
ticipated in off-campus whitewater rafting. 

Discussion

There are a number of environmental factors 
that may hinder individuals with ID from engaging 
in physical activity and result in a sedentary life-
style which puts them at increased risk for obesity. 
These factors are largely attributed to the settings and 
contexts where individuals with ID live, work, and 
engage in recreation, which often present varying de-
grees of opportunities to be physically active. Physi-
cal activity represents a broad range of activities that 
result in the expenditure of energy (Leung, Siebert, & 
Yun, 2017). There are a number of well-documented 
benefits from physical activity including the primary 
and secondary prevention of chronic diseases (e.g., 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, cancer, hyperten-
sion, obesity, depression, and osteoporosis), with the 
maintenance of a healthy weight and reduction of 
obesity as one of the primary outcomes (Janssen & 
LeBlanc, 2010; Warburton, Nicol, & Bredin, 2006). 
One study investigated the physical activity levels of 
individuals with ID and their peers, presenting data 
that suggested employment of people with ID, espe-
cially in jobs that require manual labor, moderately 
increased their physical activity and significantly im-
prove their health status (Finlayson et al., 2007). 

Because people with ID require more support to 
health promotion and preventative services than the 
general population, their level of exercise is excep-
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tionally dependent on supports in their respective set-
tings. For instance, Pan, Liu, Chung, & Hsu (2015) 
demonstrated that adolescent students with ID are 
less involved in moderate to vigorous activity during 
school recess and called for more structured recess 
and recreation opportunities to promote engagement 
for this population in these settings. In contrast, set-
tings can be structured to a point where they are re-
strictive and inhibit opportunities for people with 
ID to exercise. For example, Son and Jeon (2017) 
described how, due to time and financial restraints, 
simple abdominal exercises were introduced to adults 
with ID at a community residential care facility. They 
reported that these exercises had a positive impact on 
correcting posture and were relatively easy to imple-
ment, therefore making the case for similar facilities 
to allocate resources to allow for more targeted exer-
cise programs. In addition to setting factors, caretak-
ers themselves play a pivotal role in providing access 
to physical activity for people with ID. One study 
used interviews of adults with ID to investigate barri-
ers and facilitators to a healthy lifestyle, finding that 
providers’ knowledge was both a significant barrier 
or facilitator of healthy behaviors (Caton et al, 2012). 
Service providers who did not place a high value on 
physical activity were less likely to facilitate or advo-
cate for such opportunities. 

These risks are exaggerated in people with ID, 
therefore the consequences of obesity are particular-
ly problematic to this group who already experience 
social and health disparities (Biswas, Vahabzadeh, 
Hobbs, & Healy, 2010). Individuals with ID expe-
rience a number of barriers to achieving a healthy 
weight, such as low physical activity levels (Bartlo 
& Klein, 2011; Hilgenkamp, van Wijck, & Evenhuis, 
2012; Temple & Walkley, 2003), social and economic 
factors (Lioret, Maire, Volatier, & Charles, 2007), un-
healthy lifestyle choices (Mikulovic et al., 2014) and 
poor nutrition (Humphries, Traci, & Seekins, 2009). 
Thus, exploring and investigating various perceptions 
surrounding these barriers and potentially beneficial 
interventions and supports is critical. In this study, 
the role of exercise and fitness in IPSE programs was 
examined given that these settings are increasingly 
available as important programs found to increase 
positive adult outcomes for those with ID (Grigal et 
al., 2016).  It was found that both IPSE program fac-
tors and individual student characteristics impact the 
role of exercise and fitness in IPSE.

According to the respondents, less than half of 
students in their IPSE programs are relatively active. 
Previous studies have linked obesity with a lack of 
physical activity in college students (Desai, Miller, 
Staples, & Bravender, 2008; Huang et al., 2003), but 

this study is the first to document this phenomenon in 
college students with ID. With regards to individual 
factors, respondents suggested that motivation as well 
as a lack of basic knowledge surrounding fitness and 
exercise were significant barriers in the implementation 
of fitness and exercise components in IPSE programs. 
Having students who are unmotivated to exercise can 
obviously create resistance to exercise programs, and 
a lack of knowledge restricts fitness options and often 
leaves individuals disengaged. Motivation as a barrier 
to exercise in ID populations is documented within the 
literature (Frey, Buchanan, Rosser Sandt, 2005), as is 
a lack of awareness surrounding healthy weight man-
agement in college students (Lowry et al., 2000). How-
ever, this is the first study to examine these barriers 
within an IPSE context. 

The importance of peer involvement to facili-
tate individual fitness was also an important finding. 
Within the IPSE literature, benefits of peer involve-
ment have been well documented (Blumberg & Daley, 
2009; Jones & Goble, 2012). Peer involvement and 
social interaction has been found to increase exercise 
participation (Stanish & Temple, 2012), but their in-
fluence has not been studied within an IPSE context. 
The respondents perceived time and money as pro-
gram factors that created barriers to implementing ex-
ercise and fitness activities with IPSE students. This 
mirrors previous research that shows finances and 
scheduling are often identified as barriers to exercise 
in other populations (Reichert, Barros, Domingues, 
& Hallal, 2007). 

Respondents also perceived collaboration as a 
program-level facilitator. Benefits of collaboration 
between ISPEs and administrators, faculty, staff, and 
students in the college or university where they reside 
has been argued for before. The literature suggests that 
collaboration with IPSE programs can be mutually 
beneficial for the program as well as the collaborative 
partners. Folk, Yamamoto, and Stodden (2012) report-
ed that IPSE programs can be a transformative process 
for not only the students, but for (postsecondary educa-
tion) institutions and support agencies and concluded 
that “collaborative interagency teaming is a powerful 
method to inform and empower the implementation of 
change and stimulate new opportunities and approach-
es for transition services for students with ID” (p. 261). 
The respondents noted many benefits for university 
staff and students who helped incorporate exercise and 
fitness within an IPSE program. 

Variability across IPSE program structure is not 
a novel finding, as this variability has been previous-
ly reported (Grigal et al., 2012). Further, considering 
that there is no mandated requirement for an explicit 
percentage of services needing to be student-specific 
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or mandated by the program, it appears that individual 
program philosophies may influence important deci-
sion-making at both the program and individual level. 
This was perhaps the most influential finding from 
the interviews, as the level of fitness and exercise im-
plementation appeared to be largely due to program 
approach or philosophy. This finding parallels similar 
suggestions of the key role that stakeholders’ beliefs 
play in the management of obesity in individuals with 
ID (Jinks, Cotton, & Rylance, 2011). The extent of 
exercise implemented within each program generally 
was determined by program philosophy in deliver-
ing services: person-centered versus program-cen-
tered (see Figure 1). Programs that leaned towards a 
more person-centered philosophy tended to give their 
students more autonomy in deciding whether or not 
to exercise, how to exercise, when to exercise, etc. 
Conversely, programs that leaned towards a more 
program-centered philosophy were more regulated 
in general, including increased requirements and di-
rection of their students’ exercise. Differences in pro-
gram structure and philosophy may lead to different 
outcomes, and the field would benefit from additional 
research to understand which IPSE structures and ac-
tivities are associated with positive results in students 
with ID, such as engagement, decreased body mass, 
and improved social emotional competencies (i.e., 
self-esteem and body image) (Flanagan 2013; Haw-
kins, Stegall, Weber, & Ryan, 2012; Rubbert, 2014).   

Limitations and Future Directions
The findings of this study should be interpreted 

with caution as this study has several noteworthy 
limitations. First, being a qualitative study, findings 
cannot be extended to wider populations with the 
same degree of certainty that a larger quantitative 
study might provide (Atieno, 2009). Also, the data 
are self-report and thus information is provided from 
IPSE staff members’ personal experiences and per-
spective. Future research should examine perceptions 
of students with ID to better understand their perspec-
tive on the importance, facilitators, and barriers of 
physical activity of their program as well as their mo-
tivation toward and self-efficacy regarding exercise. 
A second limitation of this study is that programs 
that were residential four-year IPSE programs was 
the focus, so the findings may not generalize to other 
types of IPSE programs; specifically, respondents 
represented a relatively small number of residential 
IPSE programs (nine out of 54), and no respondents 
were recruited from non-residential programs. Future 
research should target the multiple configurations of 
IPSE programs to develop a comprehensive under-
standing of available fitness activities and supports.  

Likewise, the impact of optional versus mandated 
program components on IPSE students’ fitness and 
exercise is an important question for future work.  

With new IPSE programs being established at a 
rapid rate, researchers have an opportunity to devel-
op a comprehensive and nuanced picture of fitness 
and exercise programming for students with ID. For 
example, future studies should look into the role that 
experiences in secondary education play in respect to 
barriers to fitness and health in the ID population, as 
was mentioned by several respondents. Specifically, 
examining whether transition plans and IEPs include 
exercise and fitness goals, and how K-12 schools 
facilitate fitness and exercise for students with ID 
would be important information for developing new 
interventions and supports. Additional studies evalu-
ating the specific techniques and methods that IPSE 
programs use to promote fitness are needed to estab-
lish these approaches: acceptability, effectiveness, 
and generalizability. 

Summary and Implications

This study is important given the high degree 
of obesity and associated health problems in adults 
with ID.  Interview respondents indicated a number 
of program and individual factors that may support 
or inhibit students’ physical activity within four-year 
residential IPSE programs. Interestingly, despite the 
variability in how fitness and exercise services were 
delivered, nearly all programs valued health and well-
ness as important to their program (at or above a 6 on a 
scale from 1-10). It was also found that fitness-related 
content and activities may reflect programs’ under-
lying foundational philosophies with student-focused 
versus program-mandated programming as the pri-
mary distinguishing feature (see Figure 1). However, 
the extent to which one philosophy or approach pro-
motes better fitness and exercise outcomes has yet to 
be determined and should be investigated further.  

One of the primary factors reported to influence 
IPSE students’ level of physical activity was the value 
and practice of allowing individuals with ID to make 
their own life choices. Within a health and wellness 
context, the data suggest some programs believe 
that young adults with ID that attend their program 
should never be explicitly told where or how often to 
exercise (i.e., these choices are left to each individual 
student), and other programs believe it to be their re-
sponsibility to develop structured exercise or fitness 
components and require that students attend them. 
Given the tremendous problem with obesity and its 
association with a number of diseases, poor health 
outcomes, and the vulnerability of this population to 
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these conditions, consideration of more structured fit-
ness components in IPSE programs must be balanced 
with educators’ desire to promote self-determination 
and freedom of choice for young adults with ID.
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Table 1

Demographic Information of Participants and their Respective Programs

Table 2

Sample Interview Questions

Participant Number (Role)
Highest 
Degree 

Attained

Disability-
Related 

Work (yrs.)

Postsecondary 
Education 

Work (yrs.)

Program 
Existence

(yrs.)
Students

Mean 17.11 6.94 6.66 57
1 (Program Coordinator) Ed.S. 18 1.5 8 29
2 (Program Director) Ph.D. 10 3 8 23
3 (Program Director) Ph.D. 39 16 8 258
4 (Peer Support Coordinator) B.S. 8 2 1 14
5 (Program Administrator- 
Admissions & Business Dev.)

M.A. 20 6 4 70

6 (Co-Principal Investigator/
Faculty Advisor) 

M.A. 25 5 2 10

7 (Program Director) M.A. 20 15 6 38
8 (Program Coordinator) M.A. 4 4 8 18
9 (Assistant Program Coordinator) M.A. 10 10 15 53

Topic Sample Questions

Barriers • What are some barriers to having an exercise or fitness component in 
your program?

• Can you provide an example of a student who has struggled to have a 
healthy lifestyle due to an existing health condition?

Facilitators • How are peers with and without disabilities involved in existing exer-
cise or fitness programs?

• How are parents and families involved in existing exercise or fitness 
programs?

• In your opinion, how do you feel that Postsecondary Education pro-
grams could improve the facilitation of student health and wellness?

Program Structure • Does your university or your specific program promote exercise or 
fitness activities?

• How have you modified your curriculum to support healthy lifestyles 
for the students?
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Figure 1. How IPSE program philosophy in delivering services can influence the extent of exer-
cise implemented.

Program-Centered
Required fitness and health 
components (e.g., At least 5 
hours of weekly physical activity 
mandated and monitored).

Student-Centered
Fitness and health activities 
optional (e.g., Student decides 
when and how to participate in 
exercise.
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Abstract

The ability to read is an essential part of an independent life in our society. Individuals with Intellectual Dis-
ability (ID) and Autism Spectrums Disorders (ASD) often struggle with learning to read; therefore, discover-
ing strategies to build literacy skills is essential to their success in employment and independence. A multiple 
probe across participants design was used to investigate the effects of an adapted employee handbook paired 
with systematic prompting on text comprehension with postsecondary students with mild to moderate ID and 
ASD. This investigation involved three young adults with ID and ASD attending a postsecondary education 
program. The results demonstrated a significant increase in the ability of all three students to answer com-
prehension questions based on an adapted employee handbook compared to baseline, which did not include 
the systematic prompting or graphic organizer. After intervention, all three participants were able to maintain 
improved comprehension levels in the maintenance phase. The findings suggest this to be an effective practice 
for improving literacy skills and access to important functional texts such as employee handbooks for young 
adults with ID. The results of this study could be generalized to a number of disability service providers. Prac-
tical application and future research are also discussed.  

Keywords: Postsecondary students, adapted text, autism spectrums disorders, intellectual disabilities, transition

Competitive employment rates for individuals 
with intellectual disabilities (ID) and autism spectrum 
disorders (ASD) are much lower than for those with-
out disabilities (Human Services Research Institute, 
2012). The Arc (2011) supported Family and Individ-
ual Needs for Disability Supports (FINDS) survey re-
ported that 85% of people with ID were not working. 
Those with ID and ASD who are employed make less 
money, are underemployed, have lower job skills, 
higher poverty rates, and fewer employment benefits 
(Stodden & Dowrick, 2000; U.S. Senate Committee 
for Health, Education, Labor and Pensions, 2011; 
Wagner, Cameto, & Newman, 2003). Access to and 
continued success in employment is extremely diffi-
cult for this population. Individuals with ID and ASD 
historically are not as successful as their nondisabled 
peers when it comes to transitioning to a quality adult 
life, especially because of their low literacy rates 

(Bradford, Shippen, Alberto, Houchins, & Flores, 
2006; Houston & Torgesen, 2004). A multitude of 
problems stem from these low literacy skills, includ-
ing individuals with low-incidence disabilities such 
as developmental disabilities, ID, or ASD having the 
lowest rates of employment (U.S. Department of Ed-
ucation, 2009) and the resulting economic hardship 
and overall concern with health and wellness.

There are many skills and indicators necessary 
for employment success. High amongst those skills is 
literacy (Conceição, 2016). Literacy skills are essen-
tial to acquiring knowledge to build the critical think-
ing skills needed for employment (Levy & Murnane, 
2006); however, achieving the complex skill of liter-
acy is very difficult for those with ID and ASD. Be-
cause high school and post-high school students with 
ID and ASD have significantly limited literacy skills, 
including reading levels at or below second grade, 
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access to important informational texts that may af-
fect their quality of life, including employment, is ex-
tremely limited (Katims, 2000). One such example of 
this is accessing and understanding employee hand-
books or manuals.

Although many may not spend a lot of time read-
ing through them, employee handbooks are the col-
lection of the essential policies, procedures, focus, 
and goals of a company. The U.S. Small Business 
Administration (n.d.) recommended that companies 
provide handbooks to ensure that all employees un-
derstand the expectations of employers. This is also 
where employers list the required information from 
the U.S. Department of Labor such as safety state-
ments and guidelines, break and leave policies, and 
much more. Employee handbooks are an important 
piece of text for all employees to understand to facil-
itate workplace success. Oftentimes, these texts are 
written at very high reading levels and can be very 
difficult to understand for many readers.

To build more accessible employee handbooks, it 
is important to embed what is known about literacy 
and students with ID and ASD. Literacy instruction 
for this population has only recently been focused 
on more comprehensive instruction (Allor, Mathes, 
Roberts, Cheatham, & Otaiba, 2014; Browder, Wake-
man, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, & Algozzine, 2006; 
Courtade, Lingo, & Whitney, 2013; Mims, Hudson, 
& Browder, 2012). Prior to that, the focus of literacy 
instruction was primarily on sight word recognition 
(Browder, Ahlgrim-Delzell, Courtade-Little, & Snell, 
2006). If comprehensive literacy instruction practic-
es have only recently been available, young adults 
of employable age most likely only had sight-word 
instruction and therefore continue to have limited 
literacy skills. Despite the challenges that go along 
with teaching students with ID and ASD to read and 
comprehend a text, the ability to read is an essential 
part of an independent life in our society; therefore, 
discovering strategies and methods that are effective 
in building those literacy skills for individuals with 
ID and ASD is essential to success in employment 
and independence.

A review of the research on the effective literacy 
instruction of individuals with ID and ASD in sec-
ondary or postsecondary programs revealed a focus 
on adapted texts combined with the use of pictures, 
shared stories, and systematic prompting incorpo-
rated within tablet technology such as an iPad® 
(Browder, Wakeman, et al., 2006; Evmenova, Beh-
rmann, Mastropieri, Baker, & Graff, 2011; Lemons, 
Allor, Al Otaiba, & LeJeune, 2016). In addition, 
shared stories or read alouds, are often used as a 
component of a more comprehensive program that 

incorporated systematic prompting, were shown to 
be an effective method to build comprehension and 
engagement of individuals with ID and ASD (Allor et 
al., 2014; Browder, Mims, Spooner, Ahlgrim-Delzell, 
& Lee, 2008; Shurr & Taber-Doughty, 2012; Solis, El 
Zein, Vaughn, McCulley, & Falcomata, 2015). Sys-
tematic instruction, including an explicit prompting 
system and graphic organizers to aid students in text 
analysis and comprehension, has also been an effec-
tive method for building literacy skills for individuals 
with ID and ASD (Browder, Hudson, & Wood, 2013; 
Mims et al., 2012; Mims, Lee, Browder, Zakas, & 
Flynn, 2012; Ozmen, 2011). The use of texts adapted 
from the general education curriculum has success-
fully provided access to grade-level text for students 
with ID and ASD in elementary and middle school 
(Browder et al., 2008; Coyne, Pisha, Dalton, Zeph, 
& Smith, 2012; Knight, Wood, Spooner, Browder, 
& O’Brien, 2015; Spooner, Kemp-Inman, Ahlgrim-
Del zell, Wood, & Ley Davis, 2015; Spooner, Rive-
ra, Browder, Baker, & Salas, 2009). Browder et al. 
(2008) and Coyne et al. (2012) also paired this con-
cept of adapted texts with the principles of Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) for their studies. Tech-
nology has provided teachers with an accessible tool 
to adapt text and pair it with pictures, videos, read 
aloud, and comprehension checkpoints to aide in in-
struction. The use of e-readers in research has shown 
that students increase their engagement and participa-
tion in the text when using this technology (Coyne et 
al., 2012; Douglas, Ayres, Langone, Bell, & Meade, 
2009). Using portable electronic devices to provide 
instruction has been successful for individuals with 
a variety of disabilities because of its simplicity and 
built-in accessibility tools (Kim, Blair, & Lim, 2014; 
Knight et al., 2015).

These elements have previously demonstrated 
success in building literacy skills for elementary and 
middle-school aged individuals with ID and ASD in 
the areas of school-based texts. Very little research 
has been done on building literacy skills for young 
adults with ID and ASD. This study was designed 
to extend the research for the use of combining read 
aloud, text adaptation, technology, graphic organiz-
ers, and systematic instruction to build the text com-
prehension for postsecondary-aged students with ID 
and ASD. For the purposes of this study and to as-
sist postsecondary students with ID and ASD in their 
transition to the workplace, the researchers adapted 
an employee handbook and incorporated a systematic 
instruction literacy package to not only make the text 
more accessible to low-level readers, but to also teach 
text comprehension skills to individuals using func-
tional, real-world texts.
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Mims et al. (2012) adapted grade-level biogra-
phies for middle school students with moderate to 
significant ID. This pilot study expands on the find-
ings of Mims et al. by focusing on transition-aged stu-
dents (aged 18 to 22) participating in a postsecondary 
program for students with mild to moderate ID and 
ASD, and using adapted employee manuals as texts. 
It was hypothesized that developing an accessible 
employee manual and providing skill instruction in 
building comprehension of text will expose individu-
als with low literacy skills to a useful system to build 
understanding of employer procedures and expecta-
tions, which may promote greater on-the-job success. 
More specifically, the purpose of this pilot study was 
to evaluate the effects of a read aloud of an adapted 
employee handbook combined with a systematic-in-
struction-based literacy treatment package to the text 
comprehension of young adults with ID and ASD.

Method

A multiple-probe across participants design was 
used to examine the effects of a systematic instruc-
tion-based literacy package on the comprehension 
of an adapted employee handbook read aloud. The 
multiple-probe was used because the collection of 
continuous baseline data did not seem necessary 
and reactive (Horner & Baer, 1978). For example, 
although the participants could answer some of the 
baseline questions, they could have become frustrat-
ed being asked the same questions each day without 
any instruction. The probe allowed the researcher to 
ensure the data were stable without causing frustra-
tion. The following section outlines the process of 
participant selection and inclusion, the setting, and 
the procedures involved in the study. 

Participants
Three participants were selected from a conve-

nience sample gathered from an inclusive postsecond-
ary education program for individuals with moderate 
intellectual and/or developmental disabilities, ages 
18 to 22, from a university in the southwestern Unit-
ed States. The inclusion criteria for participants re-
quired that: (a) adult students (e.g., they did not have 
a guardian) signed consent for participation; (b) stu-
dents were part of a postsecondary program for indi-
viduals with intellectual or developmental disability 
to attend university; (c) students were able to commu-
nicate verbally; (d) students were able to select one 
item from a series by pointing or speaking; and (e) 
students had acceptable attendance (i.e., no more than 
five absences in the previous quarter). Since each 
student was his or her own guardian the reliability 

of each student’s voluntary consent to participate in 
a research study was assessed every data collection 
session. For example, Charles was asked each day if 
he would like to participate and was ensured that his 
participation was voluntary. 

Brenda. Brenda was a 19-year-old, White female 
with autism. She was in her second year at the uni-
versity’s inclusive postsecondary program for indi-
viduals with ID and ASD. Brenda was able to express 
herself verbally, but was very literal in her conversa-
tion with others. Brenda had mild hearing loss and 
wore hearing aids for support. She had worked with 
children in the past and was interested in working 
with children in the future. At the time of the study, 
Brenda was an intern at the university preschool 
where she completed a number of workplace tasks. At 
preintervention assessment, she was able to read the 
employee handbook independently, but she was not 
able to answer more than 5 of the 10 comprehension 
questions correctly.

Charles. Charles was a 20-year-old, White male 
with Down Syndrome in his second year at the univer-
sity’s postsecondary program. Charles communicated 
verbally and was social with friends and classmates 
but at times, he was difficult to understand. Charles 
had mild hearing loss but did not wear hearing aids 
for support; however, this did not negatively affect 
his ability to interact with others. Charles was able 
to express his wants and desires effectively and he 
had expressed an interest in working at the university 
preschool. At the time of the study he was interning 
with the university athletic department. He was not 
able to read the employee handbook independently at 
preintervention assessment.

Adam. Adam was a 19-year-old, White male with 
autism and was in his first year of the university’s 
postsecondary program. He was verbal but often used 
a high, child-like tone in his communication. Adam 
was less social than other students in the postsecond-
ary education program but this did not affect his abil-
ity to communicate his wants and desires with others. 
Adam had listed the preschool as a possible intern-
ship placement interest. Adam was able to read the 
employee handbook at preintervention assessment, 
but he only answered 4 of the 10 comprehension 
questions correctly.

Setting

The intervention took place in a one-on-one set-
ting at a small table in the first author’s university 
office. This was the same location other university 
students would meet with the first author for supports 
for courses they were taking. The office was located 
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across from the main office of the department and a 
large classroom so there was a lot of student traffic 
crossing through the hallway. The instruction took 
place during convenient break periods for each par-
ticipant. Each student would normally be relaxing in 
another office or at the library during these periods. 
Implementation of the study was completed by a full-
time doctoral student and instructor at the universi-
ty who was also a licensed special education teacher 
with an endorsement in ID and seven years of experi-
ence working with students with intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities. 

Participants sat next to the interventionist with 
the iPad on a stand placed on a desk in between them. 
The graphic organizer was placed in front of the par-
ticipant during the session. The office door remained 
open during interventions.

Materials
Materials included in this study were the adapted 

employee handbook from the university preschool, 
an iPad Air 2®, a picture-based graphic organizer, 
and data collection sheets. An Apple desktop com-
puter installed with iBook Author® was used to de-
velop the adapted handbook. The handbook was then 
uploaded as an iBook® into the iPad® for the student 
participants to view.

Employee handbook. One of the participants 
was working at the university preschool and the 
other two students were interested in interning at the 
preschool site so the employee handbook from the 
preschool was selected for this pilot study. A gen-
eral section of this employee handbook was adapt-
ed to use in this study. The handbook was extensive, 
so the section that pertained most to students’ daily 
duties and job requirements was chosen for this in-
tervention. To ensure content validity, the adapted 
handbook was developed by the first author from the 
original handbook and then reviewed by two experts: 
a university professor whose specialty was working 
with individuals with ID as well as a representative of 
the job site. They reviewed the adapted handbook text 
for accuracy and to determine whether the adaptation 
represented the heart of the content of the original 
work. Adjustments were made to the handbook based 
on their suggestions.

Comprehension questions. The comprehension 
questions were designed to replicate a portion of the 
Mims et al. (2012) study and included nine “Wh” 
questions, such as who, what, where, when, and why; 
as well as one how question. As sequencing (e.g., 
first, next, and last) was not really embedded with-
in the information provided in the text, this element 
from Mims et al.’s study design was not included. 

The questions were placed throughout the text to re-
flect what was happening in that portion of the piece 
(see Table 1 for a list of the questions). Following a 
page of adapted text, a question with a choice of four 
responses (one correct answer and three distractors) 
was given.

Text. The adapted text was built using iBooks 
Author® and included pictures that aligned with the 
text content. There were a total of 10 text pages, each 
followed by a question page. The answers included 
the appropriate response as well as three distractor 
answers that were related to the question (e.g., if the 
question was about a place or setting, all of the an-
swers were places or settings). Most of the answer 
pictures were within the text of that page so the par-
ticipant did not simply match the picture with the only 
choice on the page. If that was not feasible, pictures 
that were not used on the text page were used for the 
comprehension question page. The answers were list-
ed in text and then aligned with related pictures. The 
placement of the correct answer varied from page to 
page. Three versions of the handbook were created 
that varied the page order as well as the answer order 
to avoid response error associated with the participant 
choosing the same answer location. The version used 
for each intervention session was randomly selected 
at the beginning of each session.

Graphic organizer. One graphic organizer was 
used to assist participants in determining the appro-
priate answer (adapted from Mims et al., 2012). This 
organizer displayed the steps to answering the “Wh” 
questions (see Figure 1) and served as a tool the par-
ticipants may use to assist in answering the questions. 
A color hardcopy of the organizer was placed in front 
of the participant and reviewed prior to each interven-
tion and maintenance phase.

Research Design
In this pilot study, a multiple probe across partic-

ipants design was used to evaluate the effectiveness 
of systematic instruction on the comprehension of an 
adapted employee handbook. Baseline data were col-
lected on the participants’ preintervention response to 
comprehension questions based on the adapted text. 
Throughout baseline, the interventionist did not use 
the systematic prompting or the graphic organizer 
but the pictures and the read aloud components were 
provided for the participants. After a stable baseline 
was established for the first randomly selected par-
ticipant, the interventionist began instruction using a 
graphic organizer (see Figure 1) and embedded sys-
tematic prompting. To avoid unintentional learning 
through repeated testing and exposure to materials, 
the remaining participants were periodically probed 
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on their baseline skills while Participant 1 was in in-
tervention. The phases of the study consisted of base-
line, intervention, generalization, and maintenance. 
The participants were introduced to the intervention 
one at a time following a time lapse procedure. Once 
a participant demonstrated mastery of a text, the next 
intervention phase was introduced. The rule set for 
this study was three sessions of 100% mastery or a 
total of six intervention sessions before the next par-
ticipant was introduced to intervention.

Measurement
The dependent variable of this study was the 

number of unprompted correct responses to a series 
of text-based comprehension questions created by 
the research team. Event recording was used to deter-
mine the number of correct comprehension questions 
answered for the adapted text (see Table 1 for com-
prehension questions). One section of an employee 
handbook was adapted for the intervention. To ensure 
that the questions measured participant comprehen-
sion of the text, a university expert and a leading 
preschool staff member reviewed the questions and 
adapted text.

When participants selected answers to the ques-
tions, they touched the response they wanted on the 
iPad. The answer button would then light up, indicat-
ing their selection. The answer was recorded on anoth-
er paper and then verified by the researcher by going 
through the selections on the iPad and cross-checking 
the responses recorded by the researcher.

To ensure procedural fidelity during data collec-
tion, a second member of the research team observed 
and recorded responses during 25% of the baseline 
and intervention sessions. The responses were then 
compared. The number of agreements were divided 
by the number of agreements plus disagreements and 
then multiplied by 100%.

Procedures
Participants were brought into a one-on-one set-

ting with the interventionist for the procedure. These 
sessions took place based on when the participant 
was available (between classes) and on campus. Each 
session took approximately 10 minutes and sessions 
took place three to five days per week (depending on 
participant and researcher availability).

Baseline. The researcher sat next to the student 
participant at a small table with the iPad® propped up 
between them. The handbook version that was ran-
domly selected for that session was displayed on the 
iPad®. The researcher read the text aloud and then let 
the student swipe to the next page. The question was 
read along with the answer choices. The interven-

tionist then waited for the student to select an answer 
choice by touching the answer on the tablet display. 
If the student verbalized the answer, the intervention-
ist prompted the student to select that answer on the 
screen. After each response, the interventionist re-
corded a “+” for a correct answer and a “-“ for an in-
correct answer. No indication of whether the answer 
was correct was given to the student. The interven-
tionist gave the student verbal praise for participation 
and then moved to the next page of text. After the 
adapted handbook and all questions were read, the 
interventionist thanked the student for participating 
and sent the student on to whatever was next on his 
or her schedule. The interventionist then compared 
the responses noted on the data collection sheet to the 
responses noted in the iBook® question pages. Once 
they were confirmed correct on the data sheet, the 
student responses were cleared.

Intervention. The same adapted text was used 
for each participant. During the reading, the interven-
tionist read the text to an individual participant from 
an iBook® using an iPad®. Prior to each session, the 
graphic organizer was reviewed with the participant 
and then placed in front of the student to refer to during 
the intervention. The participants were then asked 
to respond to the comprehension questions on each 
page by touching the appropriate picture or answer 
options on the screen, just as in baseline. Following 
the design by Mims et al. (2012), the interventionist 
asked a comprehension question at a predetermined 
point and waited 4s for a response. If correct, the re-
sponse was recorded as an unprompted response and 
the participant was given verbal praise. If not correct 
or no response was given, a prompt was delivered by 
reminding the participant what type of “Wh” ques-
tion was answered and the rule it followed using the 
graphic organizer (see Figure 1). Then the paragraph 
that had the answer was read again and the question 
and response options were repeated. If the participant 
did not respond or gave an incorrect response, a sec-
ond prompt was given where the sentence containing 
the answer (targeted reread prompt) was read again, 
the correct response was then modeled (e.g., pointed 
to the correct answer), the question and response op-
tions were then reread and the interventionist waited 
another 4s for a response. If needed, a third prompt 
was given. This consisted of a controlling prompt 
where the interventionist pointed to the correct an-
swer and said, “The answer is ___. Your turn. You 
point to ____.” The participant was then given de-
scriptive verbal praise and the correct answer restated 
(“That’s right, the correct answer is ______”). If the 
participant still did not point to the correct answer, 
the interventionist gave hand-over-hand assistance as 
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well as the same verbal praise mentioned in the third 
prompt. Once the participant successfully answered 
all 10 questions without prompting for three sessions, 
the participant was moved to the maintenance phase. 
As the participants completed the intervention, they 
were probed weekly after intervention to determine 
maintenance levels. The first participant reached the 
maintenance phase within 4 intervention sessions and 
therefore was able to be probed multiple times within 
the maintenance phase. The subsequent participants 
took longer to reach the maintenance phase and the 
semester ended after only one maintenance probe 
was taken.

Data Analysis
The number of correct, unprompted responses to 

the measurement questions were graphed for both the 
baseline and the intervention (see Figure 2). Then the 
data were analyzed visually for trends, variability, and 
to determine the relationship between the dependent 
and independent variables. Functional relationships 
were examined as well as practicality of implementa-
tion in the classroom or postsecondary setting.

Reliability
The list of comprehension questions was evaluat-

ed by an assistant professor and doctoral student who 
had worked with the participants over the course of 
the past semester as well as an employee of the busi-
ness from which the handbook was obtained to veri-
fy that they represented comprehension of the text as 
well as whether they were challenging enough for the 
participants. The questions were then pilot tested with 
a sample of individuals without disabilities to ensure 
the questions were phrased appropriately and made 
sense to the reader/listener. During baseline and in-
tervention, the iPad® recorded the responses for each 
student and these responses were double-checked 
against the responses recorded by the intervention-
ist to ensure reliability of data collection. A second 
observer took procedural fidelity data during 28% of 
the baseline, intervention, and maintenance sessions 
to ensure reliability of the intervention. The number 
of steps present was divided by the total number of 
planned steps and then multiplied by 100% to calcu-
late a procedural fidelity of 95%.

Results

During each session, participants were asked a 
total of 10 comprehension questions with regard to 
the text. Brenda correctly answered 93 out of 110 
total questions (85%), Charles correctly answered 
102 out of 190 total questions (53%), and Adam cor-

rectly answered 90 out of 130 total questions (69%). 
Individual participant data are displayed in Figure 1. 
Table 2 compares the mean number of correct un-
prompted participant responses across study phases 
as well as the ranges for baseline, intervention, and 
maintenance. Table 3 displays the frequency and per-
centage of correct responses to the comprehension 
questions categorized by type of question. 

Brenda. The strongest reader of the three par-
ticipants, Brenda held a steady baseline at midrange 
(i.e., either five or six correct responses) for three 
data points. The team determined that she was ready 
for intervention at that point. Once in intervention, 
she jumped to 8 out of 10 correct in the first session. 
During the next three consecutive sessions she scored 
10 out of 10. At that point, since she had achieved 
mastery, she was moved to a maintenance phase, and 
the next participant was introduced to intervention. 
Brenda continued to score 10 out of 10 over four 
more data points over the course of four weeks.

Charles. The second participant, Charles, strug-
gled the most of the three students. He began to trend 
upward during his first 4 baseline sessions so base-
line was continued until he stabilized. After 7 data 
points in baseline, he was consistently scoring be-
tween 1 and 2 answers correct. Once in intervention, 
he stayed at 2 for the first session and then jumped up 
to 6 correct out of 10. He held steady between 6 and 
7 for five sessions, so intervention was continued. By 
session 10, this participant was scoring 10 out of 10, 
which he maintained for three intervention sessions 
and one maintenance session.

Adam. Adam held a steady baseline early on so 
he was moved to baseline probes while Charles was 
in intervention. He was probed immediately before 
intervention began and answered 5 out of 10 correct. 
Once intervention began, he held a steady trend up-
ward until he was at 100% at the fourth session of 
intervention. He maintained 100% mastery for three 
sessions and one maintenance session.

Maintenance
There was limited time to complete maintenance 

probes for all three participants due to the semester 
ending. Because Brenda completed baseline and in-
tervention quickly, she was available for four main-
tenance probes over the course of four weeks. She 
maintained 100% accuracy during this phase. Charles 
had an extended baseline due to variability and an ex-
tended intervention phase due to the length of time it 
took him to master the questions. The length of these 
two phases and the ending of the semester led to only 
one intervention probe, which took place one week 
after intervention ended. He remained at 90% in 
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maintenance. Adam too only had time for one main-
tenance probe at two weeks after intervention ended. 
He remained at 100%.

Social Validity
A social validity survey was given to participants 

that included ratings scales on whether they liked 
the intervention, found it helpful, and would like to 
use something similar in the future. Comments were 
combined thematically. The overarching theme that 
emerged was that the results of this study were im-
portant in informing and adding to the evidence base 
for the need for adapted and universally accessible 
real-life texts such as employee handbooks. Field ob-
servations of and feedback from the research team 
described the adaptation process as very time consum-
ing, particularly in obtaining and adding the pictures 
throughout, but was practical and easy to use in the 
workplace setting. The research team strongly agreed 
that the prompting system was ef fective and appropri-
ate for the intervention. The students all agreed that the 
intervention was practi cal and easily used in a work-
place or home setting. They agreed that the prompt-
ing system was appro priate for the intervention. Of the 
participants, two strongly agreed and one agreed that 
the questions asked were appropriate and related to 
the job. All three participants stated that they liked the 
interven tion and the use of the iPad® and iBook® as 
a deliv ery method. A total of 100% agreed that they 
found the adapted text helpful and that they would like 
to use something similar in the future.

Discussion

The purpose of this pilot study was to evaluate 
the effects of a read aloud of an adapted employ-
ee hand book combined with a systematic-instruc-
tion-based lit eracy treatment package to the text 
comprehension of young adults with ID and ASD. 
Previous research using shared stories and read 
alouds for grade-level text have been very successful 
(Courtade et al., 2013; Mims, Browder, Baker, Lee, 
& Spooner, 2009; Mims et al., 2012; Spooner et al., 
2015), but they have not included young adults with 
ID and ASD or workplace texts such as employee 
handbooks. An essential component of workplace 
success is having literacy skills (Conceição, 2016). 
This research is necessary to explore literacy in-
struction and accessibility options for young adults 
with ID and ASD who are currently in the workplace 
or pre paring for the workplace setting. Furthermore, 
this re search could provide assistance to all disabili-
ty service providers that are working on competitive 
integrated employment opportunities with clients. 

Similar to past research (e.g., Mims et al., 2012), 
the research team found that it was very easy to in-
crease comprehension when a few elements of the 
principals of Universal Design for Learning (Rose 
& Meyer, 2002) and evidence-based literacy in-
struction such as systematic instruction (Spooner, 
Browder, & Mims, 2011) were applied to the em-
ployee handbook. All of the participants in this study 
made progress during this intervention as compared 
to baseline. Only one of the participants demonstrat-
ed significant variability within the baseline phase. 
Brenda held steady at a midrange at baseline and then 
made immediate improvements after the first inter-
vention session. Adam had some slight variability 
that could have begun an upward trend in baseline, 
but overall he was relatively stable over baseline. In 
the interest of time, the research team determined that 
he was ready for intervention despite the variability. 
It took several baseline sessions to achieve stability 
for Charles, and he needed several more intervention 
sessions than the other participants to reach mastery 
of the content in the intervention stage. Most import-
ant, though, is they all eventually achieved mastery of 
the comprehension questions. All participants made a 
significant increase in level from baseline to interven-
tion and then were able to sustain those levels in the 
maintenance phase. These outcomes are important 
additions to the current literature on improving the 
reading comprehension skills of students with intel-
lectual and developmental disabilities, especially at 
the postsecondary level (Allor et al., 2014; Conners, 
1992; Courtade et al., 2013; Hudson & Test, 2011; 
Mims et al., 2012). Earlier studies (Courtade et al., 
2013; Mims et al., 2009, 2012) used shared stories 
with fiction and biographies to demonstrate reading 
or literacy gains for students with intellectual and/
or developmental disabilities. This current study ex-
pands on these by using employee handbooks to im-
prove individuals’ success on the job.

This study also built on the work of Mims et al.’s 
(2012) use of comprehension questions that followed a 
set of rules to build text comprehension for individuals 
with developmental disabilities. Only the “Wh” ques-
tions were given a rule in the graphic organizer, and a 
“How” question was added for a comparison. As can be 
seen by the results in Table 3, there was no difference 
between the percentage correct for a “Wh” question 
than the “How” question, implying that the success of 
the students in answering the comprehension questions 
may have been due more to the repeated readings of 
the text than the graphic organizer. Future research is 
needed to determine if a graphic organizer and set of 
rules of this type really helps with text comprehension 
for students with developmental disabilities.
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Limitations
There are multiple limitations to this pilot study. 

To begin with, there was a small sample of only three 
individuals from a conveniently selected setting. All 
three were from the same postsecondary program 
for students with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities with very little diversity in race or socioeco-
nomic status. They were all between the ages of 18 
and 19 years old and were all capable of navigating 
a university campus independently. The adapted text 
and comprehension questions were original measure-
ments so the reliability and validity could be ques-
tioned. Only a few pages of one specific handbook 
were included in this study so more research is need-
ed on an entire handbook and a variety of handbooks 
from different types of workplaces. There was also no 
assessment of whether knowledge of the text led to 
improved performance in the workplace. For exam-
ple, although Brenda showed improved performance 
over the course of the intervention, she completed 
various tasks during her internship directly related to 
the employee handbook, and there is no way to de-
termine whether it was the result of the intervention 
or prior knowledge. Finally, it was noted that Charles 
struggled in his reading comprehension. It is a pos-
sibility that Charles’ gains could have been through 
repetition of the intervention. Again the application 
piece needs to be extended in future research.

Implications for Future Research and Practice 
Future research in this area should focus on using 

a variety of postsecondary schools and/or programs 
as well as demographics. In the future, similar studies 
should look across multiple disability services pro-
viders (e.g., job coach, vocational rehab case man-
ager). In addition, this intervention should be tried 
with younger students (e.g., middle school and high 
school) to introduce and explore important job train-
ing skills earlier. This type of intervention should be 
tried with more students in the mild to moderate dis-
abilities category so further evidence of the effective-
ness of adapted texts and access to read aloud may 
improve understanding for employers of having this 
type of handbook available to all employees. Further 
exploration is needed as well on the frequency and 
duration of the intervention as the maintenance phase 
was cut short due to time constraints. Future research 
should include related workplace task performance 
measure to assess carryover of text comprehension to 
actual workplace skills.

This pilot study gives more insight into methods 
for teaching students with mild to moderate ID and 
ASD how to better access the world of reading. The 
combination of read aloud, adapted text, technology 

use, and systematic prompting should be used within 
the classroom, with other service providers, and be-
yond to help individuals with ID and ASD at all ages 
improve their text comprehension. Specifically, dis-
ability service providers, when working with young 
adults with ID and ASD in the postsecondary setting, 
should examine the use of universally designed texts 
as an accommodation in college courses. This along 
with the provision of tutoring services using system-
atic instruction to build comprehension skills and 
strategies, could potentially help these students prog-
ress more effectively through their courses. 

Within postsecondary education programs for 
individuals with ID and ASD, program coordina-
tors should use the information from this study to 
work with potential employers to adapt employee 
handbooks or written policies and procedures using 
principles of Universal Design. When paired with 
systematic instruction, the data from this study sup-
port increased comprehension of these very import-
ant texts. Educational coaches can work with students 
to build their skills in interacting with this type of text 
to increase their independent access and use of the 
text itself. As students progress in their independent 
use of this type of adapted text, they could potentially 
transfer that to future employment settings, thus im-
proving their chances for continued employment suc-
cess. The results from this study add to the evidence 
base that individuals with ID and ASD can compre-
hend workplace texts if given appropriate access to 
those materials.
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Table 1

Comprehension Questions

Table 2

Mean Number of Correct Unprompted Participant Responses Across Study Phases

Employee handbook questions
Question 1:  What do you need to do if you keep missing work?
Question 2:  Who should you report to if you get hurt at work?
Question 3:  What is one of the things you need to work here at the preschool?
Question 4:  Where should you take broken or damaged toys?
Question 5:  How should you handle big problems with students?
Question 6:  When should you talk about students to other parents or people outside of the school?
Question 7:  When should you bleach the cots?
Question 8:  When should you watch the children?
Question 9:  What is NOT a monthly duty?
Question 10:  When should you check your health card and Sheriff’s card?

Baseline Employee Handbook Maintenance

Participant M Range M Range M Range

Brenda 5.33 5-6 9.5 8-10 10 10
Charles 2.29 0-5 7.18 2-10 9 9
Adam 4.67 3-6 8.67 6-10 10 10



Devine et al.; Employee Handbook264     

Table 3

Number of Correct Responses to Questions by Type

Correct Responses by Participant (n)

Question
Total 

Number of 
Chances (n)

Brenda Charles Adam Total %

Who 43 11 12 8 31 0.72
What 129 26 28 30 84 0.65
Where 43 10 10 8 28 0.65
When 172 36 38 33 107 0.62
How 43 10 10 8 28 0.65

Note. Includes baseline, intervention, and maintenance phases.

Figure 1. Graphic organizer for answering comprehension questions.
 

 
When you hear 

   
What?  Listen for a thing. 

    
Why?  Listen for a “because.” 

       
Who?  Listen for a name. 

    
When? Listen for a time or date. 

   
Where? Listen for a place. 
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Figure 2. Number of unprompted correct responses to comprehension questions. Break in data for Charles 
was due to an absence. 
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Abstract

This qualitative study examined the desired and perceived outcomes of inclusive postsecondary education 
(IPSE) for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) from the perspective of their 
parents. Currently, little is known about how individuals with IDD benefit from IPSE.  Twenty-three parents 
of students or graduates of one, four-year certificate program of study, participated in phone interviews, where 
they were asked about their young adults’ college experiences. Data were analyzed using constant compara-
tive methods. Several themes were identified, including desired outcomes (e.g., development of independent 
living, career, social skills, and inclusion) and perceived outcomes (e.g., increased levels of social involve-
ment, perceptions of self, and independent living skills). Parents witnessed their young adults gaining new 
capabilities that resulted from the transition to college, which helped them in the process of “letting go.” These 
findings enhance our understanding of the benefits that are afforded to individuals and families whose lives 
have been impacted by the “life-changing” experience of IPSE.

Keywords: Transition to adulthood, intellectual disability, independent living, skill development, perceptions of self 

The opportunity to go to college is a reality for 
most high school students.  Until this decade, inclu-
sive postsecondary education (IPSE) was merely a 
dream for individuals with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities (IDD).  The authorization of the 
Higher Education Opportunity Act (PL 110-315) in 
2008 allowed for the propagation of programs de-
signed to support individuals with IDD in accessing 
postsecondary education opportunities.  A critical 
agenda of the Higher Education Opportunity Act was 
the establishment of high-quality, comprehensive, 
and inclusive transition and postsecondary educa-
tion programs (Grigal, Hart, &Weir, 2013).  This Act 
turned dreams into reality for many individuals with 
IDD and their families.  

There is a growing body of literature on IPSE.  
The majority of early research was limited to pro-
gram descriptions and evaluations of program com-
ponents (Thoma et al., 2011).  More recently, there 
has been a shift leading to an emerging body of liter-
ature documenting outcomes for students with IDD 

(Grigal et al., 2013).  Quantitative studies have linked 
postsecondary education participation for individuals 
with IDD to improved rates of employment (Butler, 
Sheppard-Jones, Whaley, Harrison, & Osness, 2016; 
Migliore & Butterworth, 2008; Miller, DiSandro, Har-
rington, & Johnson, 2016; Moore & Schelling, 2015; 
Ross, Marcell, Williams, & Carlson, 2013; Zafft, 
Hart, & Zimbrich, 2004), independent living (Grigal 
& Hart, 2013; Miller et al., 2016; Ross et al., 2013), 
and community participation outcomes (Miller et al., 
2016) in comparison to peers with IDD who did not 
attend postsecondary education.  However, authors of 
each of these studies indicated that results should be 
viewed with caution due to a multitude of limitations 
that exist including: (a) the high rate of variance be-
tween how IPSE programs are structured (e.g., four-
year vs. two-year, residential vs. commuter, inclusive 
vs. mainstream); (b) the lack of control groups with 
which to compare IPSE graduates; and (c) the small 
number of graduates from which programs are based.
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As Henninger and Taylor (2014) noted, there is 
a “need to consider a wider range of outcomes be-
yond work, living, and relationships, to give a more 
complete picture of the transition to adulthood for in-
dividuals with IDD” (p. 106).  Many of the desired 
“wider range of outcomes” for IPSE may not be read-
ily measurable through quantitative means.  Further-
more, given the complex roles that parents play in 
the transition process, there is a need to understand 
parents’ perspectives on the desired benefits and 
perceived outcomes their young adults experience 
through IPSE.  

Although families are communicating a desire 
for IPSE options for their young adults with IDD 
(Grigal, & Neubert, 2004; Hart, Grigal, Sax, Marti-
nez, & Will, 2006), many do not expect these oppor-
tunities to be realized (Chambers, Hughes, & Carter, 
2004; Marti nez, Conroy, & Cerreto, 2012).  Griffin, 
McMillan, and Hodapp (2010) surveyed 108 fam-
ilies of transi tion-age students living in Tennessee 
and found that parents wanted IPSE opportunities 
that: (a) focused on employment outcomes, (b) pro-
vided structured social activities, (c) allowed for 
individual choice in curriculum, and (d) utilized 
inclusive learning envi ronments.  Parents’ highest 
rated concerns were for their young adult’s safety 
and ability to function in dependently. 

While little is known about the outcomes parents 
seek for their young adults with IDD in relation to 
IPSE, more is known about how they view successful 
transition to adulthood.  Henninger and Taylor (2014) 
used qualitative analysis of open-ended survey re-
sponses to explore the “criteria for success” that 
parents identified for their young adults with IDD.  
Occupational and/or functional roles in society were 
considered top priority by parents, even if these roles 
were unpaid.  Other criteria parents associated with 
successful transition to adulthood included: moving 
out of the family home, relationships with peers, 
skills required for successful daily functioning, inde-
pendence or independence with support, and recipro-
cal community relationships.  The authors concluded 
that the results: 

suggest families’ goals for their sons or daughters 
with IDD reach far beyond conventional criteria of 
success in adulthood in both depth of criteria and 
breadth of criteria… In other words, success in 
adulthood was often described subjectively as the 
individual reaching his or her full potential. (p. 105)

Moreover, interviews with 30 mothers of transi tion-
age young adults with IDD led to similar results, 
with the authors noting the need to take a more qual-

itative approach to viewing outcomes of successful 
transition (McIntyre, Kraemer, Blacher, & Simmer-
man, 2004).  Recreational activities and hobbies were 
noted as the most important component of quality of 
life for the young adults of these mothers, followed 
by their child’s basic needs being met, involvement in 
a social network, and happiness or contentment.  The 
authors also emphasized the disconnect between cur-
rent federal policy on transition and its overemphasis 
on employment in comparison to their findings.  

Hanely-Maxwell, Whitney-Thomas, and Pogol-
off (1995) reported similar results from conducting 
in-depth interviews with parents regarding the transi-
tion process.  Parents prioritized their young adult’s 
development of friendships, constructive use of free 
time, and residential alternatives outside of the home.  
They desired social relationships outside of the fam-
ily with unpaid individuals that resulted in happiness 
and interconnectedness.  While parents desired a bal-
ance of work and recreation in their young adult’s free 
time, “most also indicated that they would settle for 
filling free time with leisure and recreation activities 
and anything else that would keep their child happy, 
safe, and moving forward in his or her development” 
(p. 7).  Furthermore, residential options outside of the 
home were perceived by families as essential to their 
young adult’s development of independent living 
skills and social relationships that extended beyond 
family members.  

 Parents may experience a great deal of stress 
when faced with their young adult’s transition period.  
Research has clearly found this transition period to 
be one of the most trying times for a family (Han ley-
Maxwell et al., 1995).  While parent involvement is 
one of the most commonly cited predictors of suc-
cessful transition (Foley, Dyke, Girdler, Bourke, & 
Leonard, 2012), it becomes a balancing act as parents 
walk the tightrope of not undermining their young 
adult’s self-determination and independence, while 
being strong advocates and negotiating the complex 
provider system.  Furthermore, parents’ concern for 
the safety of their young adult is acknowledged as a 
common barrier in the transition process, as parents’ 
“over-protectiveness” often leads to hindered devel-
opment of social skills and choice-making, often re-
sulting in isolation.

Given the need to better understand IPSE out-
comes for students with IDD, and recognizing the 
important roles that parents play in supporting their 
young adults throughout this transition period, this 
study sought to explore: (a) what parents hoped their 
son or daughter with IDD would gain from an IPSE 
experience, and (b) what these parents believed were 
the outcomes of their young adults’ IPSE experience.
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Method

To explore parents’ perceptions of how their young 
adult benefited from participation in IPSE, parents of 
the Integrative Community Studies (ICS) certificate 
program at the University of North Carolina Greens-
boro (UNCG) were recruited for enrollment in this 
qualitative study.  The study explored what parents 
hoped their young adult would gain, as well as the 
outcomes they had observed in their son or daughter, 
as a result of the IPSE experience. 

Integrative Community Studies at the University 
of North Carolina Greensboro

ICS is a four-year certificate program of study 
offered by the Office of the Provost of UNCG, and 
coordinated by the Office of Comprehensive Transi-
tion and Post-Secondary Education (http://beyondac-
ademics.uncg.edu/academics/).  ICS was founded in 
2007 as a grassroots initiative driven by parents of 
young adults with IDD.  ICS became fully accredit-
ed by the U.S. Department of Education as a Com-
prehensive Transition and Post-Secondary Education 
program in 2011.  ICS has graduated 57 students and 
currently enrolls 60 students.

ICS encourages students to meet their learning 
objectives through individualized plans of study that 
focus on self-determination, career development, and 
life planning.  Student plans include a variety of inter-
disciplinary courses related to career goals and student 
interests.  Students also complete certificate-based 
courses that teach them about adjustment to college 
life, financial literacy, self-advocacy, self-determi-
nation, and career development.  The career devel-
opment courses provide students with opportunities 
to develop their resumes, interview skills, job search 
strategies, and skills necessary to complete an appli-
cation.  Students also participate in service-learning 
experiences and internships, which help them further 
develop these newly acquired skills. 

Students receive academic and advising support 
that supplements university supports and resources.  
Students work closely with their advisors to explore 
the principles of strategic life planning, which culmi-
nates in a post-graduation portfolio that serves as a 
summary of the knowledge and skills that have been 
acquired through the program.

ICS students are fully included in campus life.  
They have access to academic resources and cours-
es that are consistent with their career and life goals.  
They have become involved in co-curricular activi-
ties such as campus clubs, ministries, activity boards, 
intramural and club sports, and sororities/fraternities.  
They also participate in new student orientations and 

tours, work out in the recreation center, attend inter-
collegiate sporting events, and participate in gradua-
tion ceremonies. ICS students are part of the fabric of 
the campus community.

ICS students live among the general UNCG stu-
dent body in campus housing or in privately owned 
apartment complexes for college students that are ad-
jacent to the university.  ICS students have randomly 
assigned roommates from the general student body 
until they find fellow students with whom they wish 
to share housing.  A combination of paid supports and 
volunteers assist ICS students in having a compre-
hensive university experience that prepares them for 
life following graduation. 

Data Collection
Prior to implementation of the data collection 

processes, study procedures and materials were sub-
mitted and approved by the UNCG Institutional Re-
view Board.  Parents of all current and graduated ICS 
students were emailed an invitation to participate 
in this study, and interested participants completed 
the informed consent documents. A telephone inter-
view was scheduled once all potential participants’ 
questions concerning the study had been answered 
and their consent forms were received. Telephone 
interviews, guided by a semi-structured interview 
guide, ranged from 40 to 90 minutes in length.  Par-
ents were asked: (a) why they thought it was import-
ant for their son/daughter to attend college, (b) what 
they hoped their young adult would gain from at-
tending college, and (c) what actual gains, benefits, 
and outcomes they observed in their student/gradu-
ate?  Telephone interviews were digitally recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. 

Twenty-three parents participated, representing 
22 students (two freshmen, two sophomores, five ju-
niors, and eight seniors; n = 17) or graduates (n = 5) of 
ICS (see Table 1 for demographics on the participants 
and their young adults).  All but two respondents were 
mothers.  Disabilities represented among students in-
cluded ID (n = 11), autism (n = 5), Down syndrome 
(n = 3), ID/autism (n = 2), and cerebral palsy/visual 
impairment (n = 1).  Student (n=17) IQ’s ranged from 
41 to 69 with a mean of 58.5 (SD = 7.84).  Sixty-eight 
percent (68%) of the represented students and gradu-
ates were Caucasian, 27% African-American, and 5% 
Asian.  Females comprised 64% of the students/grad-
uates.  The demographics of the represented students 
in the study versus the population from which they 
were drawn matched closely, except females were 
somewhat overrepresented in this study.
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Data Analysis
Data were analyzed using constant comparative 

methods (Patton, 2002), which allowed common 
phenomena to be identified across interviewees in a 
descriptive analysis approach.  Interview transcripts 
were read multiple times, independently by the pri-
mary author and two research assistants, and were 
followed up with in-depth discussions to identify key 
content areas and potential codes.  Based on these 
discussions, a coding system was developed (e.g., 
cooking, riding the bus).  The researcher and assis-
tants conducted independent data coding as an initial 
data reduction strategy, followed by a coding com-
parison. When differences in coding were identified, 
the data and coding system were discussed until con-
sensus was reached.  Memos were developed to doc-
ument how differences were resolved, contributing to 
the final refinement of codes. 

Coded data were reviewed by the primary re-
searcher to identify categories connecting codes (e.g., 
codes such as riding the bus, riding the train, and using 
campus transportation, were grouped into the catego-
ry of “transportation”).  Themes (e.g., independent 
living skills) across categories were then identified.  
Memos were used to further define the properties and 
dimensions of the identified themes.  Cross-inter-
viewee analysis was conducted to determine whether 
patterns were consistent across interviews and to en-
sure the proper fit of thematic relationships. 

Findings

A number of themes emanated from the data.  
Parents were adamant that it was their young adult’s 
desire to attend college, rather than the parents’ pref-
erence.  Parents desired several outcomes for their 
young adults that they perceived as only being pos-
sible through participation in IPSE, such as: (a) a 
typical college experience as an opportunity to learn 
valuable independent living skills, (b) opportunities 
for inclusion and to learn from peers without IDD, 
(c) development of social relationships and supports, 
(d) development of career skills and employment op-
portunities, and (e) the college experience as a step-
ping stone to the real world.  Themes that arose from 
the data regarding outcomes that parents perceived 
included: (a) independent living (i.e., use of public 
transportation, personal care, handling personal af-
fairs, financial management, use of technology), (b) 
perceptions of self (i.e., self-esteem and self-confi-
dence, pride, advocacy, increased expectations of 
self), (c) social life and friendships, (d) campus and 
community involvement, (e) conversational skills, (f) 
happiness, (g) employment, and (h) “letting go” as 

parents.  Additional quotes related to each theme can 
be found in Table 2.

Choosing to Go to College
Parents communicated that their young adults 

made the choice for themselves to attend college in 
most cases by instigating the search for college op-
portunities.  Oftentimes this was triggered by having 
a sibling or friend who was planning to attend or 
was already attending college.  Several parents de-
scribed feelings of “sadness,” as they did not want 
their son/daughter to face the disappointment of not 
being able to live out their dreams, before realizing 
IPSE was an option. 

Desired Outcomes
Independent living. Parents communicated their 

belief that the responsibilities associated with the “col-
lege experience” would provide valuable opportunities 
for their young adults to develop essential independent 
living skills.  This included skills necessary for taking 
care of one’s personal care needs, doing the laundry, 
cooking, housekeeping, financial management, time 
management, and problem-solving.  They believed 
that this was true of typically developing young adults 
who attended college, and therefore, should be so for 
their young adults’ development.  

Several parents communicated concern that their 
young adults would be unable to further develop their 
independent living skills if they remained at home.  
One mother stated, “It’s hard to teach someone inde-
pendence when they’re still living with you and you’re 
doing everything for them” (P16).  A few interview-
ees actually referred to their young adult as having 
“plateaued” at home regarding skills for independent 
living.  In order to develop independent living skills, 
several parents believed their son/daughter needed 
to live on campus, and far enough away from home 
to avoid being tempted to intervene in their child’s 
development.  However, parents were cautious and 
desired their son/daughter to learn these skills in a 
“safe” environment with the “necessary supports” 
available.  One parent admitted to being tired, when 
she opined:

It just took a load off of me to know that he is 
learning the skills that he needs to survive this 
world, and there are other caring people out there 
to assist him. It has just lightened up my life a 
whole lot because I was stressed out for a long 
time. (P12)

Social relationships. Parents believed the inclu-
sive nature of ICS and the UNCG campus would pro-
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vide opportunities for their young adult to develop 
and maintain social relationships.  When addressing 
inclusiveness, parents identified engagement with 
peers [matriculating students] in classrooms, campus 
and community activities, and living arrangements as 
key components of the college experience.  Parents 
believed that the myriad opportunities to participate 
in social activities on campus went well beyond the 
opportunities that were available to their sons and 
daughters in their home communities.  They believed 
these opportunities provided their young adults with 
experiences and peer role models that contributed to 
their social growth.  

Parents also believed that their sons/daughters 
were not the only individuals on campus who learned 
and benefited from the presence of students with ID.  
A parent of a freshman declared, “I think the campus 
community has something to learn from these stu-
dents. Just because they learn a little differently, they 
too can succeed and persevere” (P1).  

Career skills and employment opportunities.  
Career skills and employment opportunities were al-
most always listed as desired outcomes by parents, 
but they were rarely considered to be the highest pri-
ority.  For many, being able to make a valuable con-
tribution to society was as important as their young 
adult being able to obtain employment. For example, 
a father of a senior hoped that “she would be able to 
live somewhat independently and have some type of 
job, employment, or just that she could do something 
to make a valuable contribution to society” (P11).   

College experience as a stepping stone to the 
real world.  Several parents specifically mentioned 
or alluded to the perception that the “college expe-
rience” represented a vital “stepping stone” to the 
“real world” for their young adult.  One parent de-
scribed it as an “opportunity to be in the real world 
with real people. Going to school…You’re young, 
you’re going to college. That’s absolutely huge” (P5).  
Many parents described their young adults’ second-
ary schooling as having occurred primarily in segre-
gated settings.  Families felt it was important to have 
the IPSE opportunity as a “stepping stone” between 
the sheltered world of a segregated high school to liv-
ing independently in an inclusive community without 
attempting to make that leap all at once.

Perceived Outcomes Through an IPSE Experience
Parents identified several perceived outcomes 

for their sons/daughters through participation in the 
IPSE.  The two most prominent outcome-related 
themes were independent living and perceptions of 
self.  Within the theme of independent living, there 

existed a number of subthemes, including: (a) using 
public transportation, (b) personal care, (c) handling 
personal affairs, (d) financial management, and (e) 
use of technology.  Subthemes within perceptions 
of self included: (a) self-esteem and self-confidence, 
(b) pride, (c) self-advocacy, and (d) increased expec-
tations of self.  Additional outcome-related themes 
included conversational skills, social relationships, 
campus and community involvement, happiness, 
and employment. 

Independent living. Many parents stated that a 
desired outcome for their student when entering col-
lege was the development of skills in support of inde-
pendent living.  Most parents communicated having 
some apprehension and doubt when their son/daugh-
ter enrolled in the program.  They questioned whether 
it was realistic for their young adult to live on their 
own following graduation. Nevertheless, families 
began to believe that independent living was a pos-
sibility as they witnessed their young adult begin to 
successfully negotiate the challenges of adult life 
during their college years.  One parent of a sopho-
more happily expressed, “We really believe now that 
she will be able to live on her own and take care of 
herself” (P3).  The mother of a junior shared, “I never 
dreamt that she would be living in an apartment by 
herself. And she was there all last summer by herself, 
not even roommates were there” (P6).  Another par-
ent was pleasantly surprised that her female graduate 
was, “living alone, and we live one and half hours 
away” (P20).  A parent of a senior proudly stated, “I 
never imagined that we would be buying a house for 
her to live in on her own, which we are… So it’s a 
dream come true, literally!” (P10).

Parents acknowledged that their young adults 
would likely need some support (e.g., assistance with 
finances) to be capable of living in their own resi-
dence.  However, they also identified several essen-
tial independent living skills that their sons/daughters 
acquired in the program.  Acquired skill areas includ-
ed: use of public transportation, personal care, han-
dling personal affairs, financial management, and use 
of technology.

Use of public transportation.  Upon entering the 
IPSE, a majority of the students had minimal expe-
rience with public transportation.  Some students 
lacked basic mobility and pedestrian safety skills 
upon their arrival.  Parents described students cur-
rently using local public transportation in addition to 
the campus transportation system.  Several parents 
were in awe of their young adults not only mastering 
independent use of public transportation within the 
city limits, but also across long distances (e.g., trains).  
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These skills made it possible for individuals to return 
to their hometowns during university holidays and on 
an occasional weekend.  Parents noted that the devel-
opment of transportation skills boosted their young 
adults’ participation in community activities.

Personal care. Parents spoke of their student’s or 
graduate’s increased ability to manage personal care.  
This area included showering, washing hair, and the 
use of personal care products.  Parents also addressed 
the acquisition of skills for taking care of their living 
space, such as doing housework and laundry.  They 
also learned how to make meal plans and grocery 
lists, as well as buying groceries on a budget.  In ad-
dition, many students developed basic cooking skills.  
For some, this included the development of healthy 
eating habits.  Some parents remained concerned 
that their young adults’ eating habits were not quite 
healthy enough.

Handling personal affairs.  Parents often identi-
fied how their student/graduate became more respon-
sible for their day-to-day affairs.  Parents recognized 
the development of time management skills, being 
responsible for assignment due dates, and use of 
personal planners.  Handling one’s personal affairs 
also included learning to adhere to one’s medication 
schedule and getting new prescriptions when needed.  
Parents also described the development of important 
problem-solving skills (e.g., how to locate an item 
they had lost).

Financial management.  Parents described sig-
nificant progress in their young adult’s ability to 
handle financial responsibilities.  One mother of a 
sophomore described her daughter as being able to 
“track her spending and her expenses” (P4).  A parent 
of a senior stated, “She is writing checks for bills and 
getting better at putting notes in a calendar regard-
ing needing to write checks.  She writes checks for 
rent, for GTA [public bus system] passes, etc. on her 
own now” (P17).  Another parent of a senior referred 
to how her son developed money saving skills, “He 
knows when he gets paid to go to the bank and have 
his check cashed and deposit the money that he puts 
away for savings” (P15).  A parent of a graduate indi-
cated that her daughter was still using these skills two 
and a half years following graduation, stating: 

She is really good at managing her weekly money. 
She understands that if she spends extra money on 
something, that she doesn’t get to go out and have 
dinner with her friends and things like that… She 
writes her own apartment rent check. (P20)

While parents were proud of the financial manage-
ment skills that their sons/daughters developed, none 

of the parents believed their young adults would ever 
become totally independent financially.  All parents 
acknowledged that some level of ongoing support 
with finance management would be necessary in their 
child’s life.   

Use of technology. Having the ability to use tech-
nology is critical for engagement in society.  Parents 
cited a number of technological skills their young 
adults developed while in college. They included 
using a smart phone and applications to assist with 
time management and independent living, email, so-
cial media, and internet research.  Parents referred to 
technology as “opening up new worlds,” allowing 
individuals to remain socially connected and support-
ing their independent living (e.g., putting reminders 
in calendars to pay rent).  One parent described how 
she was on the phone with her graduate who was si-
multaneously using FaceTime on his iPad to show her 
what was occurring so that they could problem-solve 
a situation together.  Peer companions and staff alike 
worked together to develop strategies to increase his 
use of technology which was negligible when enter-
ing IPSE. Prior to graduation, he became competent 
with his cell phone and he currently uses multiple 
technologies simultaneously. 

Perceptions of self.  Parents often described their 
student/graduate as having increased self-esteem, 
self-confidence, and pride as a result of college.  
Parents described their young adults as becoming 
“self-advocates.”  They also described how they had 
increased expectations of themselves as a result of 
their college experiences.  

Self-esteem and self-confidence.  As students ac-
quired new skills, developed social connections, and 
took on greater responsibility for their own affairs, 
parents noticed their young adult’s self-esteem and 
confidence improving.  One parent described this out-
come as overcoming “learned helplessness.”  A par-
ent of a senior indicated that her daughter’s increased 
self-confidence would be connected to fewer support 
services post-graduation, stating, “She’s going to be 
able to use less formal services because of her greater 
skills and her self-confidence and her confidence to 
be alone” (P10).

Pride. Parents described a new sense of self-
worth being demonstrated by their young adults.  For 
some, it was pride associated with being a stu dent or 
graduate of college.  Others demonstrated confidence 
in what they were learning in college, as this mother 
explained, “She says stuff all the time that I’m like, 
‘Where did you get that,’ and that’s when she says, 
‘I’m in college’” (P6).  For others, it is pride in the 
skills they are developing, with the mother of a senior 
stating, “He is taking more initiative, being proud of 
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the decisions that he is making as far as his self-care 
or choices in who he spends his time with.” (P13).  
A parent of a graduate opined, “It has taught her that 
she can be her own person. That ‘Yes, I can go to 
college. I can go to college like everyone else and 
I can finish college and be an alumni of UNCG’” 
(P23).

Self-advocacy. Parents described their sons/
daughters as developing a better understanding of 
and standing up for their needs and preferences 
during the college years. Several parents described 
their young adults as beginning to understand their 
disability and rights.  A few parents provided specific 
examples of their young adult demonstrating self-ad-
vocacy skills such as negotiating with an apartment 
complex to paint curb cuts bright yellow, challenging 
service provider agencies for better services, letting 
family members know when they are going against 
their wishes, and addressing the city council to have 
a crosswalk added to a four-lane wide intersection so 
that he could access work in a safe manner.  

Increased expectations of self. Parents explained 
that as their son/daughter developed new skills, their 
self-perceptions improved. Consequently, their ex-
pectations concerning their future also shifted.  One 
mother of a senior linked these concepts by offering, 
“She is now saying that she wants to live independent-
ly.  Her having experienced success has opened up 
her ideas for additional opportunities. She now has 
her learner’s permit and wants to drive” (P17).  Other 
broadening expectations included being able to live 
independently, maintain employment, establish inti-
mate relationships, and have children.

Conversational Skills. Parents noted that their 
young adults became more conversational and so-
cial.  These students/graduates did not simply speak 
more, but were demonstrating increased reciprocity 
within their conversations.  Students/graduates were 
also participating in conversations across a broader 
spectrum of topics, and were demonstrating accom-
panying social skills (e.g., eye contact and active 
listening).  Parents of students with autism spectrum 
disorder were most vocal about these improvements 
in communication.  They noticed their students mov-
ing beyond rote conversational messages, and gain-
ing intricate nonverbal communication skills such 
as inflection and improved ability in sequencing the 
elements of their message.  Many parents described 
changes in their son’s/daughter’s communication 
and conversational skills soon after starting their col-
lege experience with continual progress being made 
throughout the college years.  

Social life and friendships. Parents discussed 
how their young adult became involved in social op-

portunities and developed friendships during college.  
While many friendships were with other ICS stu-
dents, several were with matriculating students.  Sev-
eral parents witnessed their young adult developing 
genuine friendships for the very first time.  Parents 
of students on the autism spectrum were especially 
surprised by this outcome.  Parents of graduates were 
particularly pleased to observe that many of these so-
cial relationships were maintained beyond the college 
experience.  Nevertheless, several parents wished that 
their son/daughter had developed additional social 
connections with matriculating students.   

Campus and community involvement.  Parents 
attributed much of their young adult’s social success 
to their increased involvement in campus and commu-
nity activities.  Parents identified a variety of campus 
events (i.e., basketball, baseball, and soccer games), 
activities (i.e., intramural and club sports, rock climb-
ing at the recreation center), and memberships (i.e., 
clubs and campus ministries) in which their young 
adults participated.  They described their student’s/
graduate’s engagement in community activities such 
as community groups, volunteering, and church.  

Happiness.  The happiness of their student/grad-
uate was a topic commonly identified by parents.  For 
many, seeing their son/daughter as a “happy person” 
was priceless.  Others in the family’s social network 
also noticed this increased level of happiness.  Sever-
al parents expressed the importance of this outcome, 
not only because it made them, as parents, feel better, 
but also reflecting on the prevalence of depression 
among those with IDD. 

Employment.  The desire for their son/daugh-
ter to be employed upon graduation from college 
was met for some parents.  A parent of a graduate 
explained how her daughter participated in Zumba 
for the first time during the IPSE experience, leading 
to a newfound passion that also doubles as a source 
of income, “She is a certified Zumba instructor. She 
teaches two classes” (P20).  The parent of a recent 
graduate explained that her son had not yet obtained 
employment, but that he had learned many of the 
skills necessary to seek and gain employment.

Several parents expressed disappointment in 
their student not yet finding a job.  While some par-
ents may have been unsatisfied with this outcome, 
it should be noted that research indicates that ICS 
graduates are outperforming their peers who have 
not taken part in such an experience.  A post-gradua-
tion survey noted that 84.6% of the graduates of the 
program had been employed since graduation from 
IPSE, and 61.5% were currently employed at the time 
of the survey (Miller, DiSandro, Harrington, & John-
son, 2016).  Findings from the NLTS-2 indicated that 
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8 years post-high school, only 76.2% of individuals 
with intellectual disabilities had been employed since 
graduation, and only 38.8% were employed at the 
time of the survey (Newman et al., 2011).  The sig-
nificance of this difference is punctuated by the fact 
that the NLTS-2 data were collected in 2007, before 
the economic downturn, while all data on ICS were 
collected post-recession. 

Parents “Letting Go”
Parents expressed that they had also benefitted 

from their child’s choice to attend college.  Parent’s 
described a phenomenon that we have labeled “let-
ting go.”  Parents gained a new perspective of their 
young adults’ capabilities when they witnessed them 
learning new skills and becoming independent young 
adults.  A mother of a junior reflected, “It has allowed 
me to see what she can do” (P8).  It was a life-chang-
ing moment for some parents when they realized their 
young adult was capable of being more independent, 
and they often did not find it easy after so many years 
of providing intensive support.  It was recognized that 
their “letting go” was not only essential for the de-
velopment of skills necessary to live independently, 
but also for their own quality of life.  As one mother 
admitted, “I guess I can truly say that ICS saved me 
from myself…I found myself when I let [student’s 
name] go” (P12).  As another parent noted, “Letting 
go is not easy… However, it is important that parents 
and the community give our children the opportunity 
to grow and become productive citizens” (P19).

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore the de-
sired and perceived outcomes of IPSE for indi viduals 
with IDD from the perspective of parents and guard-
ians. The findings revealed that the young adults insti-
gated their own college attendance, while their parents 
were hopeful that the “college expe rience” would act 
as a stepping stone to the “real world” by helping their 
young adults develop essen tial independent living, ca-
reer, and social skills. The findings indicated that their 
young adults learned many new skills, including how 
to use the public transportation system, personal care, 
handling per sonal affairs, financial management, and 
use of technology.  Parents reported that the college 
expe rience improved their young adults’ conversation-
al skills and social lives, which included relationships 
developed through campus and community involve-
ment.  As a result of their enrollment in IPSE, young 
adults experienced enhanced self-perceptions and in-
creased levels of happiness. 

The findings provide timely insight into what 
parents value most as a result of their son/daughter’s 
participation in IPSE. Given the important role that 
parents provide in the lives of these students, and 
the significant financial and emotional investments 
they make on their behalf, it would behoove IPSE 
programs to include these variables in evaluating the 
success of their programs.  

These findings are consistent with the literature on 
parents’ desires for their transition-age children.  They 
fall in line with what Henninger and Taylor (2014) 
identified as parents’ “criteria for success” for transi-
tion into adulthood, including moving out of the fam-
ily home, relationships with peers, skills re quired for 
successful daily functioning, independence or inde-
pendence with support, reciprocal communi ty relation-
ships and occupational or functional roles in society.  
Furthermore, just as Grigal and Neubert (2004) and 
Hart et al. (2006) found, parents did not ex pect these 
independent living outcomes to actually be realized.  
Despite having made significant financial and emo-
tional investments on behalf their son’s/daughter’s 
college education, parents in this study openly admit-
ted that when their child first enrolled in the program, 
they were apprehensive as to whether their young adult 
would ever be able to live independently.  It was only 
when parents witnessed their son/daughter success-
fully navigating adult life and independent living did 
they began to believe.  Parents were able to raise their 
expectations as their sons and daughters experienced 
multiple successes as young adults.  

These important outcomes would not be possible, 
however, without access to matriculating courses with 
appropriate supports.  With this in mind, the AHEAD 
White Paper on Students with Disabilities and Cam-
pus Disability Services (Association of Higher Edu-
cation and Disability, 2010) provided guidance on the 
role that Disability Services should play in support 
of students with intellectual disabilities on college 
campuses.  This report stated, “Disability Services 
professionals have the responsibility to become ed-
ucated about the changes in the HEOA and the ways 
in which they can support students with intellectu-
al disabilities within their institutions” (p. 1).  While 
supports for independent and community living may 
fall beyond the scope of supports to be provided by 
Disability Services, “a SWID participating in courses 
or a program on campus, even though not admitted 
through the usual matriculating process, is eligible 
(otherwise qualified) to receive accommodations, 
just as a student with a disability taking a continuing 
education class would be” (p. 3).  It appears that when 
families, IPSE programs, and Disability Services pro-
fessionals take on the responsibility of meeting the 
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learning and living needs of students with IDD, im-
portant outcomes evolve.

These results should be viewed with caution.  The 
findings are limited to the experiences of a small num-
ber of students/graduates with IDD at one university.  
Further research is needed to determine whether these 
findings are consistent with those obtained through 
other IPSE experiences. 

Conclusion

The Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) 
of 2008 has provided many individuals with IDD 
opportunities to reach new heights through postsec-
ondary education.  Myriad high quality and compre-
hensive programs have helped young adults transition 
to adulthood, and have turned dreams into reality for 
many nontraditional students and their families.  In-
cluding parents as integral partners in this process has 
contributed positively to the delivery of these post-
secondary opportunities.  Parents, as gatekeepers to 
these college experiences, working in tandem with 
IPSE programs and Disability Services professionals, 
help make continuing education a reality.  By sharing 
their hopes, dreams, and goals for their adult children, 
inclusive postsecondary education programs have 
served these students well. 

American society has come a long way toward the 
inclusion of individuals with IDD through increased 
employment, greater opportunities for independent 
living, and enhanced participation in the community. 
That said, it was noted in the current study that it was 
typically the young adult’s desire to attend college, 
and not due to parents’ prompting. Like their col lege-
age peers without disabilities, the comprehen sive and 
inclusive postsecondary experience served as an im-
portant “stepping stone” to the adult world. Career 
skills acquisition, friendship development, appropri-
ate use of leisure, and learning to live inde pendently 
were among the salient outcomes noted.

Although parents will continue to have signifi-
cant influences on the overall health and well-being 
of their young adults, it was learned that a degree 
of “letting go” proved helpful to all parties. Family 
members came to the realization that many children’s 
skills and sense of self actually plateau at home, and it 
may be necessary to instigate and support their young 
adults continuing their schooling away from home. 
These “life-changing” experiences become excep-
tional opportunities for students to transition to adult-
hood. Also, they often become perspective-changing 
and eye-opening experiences for parents. Further-
more, accessible and accommodating postsecondary 
educational opportunities should continue to play a 

critical role in ensuring that the larger society benefits 
from a more broadly educated and prepared populace. 
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Table 1

Participant and Student/Graduate Demographics

Participant Student Graduate

Participant 
ID Number

Relationship 
to Student/
Graduate

Disability 
(IQ, if provided)

Age at 
Time of 

Interview

Gender Race Year in 
College

P1 Mother ID (63) 19 Female Caucasian Freshman
P2 Mother Autism (66) 19 Female Caucasian Freshman
P3 Mother ID (57) 22 Female Caucasian Sophomore
P4 Mother Autism (69) 19 Female African 

American
Sophomore

P5 Mother ID (56) 32 Male Caucasian Junior
P6 Mother ID/Autism (64) 22 Female Caucasian Junior
P7 Mother Down syndrome 

(58)
36 Female Caucasian Junior

P8 Mother ID (61) 22 Female Caucasian Junior
P9 Mother Autism (57) 25 Male Asian Junior
P10 Mother Cerebral palsy/

visual impair-
ment

22 Female Caucasian Senior

P11 Father ID 24 Female Caucasian Senior
P12 Mother ID (65) 22 Male African 

American
Senor

P13 Mother Down syndrome 
(67)

24 Male Caucasian Senior

P14 Mother ID/Autism 22 Male African 
American

Senior

P15 Mother Autism 22 Male African 
American

Senior

P16 Mother Down syndrome 25 Female Caucasian Senior
P17 Mother ID (64) 22 Female Caucasian Senior
P18 Mother ID (61) 26 Male Caucasian 8-months 

post-grad
P19 Mother Down syndrome 

(48)
32 Female African 

American
9-months 
post-grad

P20 Mother ID (48) 29 Female Caucasian 2 ½ years 
post-grad

P21 & P22 Mother & Father ID (50) 30 Male Caucasian 4-years 
post-grad

P23 Mother ID (41) 28 Female African 
American

4-years 
post-grad
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Table 2

Supporting Quotes

Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Choosing to Go to College
“She really wanted to go to college. She has an older sister who 
went to college and she wanted to do exactly what her older sister 
did. And at first it made my husband and I very sad because we 
thought there’s no way, that can’t be true for her, no matter how 
hard she works.” (P2)

Desired Outcomes
Independent 
living

Types of skills 
associated with 
college experi-
ence

“…nobody had a kid in college who doesn’t hope on the other end 
of this that they will be taking care of their finances and taking 
care of themselves and maybe learning some skills for a job, but 
skills for life. They can learn not only in the classroom, but in the 
dorms and in managing your [their] life.” (P7)
“Living independently makes you develop problem-solving skills, 
time management skills, and life skills in general.” (P17)

Plateaued at home “I thought it was really important for her to get away from home 
where we were all sort of in a rut… she was starting to plateau on 
her ability to be independent, maximally independent. And it just 
felt like it was a great opportunity to push the envelope to areas in 
which especially, me as mom found it hard to keep working on.” 
(P10)

Away from fami-
ly’s influence

“If he was here in [home town] then we’d be dropping by all the 
time. ‘Let’s go check on [student’s name], let’s go make sure he 
has enough food.’ Your parents love you the most, but I think 
sometimes they’re your worst enemies because it’s so easy to get 
back into that ‘well, let me do this for him.’ And now he’s an hour 
away. If he needs food, he needs to walk to the store and get food. 
He’s got to figure things out on his own.” (P5)

But in a safe envi-
ronment

“I wanted her to have the opportunity to go to a place where she 
felt valued and had an opportunity to experience what other kids 
experience in college, but it had to be in a safe environment…Safe 
environment meaning that she’d have the support that she would 
need.” (P1)

Social 
Relationships

Inclusive nature 
of UNCG and op-
portunity to learn 
from peers

“There is greater exposure to peers without disabilities, giving 
them an opportunity to befriend individuals who may become 
natural supports...These peers may also be good role models; they 
also may not, but it’s worth the gamble.” (P20)  
“[If they were not in college] they wouldn’t be around typical col-
lege students and typical college social life. The learning from this 
experience is so broad, it is hard to capture. College life is such a 
significant growth opportunity for those fortunate enough to have 
that experience. ICS students live with typical roommates, social-
ize with UNCG students, and attend UNCG classes…They have 
the opportunity to make life-long friendships with typical college 
students.” (P21)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Impact on matric-
ulating students

“We’ve always believed that the world is a better place, and indi-
viduals with disabilities can be healthier and happier if everyone’s 
mixed up in a community. So the extent to which people are segre-
gated with disabilities, the world is not going to get to know them, 
and they’re not going to be able to offer their gifts and contribu-
tions. And people with or without disabilities have a lot to offer 
each other and when you segregate them, it’s not right, ethically, 
morally, to me personally, but I also think it’s almost impractical. 
It’s not the best way for the world to get the best of everybody’s.” 
(P10)

Career Skills 
and Employ-
ment Opportu-
nities

General “So we hoped that he would gain vo-tech skills of some sort, em-
ployability.” (P18) 
“I don’t want to see her kind of down to a very limited income. 
I think she is capable of being gainfully employed and so I think 
that that’s another thing. Just seeing her maybe being able to 
utilize a certificate for employment or for self-employment. Just 
whatever she gains from that part of it academically to be able to 
benefit her in the workforce.” (P4)

Not the most im-
portant outcome

“What I would hope, is that she find a friend or friends to live 
with…that they can support each other in a good way…and that 
she’s able to have a job that she loves and be happy.” (P2)
“…it [employment] is not my greatest priority at all.  But I would 
like to see her more involved in something quasi-employment, 
whether it’s a volunteer job, that’s fine. I don’t really care about 
the money as much as the idea that she responsibly get up and 
go do whatever is on her schedule besides a fun day program or 
something.” (P10)

“College 
experience as 
a “stepping 
stone” to the 
“real world”

General “From my perspective what was most important is looking to-
wards living in the real world, living in society, and contributing 
in whatever way she can when she becomes an adult. I think it 
would be quite hard to be so separated through most of her life, 
through special schools, special programs, you know, one-on-one 
people helping her, and then all of a sudden say, ‘okay, now go 
live in an apartment with a friend and interact with the world in 
a different way, by yourself.’ So this again is sort of the easing in 
process with the appropriate support that could gradually be with-
drawn so she’s able to do it.”( P2)

Perceived Outcomes from Participation in an IPSE Experience
Independent Living

Use of Public 
Transportation

Pedestrian safety “When she was in high school she had a mobility teacher that said 
she would never learn how to cross the street, which she obviously 
crosses [major roads] all the time [now].” (P16)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

General “[She] Also learned to navigate the bus system…she rides the 
Greensboro City bus…Spartan bus [university bus]. And she 
knows the bus routes and the numbers and she calls and says, 
‘Dad I’m going on bus 63 to go so and so or bus 38 back home’ or 
whatever. She knows how to resolve problems on her own.” (P11)
“He has a seizure disorder…So he’s not going to be able to drive. 
So being able to take the bus. I mean, now he takes the bus from 
his apartment to the train station downtown in Greensboro and 
then the train home on Friday nights. You know, it’s fabulous that 
he can do that.” (P5)

Impact on com-
munity participa-
tion

“He is a man about town… He has ultimate confidence in getting 
anywhere he needs to get when he needs to get… before ICS when 
he was sitting at home, [he] didn’t know how to get on a bus, 
didn’t know how to get anywhere.” (P18)

Personal Care Housekeeping “Housekeeping. I mean changing the sheets on the bed, and know-
ing when to do that. And folding his clothes, putting them away. 
Unloading the dishwasher, mopping the floor in the apartment” 
(P5)

Meal planning “Each week she prepares a meal plan and purchases it accordingly 
using her debit card to pay…She prepares her own meals…does 
her laundry…cleans her room and shares the common chores to 
maintain an orderly residence.” (P11)  

Cooking “I talked to her over the weekend. She was making eggs. I said, 
‘[student’s name] you eat eggs?’ She said, ‘On the weekend I do. 
There is a lot of protein in eggs. Just on Saturdays or Sundays I eat 
eggs.’ She never ate eggs at home, no less made them herself. She 
asked for a George Foreman grill for Christmas.” (P7)

Healthy Eating “She’s cooking on the stove and cooking healthy meals…So we 
are really excited for her for that. Because she was always a bit 
afraid of the oven or the stove and that kind of stuff so that has 
been very good for her.” (P3)

Handling 
Personal 
Affairs

General “She has learned to handle her assignments; that was a challenge 
the first semester. She has learned to check email, which she never 
did before. Voicemail, which she never did before, she has learned 
those things. So these kinds of communication, basic communi-
cation skills that she never had to do before, she has learned those 
things. And she has learned about a schedule…now she uses a 
calendar.” (P2)

Medications “…she is usually pretty good at handling that [taking her med-
ications] and getting her prescriptions on time and it used to be 
[i.e., early college years] we were always reminding her, so I think 
she’s getting better at those things and wants to do more.” (P7)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Problem solving “For instance, just this week she calls me, she left her bookbag at 
the Salvation Army when she went there to volunteer. And I said, 
‘What did you do?’ She said, ‘I’ve called them and they have got 
it stored somewhere, in the closet or behind the desk, and I’ll get it 
Friday morning. Six years ago it would have been, she would have 
cried and been bent out of shape…she just knows how to deal 
with a lot of those problems that she could have never dealt with 
because if she would have been at home, she would have, we have 
accepted the resolution to those problems for her. We would have 
just done them ourselves…So she has learned to do that.” (P11)

Financial 
Management

General “She is really good at managing her weekly money. She under-
stands that if she spends extra money on something, that she 
doesn’t get to go out and have dinner with her friends and things 
like that…She writes her own apartment rent check.” (P20)

Use of 
Technology

General [referring to student now having a cell phone] “She took off and 
it opened up a whole world for her as far as communication with 
people and texting and she talks to cousins and aunts and un-
cles…I was just floored at how it seemed to open up communica-
tion for her.” (P3)
“Like working on a computer. She can find anything. That’s how 
she troubleshoots too. She will need something like toothpaste, for 
example. She will need toothpaste; she will sit down on her iPad 
or computer and she will research and she will say ‘Hey we can 
go get it at CVS and it’s such and such or Walmart has if such and 
such.” (P11)

Perceptions of Self

Self-Esteem 
and Self-
Confidence

Learned helpless-
ness

“[he had learned] this helplessness thing, you know, ‘help me, 
help me.’…But you know college helped him like, ‘I don’t need 
that help.’…being able to know that he can handle things. And he 
does.” (P22)

General “This program is so important to [student] because it’s just a huge 
boost for his self-esteem.” (P5)  
“This opportunity allows them to meet new people, learn new 
things, work on their social skills, learn to navigate a college cam-
pus, and take responsibility for their own actions. This is a huge 
self-esteem booster.” (P17)

Pride Being a college 
student or grad-
uate

“When we first visited the campus after she’d been there for a 
little while, she showed us around, gave a description of all the 
buildings. She’s so proud. So she has a great sense of pride and a 
sense of accomplishment of being there.” (P2)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Self-Advocacy Have a disability, 
but have rights

“She loves that class [advocacy].  I think she is learning that she is 
a little bit different and that there are people that are different and 
that it doesn’t matter.  And that everybody has the right to educa-
tion and to get a job.  I think it has been really good for her.” (P4)
“Everybody has noticed that he is much more of an advocate and 
he is much more comfortable having a disability, and being okay 
about talking about it…now he feels much more comfortable 
talking about it and advocating for things that he and others with 
disabilities should and can’t have.” (P14)

Being a self-ad-
vocate

“She went and negotiated with the [apartment complex name] 
manager to paint curbs cut bright yellow because she was hav-
ing trouble seeing, and she explained why. And he did it!...She 
changed provider agencies from [habilitation provider] to [other 
habilitation provider] and that was because she wasn’t satisfied 
with the service. And five years ago she wasn’t even aware of 
a provider agency as an entity and that you could have a choice 
and that you had a right to go to another service. And all of those 
things were things I handled. And now she handles them.” (P10)
“For example, if he is in a situation that he doesn’t want do some-
thing, he will speak out…If there is a situation where we want him 
to come home for the weekend, he will say “No, I don’t want to 
come home for the weekend.  I have things to do.” (P15)

Increased 
Expectations 
of Self

General “So he has changed in that he really feels like he can go and do 
anything.” (P14)
“He really didn’t have any expectations on what he could do when 
he started, and now it’s a job, it’s an apartment, it’s a wife, it’s 
a circle of friends for dinner parties, it’s volunteering. All those 
expectations, which he didn’t have any of [before], he just expects 
those things to be a part of his life [now].” (P18)

Conversational 
Skills

General “Now I’ll never forget the first time she called us and told us a 
story. I mean, she told the story from start to finish perfectly [em-
phasized]…because she never really use to have a good conversa-
tion. It was more one sided and short answers…She has developed 
communications skills, eye contact, vocabulary, use of phrases, 
listening, and questioning techniques.” (P11)

Students with 
autism

“So in terms of his verbal ability, what we have seen over the 
years [while in ICS] is that he is not just saying things that are 
rote.  The timing and the inflection and the volume and the se-
quence within conversation has matured. It’s not just verbal; it is 
also that he may be thinking more.  The range of words and phras-
es that he has to choose from has grown.  The kind of variety of 
choices he might draw from for things to say is richer now …he is 
picking things that are more socially relevant and he also has more 
choices and he is verbalizing it in a more natural way.” (P9)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Began early and 
continued to de-
velop

“I noticed immediately after one month in the program that her 
communication skills and her social skills had improved greatly…
she was able to start conversations, ask questions, and do appro-
priate responses…Once she enrolled at ICS she was coming home 
initiating conversations. When I say conversations, I mean more 
functional conversations.  She could ask how are you doing, ask 
about events, she was just more open…I guess the freedom of be-
ing at school and to every day be in contact with students and her 
peers made a difference.” (P19)

Social Skills 
and Friendships

General “The change within her friendships. I know she is pretty close 
with [name of another ICS student] and that is something that 
she had not had prior to ICS; somebody that she would have that 
would call her. So she would call lots of people [prior to going to 
college] and she would Facebook lots of people and message lots 
of people and invite them to parties and all kinds of other things to 
try to reach out, but she did not have people that reached back and 
so I see that as a really great change.” (P4)
“He calls these people up now and they get together and go out 
and do things together and that is all I’ve ever wanted for him is to 
be social and have friends. And he does.” (P12)

Matriculating 
peers

“And it was neat to see the students speaking to [graduate’s name]. 
I was elated when I would be out on the campus with her…and 
a typical student would say ‘Hi’ to her and she would say ‘Well I 
know them from X, Y, and Z.’ I thought it was neat.” (P19)
“One of [graduate’s name]’s best friends was one of his typical 
college roommates. And they remain best friends…So when [best 
friend’s name] comes down here, they always go out. They go out 
to eat and have a beer together. And then [best friend’s name] said, 
‘Can [graduate’s name] just fly out to D.C. by himself?’ And I said 
‘Why not?’ So [graduate’s name] flew to D.C. by himself…He’s 
developed some wonderful friendships that have lasted.” (P21)

Campus and 
Community 
Involvement

General “He is in a bowling league. He has always bowled with Special 
Olympics and now he is in a league and he has made friends 
through that.” (P12)
“Very good community volunteer. [He] Really likes it and that all 
came through ICS teaching him how to get out in the community, 
that he could, if he couldn’t work, he could volunteer. Loves doing 
it.” (P18)

Happiness General “She just seems so happy. Oh, that is another thing that she does 
now, is that she laughs a lot. Outwardly laughs. It just seems like 
she kept a lot of that hidden before.” (P6) 

Others notice it 
too

“…she is extremely happy, which is great…her Aunt, especially 
in the first couple of years would say ‘She looks so much happier.’ 
One of our neighbors said last year ‘Wow, she just seems so much 
happier and so much more confident.’ So I think it is noticeable…I 
think she is a happier, fuller person.” (P7)
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Theme/Subtheme Topic Quotes

Importance for 
individuals with 
IDD

“He has been very happy and that is really important. It’s import-
ant because so many folks with developmental disabilities have 
problems with depression…because they feel like they are not a 
part of life. It’s like sitting by watching life go by. So he has been 
very, very happy and that means a lot to a parent and you want 
your child to be happy…he has had the time of his life for four 
years, so to have him feel that way and be happy for four years 
where there were many years that he was not because he had some 
difficulty circumstances in his life, that means everything to a 
parent.” (P14)

Employment General “…actually has a part time job and he wanted to become an auto 
mechanic and he has a part time job actually working at an auto 
shop…he helps with oil changes and state inspections, and rotat-
ing tires.” (P15)  

Career related 
skills

“He knows how to apply to a job…all of those things I would say 
he’s maintaining. He knows what you have to do. He knows some-
times you have to go online, sometimes you go in.  He knows the 
process.” (P18)

Parents “Letting Go”
General “I miss him but I know that I have to let go. I was a protective 

Mom. I didn’t want anything to happen to him. I wanted his life 
to be good. I wanted his life to be great and I was overbearing and 
overpowering him and I had to look at what I was doing. I was do-
ing things because I loved him. I was doing things because I was 
his Mom and I want to see him succeed. But when I pulled back 
and I felt secure in the program, he just sprouted.” (P18)
“It has helped alleviate the fear of letting go…One of the things 
parents fear the most is letting go…And I also tell parents that 
when your child is ready you have to have the confidence to let 
it happen…You have to have confidence in them and you do feel 
that confidence once you see them going out without fear.” (P19)
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Abstract

This paper introduces a newly accredited university programme for students with an intellectual disability 
(ID). The curriculum is largely based on disability studies pedagogy that creates awareness of the social, 
political, and economic factors that influence how individuals with a disability navigate society. The aim of 
the innovative curriculum is to provide students with an ID with a high quality postsecondary education that 
may better equip them when transitioning from the education sector to employment and independent living. 
The university programme demonstrates a potential framework for inclusive education and the promotion of 
a more equitable education system for students with an ID. 
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Individuals with an intellectual disability (ID) 
have been marginalized and ostracized by main-
stream society. They have been represented as 
flawed, in need of pity, and are forced to adapt to/
conform to an ableist society (Spassiani & Friedman, 
2014).  Indi viduals with an ID have been largely 
excluded from accessing all levels of civic engage-
ment, including ac cessing postsecondary educa-
tion and participating in college life.  The disability 
movement and advocates have played a pivotal role 
in academic institutions around the world in begin-
ning to examine how they can support equal citizen-
ship of individuals with an ID within their academic 
community. For these reasons, this paper will pres-
ent the foundations of a newly accredited universi-
ty curriculum for students with an ID, and how the 
curriculum hopes to address the oppression and dis-
crimination individuals with ID encounter. The cur-
riculum will create an awareness about  disability 
so that students with ID may be better prepared to 
participate in their community post university.

Students with an ID and Higher Education 

Until recently, the idea of an individual with an 
ID attending postsecondary education was an un-
thinkable thought let alone an attainable dream. For-
tunately, legislative acts such as the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(United Nations, 2006), the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act (IDEA) of 2004, the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001, and the Education for Persons 
with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act of 2004 
(Government of Ireland, 2004) have begun to provide 
individuals with ID the ability to exercise their right 
to participate in postsecondary education. It is well 
documented that the completion of any postsecond-
ary education significantly improves an individual’s 
chance of attaining competitive employment, regard-
less of disability (Gilson, 1996; National Council on 
Disability and Social Security Administration, 2000). 
However, individuals with an ID continue to be more 
likely to be unemployed or underemployed compared 
to their peers without disability (Johnson, Mellard & 
Lancaster, 2007). Grigal and Hart (2010) found that 
students with an ID have the same goals as their peers 
without a disability, to attend college and participate 
in competitive employment. In order to support stu-
dents with an ID to achieve their goals of not only at-
tending, but successfully completing a postsecondary 
programme, several inclusive postsecondary educa-
tion models have been used, such as the mixed/hy-
brid model, the substantially separate model, and the 
inclusive individual support model.  It is important to 
note that even with the various models of postsecond-
ary educational programmes, employment and inde-
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pendent living remain low among individuals with an 
ID (Migliore, Butterworth & Hart, 2009).

Curriculum

The debate about whether functional curricula 
or academic-based curricula are best suited for stu-
dents with an ID is an ongoing discussion being had 
by educators at the national and international level 
(Ayres, Lowrey, Douglas & Sievers, 2011; Bouck 
2012; Dymond, Renzaglia, Gilson & Slagor, 2007; 
Ee & Soh, 2005; Kontu & Pirttimaa, 2010; Wang 
2011). Although there is limited research in this area 
specific to postsecondary education curricula there 
has been some work examining secondary curricula 
for students with an ID (Bigge 1988; Bouck, 2012; 
Edgar & Polloway, 1994; Giangreco, Cloninger & 
Iverson, 1998; Patton et al., 1996; Ryndak, Moore, 
Orlando & Delano, 2008-2009; Test, Mazzotti, Mus-
tian, Fowler, Kortering & Kohler, 2009; Wehmeyer, 
Lattin & Agran, 2001).  The two most common types 
of curricula that students are exposed to are function-
al and academic-based curricula. More specifically, 
a functional curriculum is also referred to as a life 
skills curriculum and is focused on teaching the core 
skills needed for students to participate in adult life 
(Browder et al., 2004; Patton, Cronin & Jairrels, 
1997; Polloway, Patton, Smith & Roderique, 1991; 
Wehmeyer, Sands, Knowlton, Kozleski, 2002). The 
main learning outcome of a functional curriculum is 
to prepare the student with an ID with the required 
skills to be successful in independent living and em-
ployment (Bigge 1988; Patton et al., 1996). There are 
concerns that students with an ID who receive a func-
tional curriculum are less prepared for postsecondary 
opportunities (Ryndak et al., 2008-2009) as they have 
learned a limited set of skills (Edgar & Polloway, 
1994). Conversely, an academic-based curriculum 
focuses on academic content. The academic-based 
curriculum can be delivered with or without accom-
modations (Wehmeyer et al., 2001). For example, 
students with an ID may receive the same curriculum 
as their peers, but their assessments or learning out-
comes differ (Giangreco et al., 1998). 

Bouck (2012) conducted a longitudinal national 
study in the United States and found no statistical-
ly significant difference in postsecondary outcomes 
(i.e., independent living, attending postsecondary ed-
ucation, and employment) for students who received 
functional vs. academic-based curriculum. The study 
found that in general students with an ID reported low 
rates of employment, independent living, and post-
secondary attendance regardless of curriculum type 
they were exposed too.  Examining the differences 

between functional and academic-based curricula 
provides a possible explanation for the low success 
rates for students with an ID due to this group not 
being educated about how their disability effects not 
only their learning, but how they interact with and 
negotiate society with an ID, such as how to manage 
stigma, discrimination, and prejudice. Students with an 
ID must be educated about their disability so that they 
may understand how it impacts their life in regard to 
learning, employment, life skills, independent living, 
and social interactions. Understanding one’s disabil-
ity will allow the individual to better negotiate their 
environment and advocate for the needed supports to 
be successful in postsecondary education (Stodden & 
Whelley, 2004), and to be contributing members of so-
ciety. It is common that individuals with an ID have 
not been told by their guardians that they have an ID in 
an attempt to shield them from the discrimination and 
oppression that is associated with having a disability, 
particularly an ID.  However, this begs the question: 
how do we expect individuals with an ID to become 
independent and become fully integrated in society if 
they are unaware of their impairment and how it di-
rectly influences not only their day to day life, but also 
how they interact with their community? 

Depiction of the Problem 

Of all students with disabilities, those with ID 
have been reported to have the poorest post-school 
outcomes.  This is primarily due to lack of opportuni-
ty for students with ID to participate in a formalized 
structured curriculum in higher education institu-
tions. The typical educational opportunities available 
for students with ID who are 18 years or over are seg-
regated life skills programmes or community-based 
transition programmes. Inclusive postsecondary edu-
cation options have begun to slowly replace these vo-
cational programmes and are challenging significant 
barriers, such as attitudes and low expectations that 
society has about students with ID being able to be 
successful in postsecondary education programmes 
(Hart 2006). 

A topic of concern in both the academic and ap-
plied community is how we can make society more 
inclusive for individuals with an ID. How can we make 
education more inclusive for students with an ID? How 
can we make employment more inclusive for individu-
als with an ID? However, these discussions commonly 
work around the elephant in the room – that is ensuring 
that individuals with an ID understand the social con-
struction of their disability and how they can be given 
the tools and skills needed to participate in the wider 
community with their disability. 
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There has been an educational movement and in-
creased awareness given in academic settings about 
marginalized groups. Offering courses/programmes 
that critically examine the history of how individuals 
of minority groups navigate society are typically seen 
in the form of such courses/programmes on LGBT 
studies, women’s studies, Black studies, and disabili-
ty studies.  These courses/programmes play a pivotal 
role in not only creating awareness of the importance 
of civil rights but also allows students to think crit-
ically about how individuals of minority groups are 
viewed by a capitalist society, and how they must 
navigate the oppression, discrimination, and stigma 
that exist so that they can experience meaningful 
inclusion.  Although ID would be addressed in dis-
ability studies programmes in the university, these 
programmes are limited and are not typically made 
accessible for students with an ID. For example, a 
woman with a physical disability has the opportu-
nity to learn about how gender and disability play a 
role in how she interacts with society within a higher 
education setting. Likewise, a nondisabled man has 
the opportunity to also take part in such academic 
programmes to learn about the historical and current 
social, political, and economic factors that influence 
community participation and integration of minority 
groups. However, no such opportunities exist for stu-
dents with an ID as these curricula are not accessible. 
The rational presented above was the driving factor to 
develop an inclusive disability studies curriculum for 
university students with ID.

Description of Innovative Practice

The newly accredited interdisciplinary pro-
gramme aligns directly with evidence-based research 
suggesting the much-needed shift to providing high 
standards of postsecondary education programmes for 
students with ID.  The programme has been recently 
accredited as a Level five major award following the 
National Framework of Qualification  guidelines in 
Ireland, to address the gap in educational curricula for 
university students with an ID. The interdisciplinary 
programme is embedded in disability studies pedago-
gy where each module is informed by how disability 
is understood from cultural, social, political, and eco-
nomic perspectives. Disability studies programmes, 
which critically examine disability as a social con-
struction, are becoming more commonly offered at 
the university level. However, a major criticism of 
these programmes is that they are not inclusive for 
individuals with ID.  By providing a programme for 
individuals with ID that is embedded in a critical dis-
ability studies framework, individuals with ID may 

have a better understanding of the social construction 
of disability and be more able to navigate their way 
within the community. By having such a tailored pro-
gramme, these individuals may be able to develop 
and refine the skills needed to advocate for social jus-
tice, not only for themselves, but for other individuals 
with disabilities.  

This course has been designed to challenge the 
traditional viewpoint that people with ID are “non-
ed ucable.”  It seeks to educate its students, not only 
in regard to developing life skills, but also in rela-
tion to understanding disability from social, political, 
and economic perspectives.  Understanding the social 
construction of disability and how it impacts on their 
lives may enable students to participate fully in soci-
ety and advocate for change.  It aims to help students 
to develop a conscious awareness of how having a 
disability directly impacts on their ability to mean-
ingfully participate in their community and attain/
sustain competitive employment.  From a practical 
point of view, it will also provide successful students 
with a formal qualification which may enable them 
to apply and compete for jobs alongside applicants 
without disabilities, or to pursue further studies. The 
programme closely aligns with research that has 
shown that students with ID who have postsecondary 
experience are more likely to obtain competitive em-
ployment, require fewer supports in the community, 
and earn higher wages compared to individuals with 
ID without any postsecondary exposure (Hart, 2006). 

Course Content

The accredited programme is a two-year full-time 
course offered at a top ranked university in Ireland for 
the first time in October 2016. The interdisciplinary 
curriculum was based on the interests of university 
students with an ID who were currently enrolled at 
the university. The students provided feedback about 
their university module and what they would like to 
see be offered at the university level for future incom-
ing students. The two-year full time programme di-
vides modules into six interdisciplinary themes: (1) 
advanced learning theories and self-development; (2) 
applied research theories and practice; (3) applied 
science, technology, and maths; (4) business and mar-
keting; (5) advocacy, rights, and culture; and (6) fine 
arts and languages. 

The proposed curriculum will provide students 
with knowledge of multiple academic disciplines, 
and takes an interdisciplinary approach to examine 
how disability is influenced and reinforced through 
the various academic perspectives. Table 1 provides a 
description of each theme and theme objectives. 



Spassiani; Intellectual Disability290     

Programme Aims and Learning Outcomes

The programme has established standardized pro-
gramme and module learning outcomes that directly 
align with the programme aims. More specifically, 
the programme aims and programme learning out-
comes for the programme are described in Table 2.  

Course Structure
There are 22 modules, most being 12 weeks in 

length (one academic term) and others lasting 24 
weeks (two academic terms). The programme is of-
fered as a level five major award. The overall aggre-
gated mark of both years will be the credit-weighted 
average of the module marks.  Each year contrib-
utes 50% in the calculation of the award result. The 
Certif icate will be awarded as a pass, merit, or dis-
tinction. A pass will be awarded at 40%, a merit at 
55%, and a distinction at an overall average of 70%, 
which aligns directly with university undergraduate 
regulations. Students must be 18 years or older when 
starting the programme, have an ID, have success-
fully completed secondary school, and demonstrate 
reading, writing, and basic math skills to be eligible 
to apply for the programme. 

Each module is designed to provide students with 
multiple and varied assessments types to ensure 
the learning styles of students are being taken into 
consideration. For example, each module encourag-
es collaborative learning and whole class input and 
discussion; each student receives a learning needs 
assessment to identify accommodations needed to 
best suit their learning needs; regular formative and 
summative assessments will be given in each mod-
ule to reinforce concepts learned during lectures/
labs/tu torials. Assessments are provided in various 
formats and students are given the choice to de-
cide which for mat best suits their learning needs; 
students have des ignated independent study hours 
where they have the opportunity to complete assess-
ments with their peers or support from faculty mem-
bers who teach on the programme. 

Institutional Resources
The newly accredited programme was well sup-

ported by the university, particularly higher manage-
ment, academic, and administrative staff. There was 
an overall agreeance within the university that the 
previously existing programme being offered to stu-
dents with ID had become tokenistic and not a true 
exemplar of meaningful higher education. More spe-
cifically, the university recognized that it was unjust 
that their students with ID were attending a two-year 
programme, however, upon successful completion 

would not receive any formal qualification recogniz-
ing their contributions.  For this reason, the university 
set out to redevelop the programme to align directly 
with university standards that all programmes must 
adhere too. An interdisciplinary committee was de-
veloped to reconceptualise and develop the new pro-
gramme. The committee comprised of professors 
from various academic backgrounds and an occupa-
tional therapist to provide input on each of the six 
interdisciplinary themes.  

Committee members were expected to deliver 
modules on the programme in their respective areas 
of expertise. The programme coordinator, a disability 
studies professor, oversees all programme content to 
ensure that content touches upon disability and how 
it can be applied to real world settings where appro-
priate. The majority of professors did not have prior 
experience working with individuals with ID; howev-
er, professors were encouraged to adapt content to the 
appropriate level. A decision was made to not provide 
professors with special education training, however, 
to encourage each professor to view students with ID 
the same as any other university student. The pro-
gramme coordinator would meet with professors as 
needed to offer input and feedback about the delivery 
of content and ensure professors were being well sup-
ported.  The professors who taught on the programme 
where from the School of Education, where the new 
programme is based and part of their teaching work-
load included teaching on the programme.  For quali-
ty assurance, the committee meets monthly to discuss 
the delivery of the modules, and any issues or con-
cerns with module content or students. 

Additionally, students have fortnightly meetings 
with an occupational therapist during their time in the 
programme to support students in their personal and 
professional development. Each student guides the 
direction of the meeting to what they see is important 
to them. For example, meetings can range from goal 
setting, to development of academic skills, to profes-
sional development. Meetings with the occupational 
therapist are kept confidential and are  meant to be a 
resource for students to take advantage of where they 
feel safe to discuss their needs in a proactive manner. 

Future Outcomes and Implications

The newly accredited programme is currently 
being delivered for the first time and will be closely 
monitored to ensure that programme aims and learn-
ing outcomes are being achieved. Student outcomes 
such as successful completion, transition, employ-
ment, and independent living outcomes will be mea-
sured. The occupational therapist sessions will also 
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be examined for personal development outcomes 
such as goal setting, communication skills, and orga-
nizational skills; as well as examining how the learn-
ing needs assessment delivered by the occupational 
therapist can be used as a benchmark tool for both 
individual and programme success. Particular atten-
tion will be given to examining the experiences of 
mainstream professors educating university students 
with ID, such as their ability to adapt and learn to 
educating students with ID, and personal and profes-
sional challenges to overcome. Furthermore, the suit-
ability of inclusive assessments, and the effectiveness 
of content being delivered will be examined. 

Closing Thoughts

The purpose of this paper was to introduce an in-
novative accredited postsecondary education curricu-
lum for students with an ID being offered at a leading 
academic institution. Universities have a responsibil-
ity to start providing real choice, true inclusion, and 
high expectations of students with ID.  By providing 
a postsecondary program for people with ID that is 
embedded in a disability studies framework students 
may be able to develop and refine the skills needed 
to truly be included in their communities and partic-
ipate in all aspects of civic engagement. This type 
of academic curriculum which is embedded in evi-
dence-based best practice would not only be ground 
breaking, but has great potential to be the standard-
ized model that other postsecondary institutions can 
look to when developing similar programs for stu-
dents with ID. 

Individuals with an ID must become educated, 
not only in regard to developing life skills, but also 
in understanding disability from a social, political, 
and economic level. Individuals with an ID must 
have a conscious awareness of how having a disabil-
ity di rectly impacts their lives. The notion of “igno-
rance is bliss” to shield individuals with an ID from 
their im pairment must be eradicated. Not educating 
individ uals with an ID about disability and expect-
ing them to be contributing members of society is 
not only un realistic, but ultimately, and sets up these 
individuals for failure.  
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Table 1

Description of Themes

Interdisciplinary Theme Objective

Advanced learning theories and self-development This theme focuses on modules which utilize/
employ various styles of learning and strategies to 
support students in their learning throughout the 
programme. This theme will also focus on helping 
students to identify personal and professional goals 
and monitor their progress and development.

Applied research theories and practice This theme introduces students to research methods 
and provides students with the opportunity to partic-
ipate in, and lead their own, research projects.

Applied science, technology and mathematics This theme includes modules focusing on a variety 
of disciplines such as: health sciences, environmen-
tal studies, and STEM (science, technology, engi-
neering, and math). These modules focus on core 
topics while providing a practical approach to how 
these subject areas relate to individuals with disabil-
ities.

Business and marketing Students are exposed to the fundamental principles 
of business and marketing. Students are provided 
with the tools to design a business plan and to lead 
a marketing project that critically reflects on how 
disability is portrayed in the business and marketing 
realm. The modules in this theme provide students 
with the skills and knowledge to successfully navi-
gate the employment sector. Furthermore, students 
are required to take part in an eight-week work 
placement. This provides students with experiential 
learning skills needed when they transition to the 
employment sector. 

Advocacy, rights and culture This theme addresses human rights from a global 
perspective, with an emphasis on disability rights. 
The modules in this theme provide students with the 
skills and knowledge needed to navigate services 
and advocate for their rights and the rights of others.

Fine arts and languages This theme introduces students to how disability 
narratives are represented in language, film, art, 
and poetry. This theme will also explore how these 
representations influence societal understandings of 
disability, which ultimately influence the way indi-
viduals with disabilities experience and participate 
in society. 
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Table 2

Description of Programme Aims and Learning Outcomes 

Programme Aims Program Learning Outcomes

• To help students develop the ability to think 
critically about disability, express viewpoints, 
engage in logical discussions, and problem-solve 
effectively within a higher education learning 
environment.

• Critically identify and reflect on how the con-
struction of disability directly influences the 
lived experience of individuals with disabilities.

• To equip students with the interdisciplinary 
knowledge to navigate the community and em-
ployment sectors.

• Demonstrate a broad knowledge of interdis-
ciplinary subject areas and how their content 
relates to disability.

• To develop in students the learning skills re-
quired for developing their own person-centred 
plan when engaged in the wider community.

• Apply an inquiry-based approach to critically 
identify strategies to facilitate societal change 
for people with disabilities.

• To provide students with the learning skills and 
knowledge needed to confidently advocate for 
change in their own lives and the wider disabili-
ty community.

• Articulate and apply arguments, concepts and 
theories, both orally and in writing.

• To encourage collaborative learning through 
project-based tasks incorporating academic 
content and applied skills to reinforce overall ac-
ademic, professional and personal development.

• Learn independently and in groups in order to 
engage optimally in their future studies and 
employment.

• To introduce students to academic scholarship, 
evidence-based interdisciplinary research and 
university life.

• Identify and use the learning skills required for 
success at independent living and employment. 

• Apply interdisciplinary knowledge and translat-
able skills to real world situations, such as when 
participating in the community or within the 
employment sector. 
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A Financial Literacy Course for Postsecondary Students 
with Intellectual Disabilities

(Practice Brief)

Joanne Caniglia¹
Yvonne Michali¹

1  Kent State University

Abstract

Historically, individuals with intellectual disabilities (ID) were limited in the amount of assets that they could 
earn.  However, the enactment of the Achieving a Better Life Experience (ABLE) Act in 2014 provided for 
significant increases in the amount of earnings and savings allowable.  Many of these individuals are capa-
ble of saving money and building assets, yet often do not have financial skills.  Furthermore, transition–age 
students with ID also lack the self-determination skills needed to direct their life decisions effectively.  Spe-
cifically, they lack the nine components of self-determination that include:  problem-solving, choice-making, 
decision-making, goal-setting, self-regulation, goal-attainment, self-efficacy, self-awareness, and self-advo-
cacy.  This practice brief describes a financial literacy course within a postsecondary transition program that 
incorporates financial literacy content taught through the lens of self-determination theory.  

Keywords: Financial literacy, intellectual disability, postsecondary transition curriculum, self determination

Virtually all studies of students who are complet-
ing high school or in college conclude that they are 
poorly prepared to make financial decisions in their 
best interest. Since 2007, Jump$tart surveys, which 
track financial literacy over time, have found little 
improvement in students’ knowledge and behaviours. 
Because of this, programs teaching financial skills 
have grown in number and prominence. However, 
few resources are available for students with intellec-
tual disabilities (ID) who have the potential to achieve 
greater independence and financial awareness (Clark, 
2016; Mittapalli, Belson, & Ahmadi, 2009).   

For instance, What Works Clearinghouse (WWC), 
an investment of the Institute of Education Sciences 
(IES), is a resource that provides educators in K-12 
and postsecondary with information needed to make 
evidence-based decisions. Experts in education, 
methodology, and dissemination of findings, review 
existing research on different programs, products, 
practices, and polices to answer empirically the ques-
tion “What works in education?” (What Works Clear-
inghouse [WWC], 2017). Unfortunately, WWC does 
not provide resources that teach financial skill devel-
opment for this population at the postsecondary level.

Likewise, there are no resources to teach financial 
skills for students with ID in a postsecondary setting 
found at the National Technical Assistance Center 

on Transition (NTACT, 2015).  NTACT, funded by 
the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Spe-
cial Education Programs (OSEP), assists educators, 
service providers, and state agencies in implementing 
evidence-based and promising practices preparing 
students with significant disabilities for success in 
transitioning into adult life and employment.  

Individuals with ID often do not have control of 
their own finances due to a lack of skills, opportuni-
ty, or both (Newman, et al., 2011). These individuals 
may lack the self-sufficiency to make key decisions 
about their lives.  Research shows that students with 
ID who have more developed self-determination skills 
are able to make a more successful transition from 
high school to adult life (Kochhar-Bryant, Bassett, & 
Webb, 2009).  Students, moreover, who leave high 
school without developed self-determination skills 
are ill prepared, and less successful in their adult lives 
(Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003).  Although the litera-
ture supports the importance of self-determination, 
studies across special education disability categories 
find that students with ID demonstrate less self-de-
termination than their nondisabled peers (Wehmeyer, 
Palmer, Shogren, Williams-Diehm, & Soukup, 2013).  

In their seminal work, Field and Hoffman (1994) 
described self-determination as knowing one’s 
strengths, limitations, needs, and preferences well 
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enough to analyze options and goals, and to determine 
a clear vision for one’s future.  Self-determined indi-
viduals choose their goals by assessing their needs, 
and by acting in ways to meet those goals.  They are 
intrinsically motivated to pursue goals, which in-
volves making a presence known, stating needs, eval-
uating progress toward meeting goals, adjusting one’s 
performance, and being creative in problem-solving 
(Martin & Marshall, 1995).  Wehmeyer (1996) and 
Deci and Ryan (2000) identified several behaviours 
and attitudes defining self-determination namely 
problem-solving, choice-making, decision-making, 
goal setting, self-regulation, goal attainment, self-
ad vocacy, self-awareness, and self-efficacy. Each of 
these skills has a characteristic developmental course 
acquired through specific learning experiences.  It is 
at this level of the framework that intervention to pro-
mote self-determination as an educational outcome 
can occur (Doll, Sands, Wehmeyer, & Palmer, 1996).   

There are few programs that address financial 
literacy for students with ID that include self-deter-
mination skills (Brown & Thaker, 2006).  Accord-
ing to Amsbaugh (as cited in Mittapalli et al., 2009), 
programs and services for youth with disabilities in 
postsecondary programs are rare and those that do 
exist have not produced research that has evaluated 
effectiveness.  It is believed that through completion 
of high school, participation in postsecondary educa-
tion, and saving for the future, youth with disabili-
ties would be able to obtain satisfying outcomes in 
employment and economic self-sufficiency and in-
dependence. Further, financial education programs/
services for youth should include information on fi-
nancial decision-making (short-and long-term) and 
career choices/options.

With recent legislation, financial literacy on asset 
development is an essential topic in curricula for 
youth with ID so they can make informed decisions 
about their lives. Asset development is based upon 
the ability to make sound short- and long-term fi-
nancial decisions. These abilities include, but are not 
limited to, investing (i.e., homeownership, stocks); 
types and benefits of savings; and increasing capacity 
to save and plan ahead (Mittapalli et al., 2009). One 
such savings option is an Individual Development 
Account (IDA)  that will not impact their eligibili-
ty for federal benefit programs.  Similarly, the ABLE 
Act (P.L. 113-295 [ABLE], 2014) was signed into 
law on December 19, 2014.  This new law permits 
states to create ABLE programs which would allow 
qualified individuals with disabilities the opportuni-
ty to save money in a tax advantaged account with-
out jeopardizing their eligibility for most federally 
funded tested programs (including Medicaid and to 

a certain extent Social Security benefits).  Although 
federal law applies uniformly to all states, individual 
states may regulate ABLE accounts differently.  

Depiction of the Problem

For many persons with disabilities, few opportuni-
ties exist for them to acquire the knowledge and skills 
to make financial decisions; to obtain competitive, 
compensated employment; and to access financial 
services in order to build assets. In light of the lack 
of curricula and recent legislation, the authors devel-
oped a finan cial literacy course for transition-aged 
persons with ID. The uniqueness of this course is that 
it provides financial content embedded within the 
components of self-determination. 

Participant Demographics and Institutional 
Partners/Resources 

Participants include 25 transition-aged students 
with ID enrolled in a four-year postsecondary compre-
hensive transition program at a Midwestern university. 

The mission of this program is to create learning 
experiences for students with intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities by maximizing opportu-
nities to equip them to become self-determined 
and autonomous adults.  The program integrates 
inclusive classes, a typical college experience, and 
a transition curriculum to assist students in achiev-
ing adult roles and a quality of life in a community 
of their choice. (Michali, 2010, para 2)

Of these participants, eight are male and 17 are fe-
male who meet the definition of an intellectual and 
developmental disability, with three students in legal 
guardianship.

The American Association for Intellectual and De-
velopmental Disabilities (AAIDD, 2010) defined ID as 
a “disability originating before the age of 18 and char-
acterized by significant limitations in both intellectual 
functioning and in adaptive behaviour, which covers 
many everyday social and practical skills” (para. 1).  
Intellectual functioning, or intelli gence, refers to the 
mental capacity for learning, rea soning, problem solv-
ing, and other life skills.  An IQ score below 70-75 
indicates deficits in intellectual functioning.  Adaptive 
behaviours, crucial for every day life, are defined as the 
collection of conceptual, social, and practical skills.  
Examples of adaptive be haviours include difficulties 
with problem solving, money use and management, 
time, number concepts, daily living, occupational 
skills and lack of self-de termination skills. 
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Parental involvement is an important part of this 
University’s postsecondary transition program. As 
such, initial and ongoing meetings with parents are 
required.  Each semester, students showcase academ-
ic and employment accomplishments to their parents. 

Description of Practice

The development of this financial literacy course 
within a postsecondary transition program was ac-
complished through a five-phase process that was im-
plemented over four-semesters. Details of each phase, 
corresponding objectives, and outcomes are identified 
in Table 1. Utilizing project-based instruction, the 
class met once a week for 75 minutes and instruction 
was delivered over four semesters. Lessons provided 
students the knowledge and general understanding of 
key areas of personal finance necessary throughout 
their adult lives.  Teacher-created assessments for this 
population were conducted at the end of each unit. 
Rubrics were used to assess self-determination and 
financial skills.  As a capstone project, participants 
developed a financial portfolio containing resources 
and templates.

Evaluation of Observed Outcomes
 
Following each semester, student surveys suggest-

ed recommendations that included: (a) more visual 
content with more real-life resources including role 
playing and guest speakers; (b) an increase in differ-
entiation based on mathematical ability; (c) more time 
to complete activities; (d) the need for technology, (e) 
addition of other topics such as overtime pay, how to 
save money for leisure activities, etc.; (f) more hands-
on activities; and (g) use of real money situations. 
Based upon results of the surveys, instructors revised 
presentations, accommodations, and resources.

Additional data indicated that students had diffi-
culty maintaining and recalling strategies that were 
taught within their classes over time. Although there 
is evidence of positive impact in knowledge, attitudes, 
and skills over a short term, additional longitudinal 
research is needed on students’ lives and their financ-
es beyond the postsecondary experience. To alleviate 
the effects of financial skill regression, participants 
created a personal financial toolkit (both electronic 
and paper) that would remind them of financial terms 
and resources. Contents of the toolkit included how 
to access information about a bank, online tools, bud-
geting apps, and resources that offered financial op-
tions for debt and credit. 

In focus groups, parents of transition students 
were asked to discuss their observations of students’ 

self- efficacy in managing personal finances. Par-
ents credited the financial literacy course in teaching 
their student to become more financially aware and 
by demonstrating more conservative spending habits.  
This behaviour in turn, gave parents greater confi-
dence in allowing more freedom to their young adult 
to make financial decisions. 

Implications and Portability

Recognizing the importance of sharing our work 
with other postsecondary transition programs, the 
authors have identified recommendations for the de-
velopment of a financial literacy course for young 
adults with ID. These recommendations include:  
keeping the curriculum realistic and project based; 
designing a course that it is culturally sensitive, age 
appropriate, and relevant for college-age students; 
utilizing technology; including lessons or modules on 
asset development; and including parents in the plan-
ning process.

Given recent legislation, it is essential for post-
secondary programs to bring together the insights 
and involvement of parents and service providers re-
garding asset development. It has been demonstrat-
ed that the students in a financial literacy class for 
persons with ID can become more financially capa-
ble to direct their life needs. In order for students to 
maintain skills, it will require that parents and ser-
vice providers work collaboratively to consistently 
create opportunities for students to apply their skills 
as they build assets. 

Creating a financial literacy course for persons 
with disabilities is one part of the solution.  The 
goal of financial literacy and security for adults with 
disabilities requires the attention, cooperation and 
investment of government, financial institutions, 
community non-profit organizations, and families.  
Educational organizations must take advantage of 
opportunities to provide financial education to ALL 
students, improve financial decision making, set fi-
nancial goals, and provide students with the ability to 
self-assess financial health. 
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Table 1

Phases, Objectives, and Outcomes of Financial Literacy Course

Phase Objectives Outcomes

Financial Literacy Skills Research and identify 
current financial skill 
practices and strategies 
that meet criterion of: 
evidenced-base targets 
persons w/ID postsec-
ondary

Two resources suggested by the National Disability 
Institute include: 

1. Jump$tart’s Clearinghouse with Financial Edu-
cation Curriculum:  

2. FDIC Money Smart for Young Adults 

Self-Determination 
Skills

Research and identify 
current operational defi-
nitions of self-determi-
nation that meet criterion 
of:
Evidence- or re-
search-based
Define all 9 skills of Self 
Determination

Operational Definitions of Self-Determination (Au-
thor, 2014). 

Align financial litera-
cy with principles of 
self-determination; Iden-
tify standards

National Jump$tart Stan-
dards 
Operational Definitions 
of Self-Determination

Integrated Jump$tart Standards to include nine skills 
of self-determination (SD):

Standard SD Skills
Budgeting

Savings & Budgeting

Employment & Income

Investment

Credit & Debit

Education, Retirement,
Home ownership

All nine skills

Goal Setting & 
Attainment
Self-regulation
Self-Advocacy
Self-Awareness

All nine Skills

Choice making
Decision making
Goal Setting & 
Attainment

Self-Regulation
Self-Awareness

All nine skills
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Create course curriculum 
and sequence

Develop a four-course 
sequence
Determine timelines, 
units, lesson plans, mate-
rials needed

Course Competencies and Sub competencies
Course #1:  The Math Behind the Money 

Place Value, Counting Money, Percents
Course #2:  Financial Planning

Wants & Needs; Purchasing, Saving, Budgeting
Course #3:  Life Events

Adult Life, Career Choices, Health Care, Retire-
ment, Insurance

Course #4:  Financial Institutions
Banking, Credit Cards, Social Security, Payroll, 
Taxes, Stocks/Bonds, Investing

Implement and Assess Determine course times 
and location
Develop student  sur-
veys, tests, & parent 
focus  group questions

Monitor student progress
Conduct parent focus group
Student surveys & pre/post-test
Financial Portfolio created by students.

(Table 1, continued)
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into a research investigation.

• References: Use the current APA guidelines 
to format and proofread your paper prior to 
submitting it. This includes the proper use of 
spelling, punctuation and grammar, appropri-
ate use of headers, correct formatting in list-
ing references, and formatting any tables or 
figures appropriately.

Upon Acceptance for Publication
For Practice Briefs that are accepted for publica-

tion, Valerie Spears (JPED Editorial Assistant) will 
contact the lead author to request:
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• A 40-50 word bibliographic description for 
each author, and a signed copyright transfer 
form (Valerie will send templates for both).

• Manuscript submissions by AHEAD mem-
bers are especially welcome. The JPED re-
serves the right to edit all material for space 
and style. Authors will be notified of changes.

Guidelines for Special Issues

JPED publishes one special issue per year (nor-
mally Issue 3, published in the fall).  Special issues 
feature a series of articles on a particular topic. JPED 
welcomes ideas for special topical issues related to the 
field of postsecondary education and disability. The 
issue can be formatted as a collection of articles related 
to a particular topic or as a central position paper fol-
lowed by a series of commentaries (a modified point/
counter point). Authors who wish to prepare a special 
issue should first contact the JPED Executive Editor at 
jped@ahead.org.

The authors should describe the topic and pro-
posed authors.  If the series appears to be valuable 
to the readership of the JPED, the Executive Editor 
will share an Agreement Form to be completed and 
returned by the Guest Editor. The Executive Editor 
may provide suggestions for modification to content 
or format. The Guest Editor will inform authors of 
due dates and coordinate all communications with the 
contributing authors. Each special edition manuscript 
will be reviewed by members of the JPED editorial 
board members. The Guest Editor and the Executive 
Editor will be responsible for final editing decisions 
about accepted manuscripts.

Book Review Column Guidelines & Procedures

Please contact the JPED Executive Editor at 
jped@ahead.org to suggest books to be reviewed or 
to discuss completing a book review. Contact and 
discussion should be done before the book review is 
completed in order to expedite the procedures in the 
most efficient and fairest way possible. 

Content and Format
In general, the book review should present:

• An overview of the book, providing the book’s 
stated purpose, the author’s viewpoint, and a 
general summary of the content.

• An evaluation of the book, elaborating on 
the author’s objectives and how well those 
objectives were achieved, the strengths and 

weaknesses of the book along with the crite-
ria you used for making that assessment, and 
the organization and presentation of the book.  
Recommendations should specify to whom 
you would recommend the book, why, and 
how you would suggest the book be used, and 
address its potential contribution to our field.

• Citations within the book review should fol-
low the current edition of the American Psy-
chological Association (APA) style manual.

At the end of the review, please list your name 
and institutional affiliation.

Submission
The length of a book review can range from 800-

1200 words. Please send in an email attachment in 
MS Word, double-spaced to jped@ahead.org per in-
structions above in “How to Submit Manuscripts.” 
After the review is submitted, the Executive Editor or 
designee will edit the manuscript and follow up with 
you about the publication process.

Publication Statistics

The Journal of Postsecondary Education and 
Disability is published four times a year.  All back 
issues are archived and accessible to all at: ahead.org/
publications/jped.  In addition, nearly 3,000 individ-
uals subscribe to the Journal.  JPED’s acceptance rate 
is approximately 25%.  The Journal does not track its 
impact factor.
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