
In a pilot project in Kentucky, called

SHEP, young people with intellectual

disabilities are pursuing career goals

and learning important life skills. They

participate in college courses, work

with mentors and coaches, and experi-

ence supported employment opportuni-

ties—all through partnerships among

school systems, institutions of higher

learning, and community agencies. For

example, one student pursuing a career

in graphic design works at a screen

printing business while simultaneously

taking college courses to pursue his

career goal. This article describes the

rationale for such programs, the scope

of the programs, and benefits to stu-

dents and the community.

Postsecondary education and students
with intellectual disabilities have not
historically been viewed as compatible.
In fact, it was only with the 1977

implementation of the Education for
All Handicapped Children Act (Public
Law 94-142) that students with the
most significant disabilities were guar-
anteed a public education at all, much
less the opportunity to attend postsec-
ondary programs. Yet with subsequent
reauthorizations of IDEA, including the
Individuals With Disabilities Education
Act (IDEA) of 2004 (Public Law 108-
446), we have come to realize that all
students should have the opportunity
to learn age-appropriate academic con-
tent and engage in activities alongside
their peers without disabilities. In this
article, we propose a model of postsec-
ondary education for students with
intellectual disabilities (ID); this model
extends the notion of inclusive educa-
tion to the next level—going to college.

Though tremendous overall gains
have occurred in the past 15 years in
the percentage of students with disabil-
ities who have attended some form of
postsecondary education (Newman,

Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver,
2010), the lowest percentage of stu-
dents from any disability category
attending postsecondary education has
been that of students with ID (Wagner,
Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine,
2005). Until recently, few educators or
community members held expectations
that students with ID would continue
their education after high school.
Indeed, the historical exclusion of stu-
dents with ID from postsecondary
experiences has played a significant
role in the perpetuation of a cycle of
low expectations and poor adult out-
comes overall (Grigal, Hart, & Paie-
wonsky, 2010).

In recent years, a growing number
of colleges have offered opportunities
for students with intellectual disabili-
ties (Think College, 2011a). Students
taking part in some of these programs
are often dually enrolled by finishing
their final years of high school in a col-
lege setting with the additional support
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required in the postsecondary environ-
ment provided by public school special
education staff, as a part of these stu-
dents’ transition services (Hall, Klein-
ert, & Kearns, 2000). Some students,
however, participate in programs
designed for high school graduates,
entering college through non-degree-
seeking options or open enrollment
programs. Not surprisingly, the stu-
dents served in these programs indicate
goals similar to those of their peers—to
get a job, to be independent, to have
friendships with peers, and to go to
class and social events (Moon, Grigal,
& Neubert, 2001). A college or univer-
sity campus is an ideal venue for gain-
ing the skills needed to achieve these
goals.

Along with the students’ own goals
for postsecondary education, family
expectations have also evolved, as fam-
ilies of students who have succeeded
in inclusive general education classes

with individualized supports now envi-
sion age-appropriate options for their
students as they graduate (Think
College, 2011b). Legislative impetus is
occurring, as well, with the Higher
Education Opportunities Act of 2008
(HEOA), which supports the transition
of students with ID into higher educa-
tion. The HEOA provides not only new
avenues for accessing postsecondary
education, but also federal and finan-
cial support not formerly available to
students with ID. In the wake of these
changes, it is imperative for teachers
and individualized education program
(IEP) team members to (a) recognize
the benefits of postsecondary educa-
tion for students with ID, (b) become
familiar with the various avenues that
exist to accessing postsecondary educa-
tion, and (c) identify the skills needed
to support students with ID to transi-
tion into a postsecondary setting.

A Rationale for Postsecondary
Education for Students With
Intellectual Disabilities

So what is the value of postsecondary
education for students with intellectual
disabilities? In pilot studies, higher
education opportunities for students
with ID have been shown to correlate
with improved employment outcomes
and increased participation in commu-
nities. For example, Migliore, Butter-
worth, and Hart (2009) noted a correla-
tion between participation in both post-
secondary education and vocational
rehabilitation and positive employment
outcomes. Young adults with ID who
took advantage of both were 26%
more likely to exit with paid jobs than
those who used only vocational reha-
bilitation services as their postsec-
ondary experience, with an average
73% higher income than those who
only received vocational rehabilitation
services.
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Moreover, students with ID who
participated in inclusive postsecondary
education also reported increased satis-
faction across several life domains,
including emotional well-being, inter-
personal relationships, personal devel-
opment, self-determination, and social
inclusion (Hughson, Moodie, & Udit-
sky, 2006). For campus communities,
the presence of students with ID offers
invaluable opportunities for students to
engage in learning alongside peers with
different educational experiences and
learning styles. For universities and
colleges seeking to broaden the diversi-
ty of their student populations, the
presence of students with ID adds to
the campus and academic life for all
students, incorporating opportunities
for mentoring and friendships.

The Higher Education
Opportunities Act of 2008
(HEOA)

The HEOA provides opportunities for
students with ID who are enrolled in a
Comprehensive Transition and Post-
secondary Program (CTP) approved by
the U.S. Department of Education,
including eligibility for Pell Grants and
Federal Work Study Programs. Whereas
colleges and universities must first
apply to offer a CTP, what is new to
these programs is that students with ID
may access such federal support (e.g.,
Pell Grants, Work-Study) if they are
working toward an educational creden-
tial (not necessarily a degree), as
specifically defined by the institution in
its CTP application. This credential,
which can reflect personalized student
goals designed to address employment,
independent living, and educational
outcomes, can include audited courses
(as well as for-credit courses), job
internships, and other on-campus
activities designed to lead to enhanced
independence and employment. Most
important, students with ID may quali-
fy to participate in a CTP even if they
do not have a standard high school
diploma, or if they do not meet the
requirements to enroll in a regular
degree program at the institution.
Figure 1 illustrates how the supports
now available to students with ID
under CTPs build on, and yet are dis-

tinct from, the services and accommo-
dations that an institution of higher
education (IHE) must offer, under the
requirements of Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973, to all stu-
dents with documented disabilities
who enroll at that institution. (See Gil
(2007) for a full explanation of the
allowable supports under Section 504
for students with disabilities.)

A National Network of
Postsecondary Programs

To further enable young adults with
intellectual disabilities to gain access
to, and complete postsecondary educa-
tion, the HEOA authorized the funding
of postsecondary Transition Programs
for Students With Intellectual Dis-
abilities (TPSID). Twenty-seven TPSID
grants were awarded in the fall of 2010
to colleges and universities, or IHEs,
around the United States. According to
the U.S. Department of Education
(2010), TPSIDs are funded to serve stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities by
providing individualized supports and
services with respect to academic,
social, and vocational goals.

A National Resource:
Think College

In addition to providing competitive
funding for the 27 different model
programs, the TPSID initiative also
authorized the Institute for Com-
munity Inclusion at the University
of Massachusetts, Boston (www
.thinkcollege.net) for colleges and uni-
versities that operates as a national
clearinghouse for educators, students,
and families regarding postsecondary
education programs for students
with ID.

Types of Postsecondary
Education Programs: What
Do They Look Like?

Though postsecondary programs for
students with ID can be shaped quite

differently, they are often classified in
terms of being stand-alone (separate),
mixed, or integrated (Hart, Grigal, Sax,
Martinez, & Will, 2006). A stand-alone
program, although located on a 2- or
4-year college campus, might offer
specific classes aimed solely at stu-
dents with ID. Such a program may
also include a residential component
for students to live away from home in
dorms or apartments with other stu-
dents. An integrated program uses
existing coursework at the college or
university so students with and with-
out disabilities take classes together.
The residential component would also
be integrated with students without
disabilities. A mixed program draws on
aspects from both the stand-alone and
integrated program types (e.g., sepa-
rate coursework for students with
intellectual disabilities but inclusion in
residential life and extracurricular
activities).

An example of an integrated
approach, being applied from a
statewide perspective, is the Supported
Higher Education Project (SHEP) of
Kentucky. The goal of SHEP, funded
through a 5-year grant from the U.S.
Office on Postsecondary Education as
one of the TPSIDs, is to build capacity
across colleges and universities in the
state, so that students with ID have a
choice of college programs. This proj-
ect developed partnerships with key
state agencies including the Kentucky
Department of Education (KDE), the
Kentucky Office of Vocational
Rehabilitation (OVR), the Kentucky
Division of Developmental and
Intellectual Disabilities (DIDD), and
the Commonwealth Council on
Developmental Disabilities (CCDD).

Interagency partnerships and the use
of shared funding streams enable stu-
dents with ID to attend college and
choose careers, rather than only
attending day programs or sheltered
workshops.
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The partnership with the state voca-
tional rehabilitation agency led to a
pilot project for several of the SHEP
students. The intent is for students to
gain college experiences and exposure
to life skills and knowledge through
coursework paired with internships or
work study opportunities. The expecta-
tion is for gainful employment in a
field that is meaningful to the individ-
ual. The pilot project is structured
around (a) the development of a rele-
vant course of study, (b) the use of
academic/employment coaches to
coordinate individualized supports, (c)
the development of peer and natural

supports, (d) an involvement in
extracurricular and campus activities,
and (e) access to financial supports.
Currently, seven students are involved
in the pilot program; five of the seven
are taking postsecondary classes and
working part-time. SHEP staff work
with supported employment agencies
to ensure that each student learns
objectives related to his or her intern-
ship or work study, that progress is
systematically documented, and any
gaps in supports are identified. For
example, one student pursuing a career
in graphic design works at a screen
printing business while simultaneously

taking college courses to pursue his
career goal.

In addition to the seven students
participating in the SHEP supported
employment pilot, SHEP is working
with 30 additional students, who are
enrolled in classes or preparing to
enter college. Some of the courses
students have taken (either for credit
or on audit basis) include Introduction
to Information Systems, Introductory
Art, Beginning Web Design, Founda-
tions of College Writing, Introduction
to Computers, Experiential Education,
Introduction to Graphic Design,
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Figure 1. Comparison of Student Provisions in Comprehensive Transition and Postsecondary Programs (CTPs)
for Students With Intellectual Disabilities (ID) With Allowable Accommodations and Services for All Students
With Disabilities Under Section 504

Student Provision

Participation, Supports, and
Services in Postsecondary Education

Programs for Students With
Disabilities Under Section 504

CTP Provisions for Eligibility
and Participation for Students
With Intellectual Disabilities

Completion of regular
high school diploma

Required for college entrance. Students with ID may enroll in a CTP without a
regular high school diploma.

College entrance or
placement exams

Students must pass entrance or college
placement tests to enroll in program and/or
specific coursework.

Students with ID may enroll in a CTP without
passing entrance, placement, or other “ability to
benefit” tests.

Pell Grants and
Federal Work-Study

Students are eligible if they meet financial
means test and they maintain satisfactory
academic progress, as defined by the university
or college, for all students.

Students with ID are eligible if they meet financial
means test and they maintain satisfactory
academic progress, as defined by the CTP within
that college or university.

Academic coursework
and degree

Courses are taken for academic credit and
typically lead to a degree.

Courses are taken either for credit or as audit,
and they lead towards a certificate or meaningful
credential, which can be individualized to meet
the needs of the student.

Reasonable
accommodations

Students with documented disabilities have the
right to reasonable accommodations to ensure
academic access, but such accommodations
cannot alter the course content or objectives.

Students with ID also have the right to reasonable
accommodations to ensure academic access,
including courses not taken for credit.

Course modifications Students are not eligible for course
modifications.

If taking courses for audit, and with permission
of the instructor, students with ID may have
course modifications that do alter the course
content to meet their individualized learning
objectives. Audited courses can count towards the
CTP certificate.

Advising Students participate in advising in the same
fashion as all other students on campus.

CTP must include an advising and curriculum
structure for enrolled students that is a part of the
campus advising structure for all students.



Pre-Algebra, and Basic Algebra With
Measurement.

Keys to Success

One of the greatest barriers to creating
inclusive campus communities are the
attitudes and preconceived notions
about the limited ability of students

with ID to meaningfully contribute to
the collegiate environment. Through
SHEP we strive to create an environ-
ment where other members of the uni-
versity community recognize students
with ID as members of the community
who can actively contribute and partic-
ipate. Signs of meaningful involvement
in campus life include helping out with
a collegiate sports team, participating
in intramurals, engaging in campus
events, attending campus theater pro-
ductions, volunteering, joining clubs,
and simply eating lunch with peers at
the usual campus hangouts. By setting
the stage through a coordinated set of
practices geared toward communica-
tion and collaboration, the barriers cre-
ated by historical biases and misinfor-
mation can be effectively dismantled.

An Individualized Support
Model

Maintaining a focus on an “inclusive
individual support model” (Hart et al.,
2006, p. 1), planning should be student
centered and individualized, based on
the talents, strengths, and interests of
each student with ID. Using a person-
centered planning approach (O’Brien &
O’Brien, 2002) for each SHEP student,
small teams who have a stake in the
inclusive outcomes work together to
identify the student’s dreams, future
goals, skills upon which to build, pos-
sible supports, and action steps with
agreed upon timelines. In most cases,
the teams consist of the student, her or
his parent(s), the coordinator of the
inclusive initiative, and whenever pos-

sible, past and present peer supports.
Invitations can also be extended to
staff members in formalized support
roles such as vocational rehabilitation
counselors, professors, and disability
service personnel, as warranted.

A variety of processes can be used
to facilitate this collaborative effort of

customizable supports including
Planning Alternative Tomorrows With
Hope (PATH; Pierpoint, O’Brien, &
Forest, 2011), the McGill Action Plan-
ning System (MAPS; Kellems &
Morningstar, 2010), or Supporting
Social Roles (SSR) scales (O’Brien,
2010). The end result should be a clear-
ly articulated picture of the goals for
participation in college, as well as
action steps for achieving those goals
including academic, career, and social
activities. (See Figure 2 for an example
of a PATH for one of the students in
the SHEP program.) Person-centered
planning for postsecondary education
can (and should) start while students
are in high school. Whereas Figure 2
illustrates a PATH for a student
enrolled in college, this process is
equally valid for IEP transition teams
in high school to ensure that a student
has all of the necessary supports in
place before he enrolls in college.

Peer Mentors

Peer mentors can play a vital role in
supporting students with ID on cam-
pus. A peer mentor is another college
student who agrees to support the stu-
dent with ID to successfully navigate
the campus culture such as supporting
a student to actively engage in a class,
tutoring, academic coaching outside of
class, and socializing either on or off
campus (Jones, Weir, & Hart, 2011).
When developing peer mentoring pro-
grams, remember that “mentors are not
born but developed” (Ramani, Grup-
pen, & Kachur, 2006, p. 404), and peer

mentor development is an evolving
process. Therefore, providing the nec-
essary mentor training is imperative to
assure the mentors understand what is
expected of them from the start. Each
mentor will gain skills in collaboration
and accommodation along the way, but
starting with some level of confidence
enhances the mentoring relationship.
Most important, the foundation of an
effective mentoring partnership is
equality between the mentor and
mentee, with each learning and gaining
skills as a result of interacting with the
other (Stoddard, 2003; Zachary, 2005).
To maintain parity in the relationship,
mentoring partners should prioritize
socializing and fun as much as they do
academics, with fun being the equaliz-
er in the partnership.

Through SHEP, we found it helpful
to provide course or project credit for
mentoring to increase accountability
and consistency on the mentor. Formal
peer mentors, however, are not the
only option when creating a supportive
environment. The occurrence of natu-
ral supports, students in the same class
simply stepping up and offering or
agreeing to provide assistance when
needed, is a growing trend in many
college classes. When this occurs, the
dream of an inclusive culture is real-
ized. These natural supports can be
cultivated in the high school setting as
peers who plan on attending the same
college or university as the student
with ID are identified, and connections
are nurtured while the students are still
in high school.

Mentoring partnerships between
mentors and mentees need to be sup-
portive relationships, in which both
parties understand the boundaries of a
friendship. It is the expectation that
mentoring partners, whether in high
school or college, honor one another
and treat each other with the utmost
respect. Maintaining trust is crucial in
every relationship and the mentors
must learn the importance of confiden-
tiality and also understand that what
the mentoring partner tells them
should be treated as confidential unless
there is a clear responsibility for shar-
ing that information. Mentors are
expected to (a) commit to a mentoring
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schedule; (b) introduce themselves to
the course instructors ahead of time;
(c) provide support in the classroom in
the least intrusive manner possible;
and (d) look for opportunities to build
upon their mentee’s strengths and
interests through extracurricular activi-
ties, campus events, and organizations
(for more information on mentor
responsibilities see www.shep.org).
These strategies are very similar to
peer-support strategies (Carter, Cush-
ing, & Kennedy, 2009) that are effective
in supporting high school students
with significant disabilities in general
education classes and other school
activities.

Working With Local Colleges
to Develop New Programs

As educators of students with intellec-
tual disabilities approach colleges and

other postsecondary programs about
the possibility of students with ID
attending, there are a few questions we
have found that college administrators
nearly always ask. Here are some of
the most frequently asked questions
(FAQs), as well as responses we found
effective.

FAQs

• What is the benefit for students with
ID to attend college? Although we
have tried to answer this question
throughout this paper (e.g.,
enhanced employability in chosen
career or opportunities for develop-
ing increased social and life skills),
we have found it helpful to also
emphasize that the presence on
campus of individuals with ID can
be a key element in embracing
diversity. Disability is a natural part
of the human experience, and the

presence of individuals who have
different gifts and challenges enrich-
es the campus environment.

• Won’t a CTP program create inordi-
nate work for our faculty, who are
already overburdened by numerous
demands in their work? Answers we
have given to this question include
(a) having students initially enroll
in courses in which the instructor
explicitly consents to participate in
the CTP, (b) offering both training
and ongoing support to participating
faculty, and (c) working with col-
lege students who wish to mentor
students with ID in courses and
other campus activities. We dis-
cussed with both administrators and
faculty that mentorship can be a
valuable service learning or field
experience for students from a vari-
ety of disciplines.
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List
Experiences

Best Buddies

Facebook

SHEP
Presentations

SHEP internship

List
Course Work

GEN 100 (Study
Strategies)

Art 101
(Drawing)

Photoshop

Graphic Design

Web Design

EXP 196
(A+Comics)

List Supported
Work

Hands-On-
Originals
(current)

Illustrator for
Cathy Benedetto

A+Comics

Skills
Accomplished

Drawing

Art

Computer

Social media

Driving

Saving money

Setting goals

Name: Silas
Date: 7/18/2011
Participants: Silas, His Mom, Bev, Wendy, Ruth

Goal 1

Graphic Design
Certificate Interests

Art, comics,
computer,

making friends

Goal 4

Become Best
Buddies Officer?

Goal 3

Save money to
buy a car

Goal 2

Continue work
at Hands-on-
Originals; add
design work

½ Way Mark

Future GoalsFuture Goals

Strengths & Talents

Setting goals, memory,
numbers, writing, art,

interpersonal skills

Supports
Mom, SHEP, Best Buddies

DreamsDreams

Figure 2. Sample PATH for Student

Experiences

Courses

Supported
Work

Career Ideas

Artist

Graphic design

Also interested
in helping
professions

Note. PATH = Planning Alternative Tomorrows With Hope; SHEP = Supported Higher Education Project.



• Is it fair to provide course modifica-
tions (i.e., modifications in course
content) to students with ID when
other students have to master all of
the content? If students with ID are
auditing a class as part of their CTP
credential, then they are not receiv-
ing official university credit, and it
is reasonable to modify course con-
tent, in collaboration with the
course instructor. However, if a stu-
dent with ID is taking the course for
credit, then that student must
attempt to master all of the material
which other students are expected
to learn, receiving reasonable
accommodations to do so. In this
instance, course content would not
be altered.

Two Student Examples

Jillian. Jillian is a 21-year-old col-
lege student attending classes part
time. She enjoys staying active and
would love to teach young children.
She started on this career path through
her paid summer job at a local pre-
school and volunteer work in the Early

Childhood Center of the university she
attends. She studies hard and is a dili-
gent student, with professors exclaim-
ing they wish all their students were as
committed to learning as Jillian.

Jillian works with peer mentoring
partners who support her inclusion in
both the campus culture and the com-
munity. She receives assistance with
note-taking, determining key points
from lectures and texts, and studying,
but otherwise is a very self-sufficient
and independent young woman.
Although Jillian is enrolled in college
as a non-degree-seeking student and
audits her classes, she consistently
strives to do her best to gain knowl-
edge and skills from each of her cours-
es. Each semester, her mother, past
and present mentoring partners, the
program coordinator, and Jillian meet
to discuss Jillian’s progress toward her
goals, review her semester schedule,
and determine what types of supports
they believe she will need to fully
benefit from her college classes and
experiences. Timelines are reviewed

and mentoring plans are revised
accordingly.

As many college students do, Jillian
balances her academic coursework
with the demands of a part-time job.
As an assistant manager for the men’s
collegiate basketball team, Jillian is
required to attend all practices and
home games during the season. Her
responsibilities include running the
warm-up sessions for players and man-
aging the equipment during games and
practices. As one member of the team
explained, “She knows how to find the
good in everything. I probably play the
least of anyone on the team, but she
still manages to make me feel like the
star player. I love her for that.”
(Donaldson, 2011, p. 23). Through this
experience, Jillian has multiple oppor-
tunities to meet new people, engage
socially with other college students,
and be a valued and contributing
member of a group on campus.

When Jillian was in elementary and
high school, her parents made sure she
was always included in the general
education environment, even though
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she received special education services.
As an individual with Down syndrome
and ID, Jillian inadvertently challenged
notions of inability through her deter-
mination, the same determination
demonstrated on the university cam-
pus. As Jillian stated, “Don’t give me
the answers, just read the questions. I
can answer them myself.” Her success
is not measured by a passing test
grade, but rather by her independence,
persistence, self-advocacy, and belong-
ing as related to her personal goals for
attending college.

Silas. From a young age, Silas had
known he wanted to attend college.
Because he had received special educa-
tion services and had been diagnosed
with ID, few people believed that he
would attain this goal. His mother
struggled with teachers who did not
understand how to accommodate his
learning styles and with a vocational
counselor who proclaimed that Silas
would not be able to work. Silas never
gave up on himself or his quest to be
“the ultimate artist.” After high school,
he continued to volunteer at his former
school’s office. There he learned of a
new pilot project that might help him
find his place in higher education.

With art as his leading interest,
Silas enrolled in a Photoshop course at
a community college. He earned an “A”
in the course and subsequently took
classes in graphic design, drawing, and
an academic skills program. He gained
general business skills through an
experiential education course and he
earned credit by working in a local
comic book store. In his third semester,
Silas was recruited to illustrate a sci-
ence fiction book by a local author.
Now a participant in the SHEP pro-
gram, Silas is employed at a screen
print business where he assists with
the production of t-shirts 3 days a
week. His employers are impressed by
his dependability and work ethic and
have offered him the opportunity to
work with one of their graphic design-
ers for an hour each day before begin-
ning his regular duties.

SHEP staff members meet regularly
with Silas to discuss plans for the
future, provide tutoring, and encourage
his ever-growing independence. Since

beginning his journey to college, Silas
became a member of the workforce,
maintained a 3.5 grade point average,
earned his driver’s license, developed
many friendships, and become a great
advocate for other students with dis-
abilities. He participates in the campus
Best Buddies Program, in which stu-
dents with ID are matched with other
students on campus, and he is consid-
ering becoming an officer in that pro-
gram. He believes that “people with
disabilities will always succeed with
the patience and help of friends, [sup-
portive staff], and family.” See Figure 2
for Silas’s PATH, indicating his goals
and his plans for achieving them.

Implications for Teachers

New postsecondary education opportu-
nities for students with ID have
tremendous implications for goal set-
ting and transition planning that IEP
teams should prioritize with students.
Along with the specific IDEA transition
requirements for students to learn
about and explore postsecondary
opportunities, the reality that students
with ID are actually attending colleges
and universities should compel IEP

teams to prepare students for such
experiences. As noted earlier, teachers
can institute such person-centered
planning processes as PATH (see Figure
2), to help students prepare for the
transition to postsecondary education.

Moving beyond exploration to a
focus on problem solving and
increased independence has become a
necessity as possibilities open for stu-
dents with ID. Students with ID are not
limited to traditional structured
employment and leisure activities; it is
critical that teachers start early in
teaching self-advocacy skills to stu-
dents with ID (J. Kleinert, Harrison,
Fisher, & H. Kleinert, 2010). In prepara-
tion for postsecondary education in
which students must direct their own
learning, students need to be empow-

ered as self-advocates, gain a better
understanding of their abilities, and
take a greater ownership of their own
IEP meetings (Jones, 2006; Test et al.,
2004). These skills should be taught
and nurtured early in a student’s
school career, embedding skill develop-
ment for fostering self-determination in
elementary school, leading toward
meaningful engagement of students in
their IEPs at least by the time the stu-
dents enter high school.

Aside from a focus on self-determi-
nation and self-advocacy, elementary
and secondary teachers, from pre-
school to 12th grade, also need to
ensure that students have the neces-
sary supports for involvement in pre-
ferred extracurricular activities (H.
Kleinert, Miracle, & Sheppard-Jones,
2007) including opportunities for com-
munity and service learning, academic
clubs (e.g., Foreign Language, Year-
book, or Future Farmers of America),
and special interest clubs (e.g., Pho-
tography and Computer), to develop
the confidence and skills to continue
these activities in college or other post-
secondary settings. Through meaning-
ful involvement in these activities, stu-

dents with ID develop socialization and
problem-solving skills necessary for
inclusive experiences on a college or
university campus. In many instances,
we have found the social aspect of col-
lege to be even more important for pro-
moting student growth and independ-
ence than the academics.

Teachers also need to ensure that
students with ID have access to the
grade-level general curriculum. Strate-
gies to enable students to understand
more complex academic content and
build valued social relationships,
including peer-support strategies
(Carter et al., 2009) are important, so
that when learning new things together
they can provide both academic and
social supports to their peers with sig-
nificant disabilities. Many of the col-
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lege students who volunteer to mentor
a peer with a disability describe having
a similar mentoring experience while
still in high school. Fostering relation-
ships such as these early on helps stu-
dents recognize the benefits of interact-
ing with others of varying ability and
paves the way for the development of
natural supports on a college campus.

Access remains a daunting barrier
to many students with ID who wish to
continue their formal learning beyond
high school. Institutions of higher edu-
cation are becoming increasingly tech-
nologically savvy, requiring students to
enter college with more than basic
skills in accessing and using technolo-
gy. Beyond the required technology,
however, is also the need for high
school students with ID to have access
to and experience with the assistive
technology necessary for academic suc-
cess in college, such as the use of iPAD
applications that combine the power of
augmentative communication systems
with word-processing capabilities for
college assignments.

Finally, like all high school students
who are planning their futures, stu-
dents with ID need the opportunity to
receive assistance from school guid-
ance counselors, specifically trained in
helping students to identify sources of
financial aid and college opportunities
to address their career goals. Aware-
ness of the resources students need to
independently negotiate college expec-
tations is paramount for contemporary
IEP transition teams. Otherwise, valu-
able learning opportunities are lost,
stunting the potential growth of young
adults with ID.

Final Thoughts

Times are changing, as evidenced
through the myriad of opportunities
that now exist nationwide for students
with disabilities, particularly students
with ID. Thirty-five years ago, advo-
cates fought for students with disabili-
ties to have a right to a P–12 educa-
tion; now we are talking about stu-
dents with ID meaningfully participat-
ing in institutions of higher education.
In recognition of these changes, inter-
vention specialists can now begin
assisting IEP teams in imagining what

a postsecondary experience might look
like for a student, and start the plan-
ning process, working toward this pos-
sibility.

In this article we have described the
new opportunities for postsecondary
education available to students with ID
through the Higher Education Oppor-
tunities Act of 2008. We have also
attempted to describe why these
opportunities are important to students
with ID, and key strategies for ensuring
that their college experience is an
important next step to a valued career,
new friendships and interests, and ulti-
mately, a fulfilling life. Indeed, these
are the things we want for all students!
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