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Abstract  
 
 

A Mixed Methods Exploration of Persistence in Postsecondary Education  
Among Young Adults with Disabilities or Learning Differences 

 
This study used a transformative, convergent mixed methods design, with a 

crossover analysis, to investigate the K-12 and postsecondary experiences young adults 

with disabilities perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education.  

Thirteen young adults who were persisting in or had completed postsecondary 

education programs participated in this study. Qualitative data were collected through 

semi-structured interviews. Quantitative data were collected through a survey that 

included measures of demographics, high school experiences (based on the National 

Technical Assistance Center on Transition’s Predictor Implementation School/District 

Self-Assessment, 2015), self-determination (AIR Self-Determination Scale; Wolman, 

Campeau, Dubois, Mithaug, & Stolarski, 1994), and disability identification subscale 

(Nario-Redmond, Noel, & Fern, 2013).  

Qualitative findings suggested forty-one themes important to participants’ 

persistence. Specifically, eight facilitators and 11 challenges at the K-12 level, and 12 

facilitators and 10 challenges at the postsecondary level emerged from the data. 

Participants’ experiences could also be categorized into four “transition profiles,” based 

on their experiences as they adjusted to their postsecondary programs: smooth, culture 

shock, huge leap, and smooth despite struggles.  

Quantitative findings revealed that participants reported strong academic 

achievement, high levels of self-determination, and neutral identification with a disability 

community. Self-determination and disability identification showed a statistically 

significant correlation.  
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Integration of qualitative and quantitative findings occurred through the use of 

data matrices and multiple correspondence analysis (MCA), a multivariate technique that 

can be applied to categorical data. MCA was used to describe and display relationships 

among participant characteristics and emergent themes.  

Synthesis of qualitative, quantitative, integrated, and crossover results suggested 

five multidimensional findings: (a) current definitions of established high school 

predictors of postsecondary education participation are incomplete; (b) positive K-12 

experiences do not necessarily lead to smooth transitions; (c) postsecondary experiences 

unique to students with disabilities and universal to all students are intertwined; (d) 

parents fill educational gaps in K-12 years and beyond, but support is complex; and (e) 

disability identification and self-determination are nuanced across transition profiles, 

disability characteristics, and gender.   

Through the lens of the transformative framework, implications of the findings for 

social justice and recommendations for policy, research, and practice are discussed.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 We will go to college! We will succeed! 

 This is our promise; this is our creed. 

 Every morning at 8:00 am, the elementary students at the charter school where I 

taught lined the hallways and recited the school creed. Long before they understood what 

it meant to “go to college,” these students internalized the expectation that college was 

part of their future; most would be the first in their families to attend college, and these 

words proclaimed that their success depended on it. My students, who were receiving 

additional academic support as a special education service, chanted these confident words 

alongside their peers. However, as I worked with my students, they shared their doubts: 

 I try and I try and I try, but all I ever do is fail. 

 Ms. K, I’m smart! …right? 

 It’s okay; tomorrow I can try again, right? 

Within this rigorous academic environment, my students struggled with more than their 

reading or math skills; they struggled to build an academic identity that they felt would 

be valued in their school context. I knew that the path to and through college would be 

especially challenging for my students, and I wondered if I could be doing more to 

prepare them for the journey.  

  Ten years later, I recognized a similar concern in the leaders of several 

specialized schools for students with disabilities. The students graduating from these 

private schools pursued college or postsecondary education at higher rates than the 

national average, but school leaders were troubled that some of their students were not 

completing their postsecondary programs. It was not enough to these schools that their 
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students were on the path to college; school leaders wanted to know what their schools 

could do to better prepare students to make the journey through their postsecondary 

education.  

Many educators feel a sense of responsibility for the long-term outcomes of their 

students, including their students’ pursuit of postsecondary education. At the same time, 

K-12 schools do not bear sole responsibility for ensuring young adults are prepared to 

complete postsecondary education; postsecondary institutions play a critical role in 

supporting students’ persistence in completing their programs of study. Preparing 

students with disabilities for success in postsecondary education may be especially 

complex, given their unique circumstances. This study provides a multidimensional 

understanding of persistence in postsecondary education for thirteen young adults who 

persevered with their studies.    

Overview 

 In the United States, education is often referred to as the “great equalizer” (e.g., 

Brizard, 2014; Growe & Montgomery, 2003; Mather & Jarosz, 2014; National Education 

Association, 2010). Over the past few decades, postsecondary education has played an 

increasingly critical role in supporting an individual’s life-long opportunities; people with 

postsecondary degrees are less likely to live in poverty, more likely to be employed, and 

earn more than those without postsecondary education (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & 

Gulish, 2016; Pew Research Center, 2014).  

Youth with disabilities who attend postsecondary education programs experience 

similar benefits; however, these young adults are less likely to access and complete 

postsecondary education than their peers without disabilities (Newman et al., 2011). 
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Although K-12 schools are tasked with ensuring that students with disabilities are 

prepared to pursue their postsecondary goals (Individuals with Education Improvement 

Act [IDEA], 2004, Section 300.320(b)), our understanding of the high school factors that 

reliably support enrollment in postsecondary education is limited (e.g., Haber et al., 

2016). Similarly, while the environmental and social contexts of postsecondary 

institutions affect the experience and persistence of students with disabilities in their 

postsecondary programs (e.g., Fichten et al., 2014; Hadley, 2011; Vaccaro, Daly-Cano, & 

Newman, 2015), we have yet to understand “what works” for students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education (Dukes, Madaus, Faggella-Luby, Lombardi, & Gelbar, 2017).  

This study explored the K-12 and postsecondary education factors that students 

with disabilities perceived as influencing their persistence in their postsecondary 

education programs. Given the importance of postsecondary education in supporting 

positive adult outcomes and our limited knowledge of the factors promoting persistence 

of students with disabilities in postsecondary programs, findings from this study may be 

helpful to educators, researchers, and other stakeholders who wish to develop a more 

nuanced understanding of the postsecondary education experiences of students with 

disabilities.  

Statement of the Problem  

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004) protects the right 

of K-12 students with disabilities to a free and appropriate public education. By age 16, 

the IDEA requires the development of a transition plan that addresses students’ 

postsecondary education, employment, and independent living goals (Section 

300.320(b)). Despite this requirement, fewer students with disabilities enroll in any type 
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of postsecondary education than those in the general population, with the largest 

enrollment gap for students at 4-year institutions (Newman et al., 2011).  

Although federal policy has recently focused on preparing all students for college 

and careers (U.S. Department of Education, 2015), improving the post-school transition 

outcomes for students with disabilities has been a focus of federal efforts since the mid-

1980’s (Halpern, 1994). This push has resulted in the identification of high school level 

predictors, such as transition-focused programming or students’ levels of self-

determination, that are correlated with participation in postsecondary education (Haber et 

al., 2016). Few studies address relationships between high school experiences and 

postsecondary education persistence.  

The utility of these identified predictors of postsecondary education participation 

is not straightforward, because findings are based on the outcomes of students who 

attended high school in the 1990’s prior to the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(2001), which significantly altered education contexts. Additionally, predictors were 

identified using quantitative research (Mazzotti et al., 2015; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009) 

and do not incorporate the perspectives of students with disabilities. Finally, recent 

recommendations to practitioners based on these findings (e.g., National Technical 

Assistance Center on Transition [NTACT], 2016) use expert-developed definitions of the 

predictors, which do not always align with the definitions used in the original studies. 

High school professionals are tasked with implementing evidence-based practices to 

prepare students for postsecondary education. Our understanding of effective high school 

practices needs to be strengthened with research that uses a range of methodologies, 
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incorporates the perspectives of students, and addresses persistence, not just 

participation, in postsecondary education. 

Evidence shows that high school students with disabilities who enroll in 

postsecondary education are less likely to persist in and complete their programs of study 

than their peers (Newman et al., 2011). However, very little is known about the factors 

that influence persistence for this population because traditional theories of persistence 

fail to adequately explain the experiences of students with disabilities in postsecondary 

settings (e.g., DaDeppo, 2009). A recently-developed taxonomy and a review of 

facilitators of persistence for students with disabilities in postsecondary education have 

provided insights into student-, program-, and institution-level characteristics that 

influence students’ postsecondary experiences (Dukes et al., 2017; Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018), but additional research is needed to deepen understanding of these 

emerging findings.  

Research that could support our understanding of the persistence of students with 

disabilities in postsecondary education has been neither methodologically nor 

contextually diverse. A descriptive quantitative methodology is most frequently used to 

investigate issues related to students with disabilities in postsecondary settings (Faggella-

Luby, Lombardi, Lalor, & Dukes, 2014), which is useful for describing student or 

program characteristics but is limited in providing a deeper understanding of complex 

problems. Furthermore, the majority of studies take place at a single postsecondary 

institution, making it difficult to isolate supportive factors or programmatic features from 

other contextually-specific elements (Madaus, Lalor, Gelbar, & Kowitt, 2014).  
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Given the importance of postsecondary education to a person’s lifelong success 

and the need for more effective high school preparation and postsecondary supports for 

students with disabilities, it is crucial to gain a stronger understanding of how high school 

experiences, postsecondary contexts, and personal characteristics interact to influence the 

persistence of young adults with disabilities in postsecondary education.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

 The purpose of this study was to explore the K-12 and postsecondary factors 

young adults with disabilities perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary 

education, addressing the following research questions: 

1. What K-12 and postsecondary experiences do individuals with disabilities 

perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education programs?  

2. What are the relationships among participants’ postsecondary GPAs, levels of 

self-determination, and strength of disability identification? 

3. What are the underlying dimensions of participants’ experiences and how do 

personal characteristics relate to these dimensions?  

4. How do integrated findings enhance our understanding of factors influencing 

postsecondary education persistence for individuals with disabilities?  

Statement of Significance 

 A review of the literature suggested a need to better understand the complexity of 

supporting young adults with disabilities as they prepare for and persist in postsecondary 

education programs. This study contributes to current knowledge by (a) providing a 

multidimensional understanding of the transition to and through postsecondary education 

to inform practice, (b) addressing several gaps in the current research base, and (c) giving 
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voice to the experiences of young adults with disabilities through the use of the 

transformative framework.  

 This study combined findings from qualitative and quantitative data sources to 

provide a multidimensional understanding of postsecondary persistence among thirteen 

young adults with disabilities. Emergent themes from interviews deepened insights into 

existing knowledge of experiences that facilitate or challenge postsecondary success, 

while quantitative results connected findings with prior research. The integration of these 

findings, through data matrices (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014) and multiple 

correspondence analysis (Greenacre, 2016), revealed the complexity of participants’ 

experiences. Although the sample of participants was too small to support inferences 

back to the general population, these contextualized findings have practical implications 

for K-12 schools and postsecondary institutions. These educational institutions may find 

the results of this study add to their understanding of the experiences of students with 

disabilities, situated within other trends and findings in the current literature base.  

In addition to practical significance, this study contributes to our understanding by 

addressing several gaps in the current research base. First, despite several decades of 

research in the field of special education and postsecondary transition, our understanding 

of the K-12 experiences that influence postsecondary education participation and 

completion is limited. This study explored connections to high school predictors that 

have already been identified in the literature (Mazzotti et al., 2015; NTACT, 2016; Test, 

Mazzotti et al., 2009) through a brief survey, while also allowing for the emergence of 

important factors that had not yet be identified in the research through qualitative 

interviews. Second, research in the field of higher education and disability studies often 
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investigates the experiences of students at a single postsecondary institution (Faggella-

Luby et al., 2014). This study explored the experiences of young adults with disabilities 

attending a range of postsecondary programs (i.e., certificate, two-year, four-year) at 

different institutions of higher education. Finally, current research trends indicate that 

there is a relative lack of mixed methods research in the field of special education, as well 

as higher education and disability studies (Faggella-Luby et al., 2014; Onwuegbuzie & 

Corrigan, 2016). This study used a convergent transformative mixed methods research 

design with a qualitative-dominant crossover analysis, thus helping to diversify the 

methodological approaches used to investigate questions in these fields.  

 Finally, the study is significant because it made use of a transformative 

framework, giving voice to the experiences of young adults with disabilities. Individuals 

with disabilities are marginalized in society (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012), and current 

research and policy often reflects a deficit approach, focusing on individuals’ weaknesses 

and the need for remediation and accommodation (Leake & Stodden, 2014). The 

transformative paradigm is driven by an axiological assumption that research should 

promote social justice, focusing on the strengths of the community and addressing 

inequities (Mertens, 2012). This study provided young adults with an opportunity to teach 

us about their experiences, helping to inform the practices, research, and policies that 

affect their lives and the lives of their peers.  

Conceptual Framework 

In this study, I used the capability approach as the foundation of my conceptual 

framework. The capability approach includes two main components, capabilities and 

functionings (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014). A person’s capabilities are the practical 
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opportunities available to the individual. Capabilities are influenced by interactions 

between available resources (e.g., food, money), the environment (e.g., social, political), 

and personal characteristics (e.g., gender). A person is free to choose among the 

capabilities that are available to him or her. A person’s functionings are his or her actual 

life experiences. Functionings represent the choices individuals make, based on their 

available capabilities. Mitra (2006) explored the implications of the capability approach 

for individuals with disabilities and asserted that within this model, “an individual is 

disabled if he or she cannot do or be the things he or she values doing or being” (p. 241). 

In the preliminary conceptual framework for this study (see Figure 1), a one-way, 

directional arrow suggested that high school experiences influence the personal 

characteristics of young adults with disabilities, together with their identity and disability-

specific characteristics. These personal characteristics interact with environmental factors 

and available resources at the postsecondary level, as indicated by the bidirectional 

arrows. According to the capability approach, these three contextual factors – personal 

characteristics, resources, and the environment – interact to determine the capabilities or 

opportunities available to the individual with a disability. In this study, this included the 

opportunities to participate in postsecondary education that youth with disabilities 

perceive as available to them. Individuals’ actual experiences are chosen from the 

capabilities perceived to be available to them. At the same time, an individual’s 

functioning can influence the opportunities available to that individual, which is 

represented in this conceptual framework with a bidirectional arrow connecting 

capabilities and functionings. This study investigated the relationships among the three 

contextual factors and capabilities, as well as the link between capabilities and 



10 
 

functionings. This preliminary conceptual framework was informed by the findings of the 

study, and a revised conceptual framework is discussed in Chapter 5.   

Figure 1. Preliminary Conceptual Framework for the Study 

Resources:

High school experiences

Postsecondary 
education resources 

(e.g., accommodations)

Personal Characteristics: Environment:

Capabilities:

Opportunities to participate in 
postsecondary education 

programs

Functionings:

Persistence in 
postsecondary education

Identity

Disability

Peers

Professors

Policy Differences

 

Figure 1. Application of the capability approach to factors that may affect the persistence 
of young adults with disabilities in postsecondary education programs. Adapted from 
“The Capability Approach and Disability,” by S. Mitra, 2006, Journal of Disability 
Policy Studies, 16, p. 120. Copyright 2006 by PRO-ED. 
 

Summary of the Methodology 

This study used a convergent transformative mixed methods research design, with 

a qualitative-dominant crossover analysis. The transformative framework is driven by an 

axiological assumption that the purpose of research is to promote social justice (Cram & 

Mertens, 2015; Mertens, Sullivan, & Stace, 2011; Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Researchers 

are called to investigate diverse perspectives, working in partnership with communities 

and placing emphasis on the voice and experience of participants (Mertens, 2012). Mixed 

methods may be particularly well suited to addressing questions raised within a 
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transformative framework, because a single type of data will rarely provide researchers 

and communities with the multidimensional information needed to address concerns 

(Cram & Mertens, 2015; Mertens, 2012). 

I used a convergent mixed methods design, in which qualitative and quantitative 

strands of data were collected at the same time, analyzed independently, and then merged 

to develop an understanding of how the combination contributed to the overall findings 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This study used a qualitative-dominant design (QUAL-

quan), with emphasis placed on findings from the qualitative strand, while the 

quantitative strand provided supplemental insights (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Like 

many qualitative-dominant designs (Morse, 2015), this study was inductive and 

exploratory.  

 In addition to utilizing a convergent design, this research project included a 

crossover mixed analysis. In a crossover mixed analysis, the researcher makes use of 

methods that are typically used in quantitative research to analyze qualitative data, or vice 

versa. Crossover mixed analyses may provide opportunities for stronger integration of 

qualitative and quantitative data strands (Onwuegbuzie & Hitchcock, 2015) and are 

appropriate for research conducted from the perspective of a transformative framework 

(Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010). This study made use of a qualitative-dominant 

crossover mixed analysis, in which themes that emerged from qualitative data analyses 

were analyzed using the quantitative method of multiple correspondence analysis. 

Thirteen participants were recruited using snowball sampling (Creswell, 2013) 

through my professional network. Most participants were age 20 or 21 (61%; range = 20-

39) and had completed or were enrolled in certificate, two-year, and four-year 



12 
 

postsecondary education programs. Self-identified disabilities at the time of the interview 

included learning disabilities, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), executive 

functioning disorder, Asperger’s, cerebral palsy, traumatic brain injury, emotional 

disabilities, and no disability currently.  

Data were collected concurrently until saturation was reached (Creswell, 2013). 

Nine interviews were conducted in person at a location of the participant’s choosing. 

Four interviews were conducted by video calls (e.g., FaceTime) due to geographic 

distance or preference of the participant (see Appendix B for the interview protocol). I 

collected quantitative data through a brief (10 minute) survey, which was administered at 

the end of the interview. The 40-item survey included four sections: background and 

demographics, high school experiences, the AIR Self-Determination Scale (Wolman, 

Campeau, Dubois, Mithaug, & Stolarski, 1994), and a disability identification scale 

(Nario-Redmond, Noel, & Fern, 2013). (See Appendix C for the full survey instrument.)  

 Although data collection occurred concurrently, it was not possible to conduct all 

analyses simultaneously. Analysis of interview transcripts began immediately upon 

completion of the first interview. I used inductive, eclectic coding during first cycle 

coding (Saldaña, 2013). During second cycle coding, I synthesized codes, working to 

identify emergent themes and patterns. Throughout this process, I wrote analytic memos 

to reflect on the coding process, emerging themes, connections to existing theory or my 

research questions, and my personal reactions. I also made use of matrix and network 

displays to analyze the data and identify themes, make comparisons, and contrast the 

experiences of participants (Miles et al., 2014). Although I collected quantitative data at 

the time of the interviews, quantitative data analysis occurred after all interviews were 
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completed. Quantitative data were investigated through descriptive statistics, including 

percentages, means, medians, ranges, standard deviations, and correlations.  

The crossover analysis occurred after the qualitative and quantitative analyses 

were complete. I used multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) to describe and display 

relationships among themes that emerged from the qualitative data analysis, as well as 

associated personal characteristics. MCA is a multivariate technique that presents a 

matrix of non-negative, categorical data in a graphical display (Greenacre, 2016). High 

school and postsecondary factors identified by participants as influencing their 

persistence in postsecondary education were quantitized (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010) 

and compared with participant characteristics including self-determination level, strength 

of disability identification, and self-identified disability.   

Finally, after completing qualitative, quantitative, and crossover analyses, I 

developed meta-inferences, or multidimensional findings, that integrated interpretations 

and conclusions from each strand of the study (Collins, Onwuegbuzie, & Sutton, 2006; 

Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). I made use of data matrices to support interpretation and 

integration of findings across strands, as recommended by Teddlie and Tashakkori 

(2009).  

Limitations  

 There were several limitations to this study. First, the findings of this study are 

limited due to the characteristics of the sample of participants. Participants were recruited 

using snowball sampling. Although they experienced a range of high school settings (e.g., 

general education to specialized schooling) and enrolled in a variety of postsecondary 

programs (certificate, 2-year, and 4-year), they were not diverse in terms of 
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race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or disability type. Additionally, participants self-

identified as eligible for the study. Given that only 35% of postsecondary students who 

received special education services in high school choose to disclose their disability to 

their postsecondary institutions (Newman & Madaus, 2015), the experiences of this 

group of participants may not reflect the experiences of most students with disabilities 

pursuing postsecondary education.  

 Second, findings may be limited by elements of the research design, including 

access to data, characteristics of the survey, and thematic analysis. Due to changes in the 

recruitment process (see Chapter 3), I was unable to obtain data on participants’ high 

school GPA or vocational coursework. Additionally, the survey relied on participants’ 

self-report of information. Because participants completed the survey after being 

interviewed, it is possible their responses were influenced by the interview discussion or 

social desirability bias. The section regarding participants’ high school experiences, while 

based on an existing measure, was researcher-developed and does not have established 

validity or reliability. Finally, my use of the transformative framework influenced the 

lens through which I analyzed and identified emergent themes; a researcher using a 

different framework may have identified other themes. Because the strength of the MCA 

rested on the consistent application of the emergent themes, I used a code list to code all 

transcripts and results were reviewed by the dissertation committee. However, 

identification of alternative themes would alter MCA results.   

Finally, it is important to emphasize that this study was exploratory; while this 

exploratory purpose and design provided an opportunity to uncover new insights into the 

experiences of young adults with disabilities pursing postsecondary education, it is not 
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appropriate to make causal inferences based on these findings. However, findings from 

this study could inform the research community and lead to the development of new 

research questions to investigate causal relationships or other critical issues.  

Definition of Key Terms 

 Readers may find it useful to understand how I am defining and using several 

terms throughout this document. (Please see Appendix A for a more comprehensive list 

of terms and definitions.) 

capabilities (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014) – from the capability approach; the 

opportunities available to an individual, based on interactions between available 

resources, the environment, and personal characteristics 

career and technical education (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Hanson, 2012) – 

CTE; includes employer-based training, industry-based certificates, 

apprenticeships, postsecondary certificates, and associate’s degrees 

environment (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; the physical, social, 

economic, cultural, and political context in which a person lives; interacts with 

personal characteristics and resources to affect a person’s capabilities 

functionings (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014) – from the capability approach; a 

person’s actual life experiences, which are chosen from the 

capabilities/opportunities available to that person 

K-12 schooling – education received from kindergarten through 12th grade; some 

students with disabilities are eligible to receive special education services through 

age 21 or longer, depending on state regulations; the term K-12 schooling or K-12 
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education includes post-12th grade experiences of students with disabilities who 

are still receiving services through their local school system 

personal characteristics (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; attributes, 

emotions, thoughts (e.g., knowledge), and behaviors (e.g. skills) specific to an 

individual, such as disability type, confidence, or self-advocacy skills; interact 

with the environment and resources to impact a person’s capabilities 

postsecondary education (Coles, 2013) – includes career and technical 

education, 2-year, or 4-year institutions of higher education  

postsecondary education participation – ever attending, currently enrolled in, 

or graduating from a postsecondary education program; postsecondary education 

participation, enrollment, and attendance are considered to be synonymous 

postsecondary education persistence – current enrollment in or completion of a 

postsecondary education program; postsecondary education persistence overlaps 

with postsecondary education participation and postsecondary education 

completion – however, not all individuals who participate in postsecondary 

education persist, and not all those who persist complete their postsecondary 

education programs 

postsecondary education completion – completing the program requirements in 

an area of study, such as earning a certificate, associate’s degree, or bachelor’s 

degree; postsecondary education completion, success, and graduation are 

considered to be synonymous throughout this document 

resources (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; commodities such as 

food or money; in this study may include accommodations provided by a 
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postsecondary institution, financial support, or resources accessed through service 

providers; interact with the environment and personal characteristics to affect a 

person’s capabilities 

specialized school – a separate school serving only students with disabilities 

Summary 

 As educators, we strive to prepare our students for lifelong success. 

Unfortunately, current research indicates that young adults with disabilities are at risk for 

outcomes that are not commensurate with their peers without disabilities. Postsecondary 

education could provide young adults with a pathway to expanded opportunities in 

adulthood, but our current understanding of the factors that support persistence in 

postsecondary education for this population is limited. This study gives a voice to young 

adults with disabilities and provides educators, researchers, and other stakeholders with 

the opportunity to learn from their experiences, gaining insights that inform us as we 

work to establish K-12 programming and postsecondary institution contexts that more 

effectively support students with disabilities as they pursue their postsecondary goals.    
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CHAPTER 2 

 The purpose of this chapter is to describe current contexts and analyze the 

existing evidence regarding the high school and postsecondary education experiences that 

interact to affect the persistence of students with disabilities in completing their 

postsecondary studies. This chapter will begin with a description of current patterns in 

outcomes for adults with disabilities, followed by disability models and policy definitions 

that influence our understanding of and response to disability. After describing this 

context, the review will analyze literature investigating the influence of high school 

transition experiences on postsecondary education enrollment for students with 

disabilities, including transition programming predictors, traditional predictors, and 

disability-specific experiences.  

However, while high school factors may support students in accessing 

postsecondary programs, students’ persistence in their programs of study is influenced by 

their experiences within the postsecondary education setting. Therefore, this chapter will 

also investigate how the postsecondary education experiences of students with disabilities 

may affect their persistence in postsecondary education. Finally, I will discuss how these 

contexts, high school factors, and postsecondary education experiences might be 

understood within a conceptual framework. In summary, this review examines: (a) 

current outcomes for individuals with disabilities, (b) disability models and policy 

definitions, (c) high school transition experiences, (d) postsecondary education 

experiences, and (e) a conceptual framework for the study. 

 In the fall of 2015, I used several approaches to locate applicable literature 

regarding patterns in outcomes for adults with disabilities, disability models and 
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definitions, high school transition experiences, and postsecondary education experiences. 

I used a combination of search terms within the index ProQuest to locate appropriate 

conceptual papers, empirical studies, and reviews. Given the volume of literature related 

to these topics, I limited my search to articles published in peer reviewed journals. The 

search for articles regarding high school transition experiences used the following search 

terms in abstracts: ("postsecondary outcomes" OR "higher education" OR "postsecondary 

education" OR "college" OR "career and technical education") AND (disabilit* OR 

“special education”) AND (“high school” OR secondary). This search was not limited in 

date range and returned 201 articles, the abstracts of which were reviewed for relevance. 

Articles included in the review investigated relationships between high school factors and 

outcomes in postsecondary education. Literature was not included in this review if it 

examined high school factors and their relationship with post-school employment, only. 

However, articles which investigated the effect of high school factors on a combination 

of postsecondary education and other post-school outcomes, such as employment or 

quality of life, were included in this review. Citation chaining (i.e., using a seminal article 

as a starting point and searching forward and backward from that article) was also used to 

identify additional, relevant literature.  

Articles regarding postsecondary education accommodations were located by 

searching abstracts for (college OR university OR "higher education" OR "postsecondary 

education" OR "post-secondary education") AND (disabilit*) AND (accommodation), 

which returned 456 results. The search for articles regarding students’ postsecondary 

education experiences with professors searched abstracts for (college OR university OR 

"higher education" OR "postsecondary education" OR "post-secondary education") AND 
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(disabilit*) AND (professor OR faculty OR staff), and returned 338 results. The search 

for articles regarding students’ postsecondary education experiences with peers searched 

abstracts for (college OR university OR "higher education" OR "postsecondary 

education" OR "post-secondary education") AND (disabilit*) AND (peer OR "students 

without disabilities") AND (attitude OR perception), and returned 77 results. 

Reviewed articles were generally limited to those describing the experiences of 

individuals with disabilities in aggregate, or specifically those with learning disabilities, 

physical disabilities, or autism. I chose this focus because I anticipated that most of my 

participants would identify with these disabilities based on my original sampling strategy. 

Although my sampling approach changed, most participants did self-identify with one of 

those three disabilities (see Chapter 3). Searches regarding postsecondary experiences 

were restricted to the year 2000 and onward, given the significant policy changes that 

have occurred within the past decade and a half. Again, I reviewed the abstracts of the 

returned articles for relevance, and used citation chaining to identify additional, relevant 

literature.  

The review was updated in August of 2018 using the same search parameters with 

a date range of September 2015 to present (i.e., August 2018). The search for high school 

transition literature returned 49 additional peer reviewed articles; after reviewing the 

titles and abstracts, I identified ten for a closer review, determined that two were relevant, 

and added them to the review. The search for experiences with accommodations returned 

64 additional articles, of which I identified 20 for closer review, and added nine relevant 

articles to the review. The search for experiences with professors returned 220 articles, of 

which I identified 19 for closer review, and added eight relevant articles to the review. 
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Finally, the search for experiences with peers returned 20 articles, of which three were 

relevant and added to the review. I incorporated literature from updated searches and 

other current information (e.g., employment statistics) into the relevant sections.  

Patterns in Outcomes for Adults with Disabilities 

 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA; 2004) 

protects the right of school-age children and youth with disabilities to a free and 

appropriate public education. The fundamental purpose of the instruction and services 

youth receive under the IDEA is to “prepare them for further education, employment, and 

independent living” (Section 300.1), but outcomes for adults with disabilities are 

currently not commensurate with those who do not have disabilities (e.g., Newman et al., 

2011). However, postsecondary education may provide an important pathway for 

individuals with disabilities to access employment and independence (Fleming & 

Fairweather, 2012). This section addresses (a) current outcomes among adults with 

disabilities and (b) the importance of postsecondary education to other life outcomes.  

Contextualizing Adult Outcomes of Individuals with Disabilities  

 As a whole, adults with disabilities experience higher unemployment rates, lower 

income levels, and are less likely to live independently than those who do not have a 

disability. In 2017, the unemployment rate for working-age adults with disabilities was 

10% compared to 4.2% for adults without disabilities (U.S. Department of Labor, 2018). 

Evidence also indicates that adults with disabilities experience lower average annual 

wages and are more likely to be living below the federal poverty level (Livermore & 

Honeycutt, 2015). Young adults with disabilities, age 21 to 25 years, are also less likely 

to live independently than their peers in the general population (44.7% compared to 
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59.0%) (Newman et al., 2011). However, rates of independent living, defined as living 

alone or with a spouse, partner, or roommate, vary significantly among youth with 

different disabilities. For example, 17-18.9% of youth with autism report living 

independently, compared to 64.9-68.3% of youth with learning disabilities (Newman et 

al., 2011; Raskind, Goldberg, Higgins, & Herman, 1999; Renty & Roeyers, 2006).  

 Postsecondary education may offer students with disabilities a pathway to positive 

employment opportunities (Fleming & Fairweather, 2012). Postsecondary education 

includes job training, certificates, and degrees granted by 2-year or 4-year institutions of 

higher education (e.g., associates or bachelor’s degrees) (Coles, 2013). While students 

with disabilities are increasingly enrolling in postsecondary education programs 

(Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver, 2010), evidence suggests that they 

continue to enroll at lower rates than their peers without disabilities; statistically 

significantly fewer young adults with disabilities enroll in any type of postsecondary 

education (60.1%) than their peers in the general population (67.4%) (Newman et al., 

2011). The enrollment gap widens for young adults who attend 4-year institutions, with 

only 18.8% of young adults with disabilities attending 4-year colleges compared to 

40.2% of their peers in the general population. In addition, some national and institutional 

evidence suggests that those young adults who attend 4-year institutions may be less 

likely to complete their degree than their peers without disabilities (Herbert et al., 2014; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Newman et al., 2011). However, others have found 

that college completion rates at a given 4-year institution are similar among students with 

and without disabilities (Knight, Wessel, & Markle, 2018; Pingry O'Neill, Markward, & 

French, 2012). 
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 Four-year colleges are not the only option for postsecondary education. 

Carnevale, Jayasundera, and Hanson (2012) identified five “career and technical 

education” (CTE) pathways that offer employment advantages to workers who do not 

hold a degree from a 4-year institution, including employer-based training, industry-

based certificates, apprenticeships, postsecondary certificates, and associate degrees. 

Evidence suggests that young adults with disabilities have higher enrollment rates than 

the general population in 2-year institutions (44.2% versus 20.6%) and vocational, 

business, or technical schools (32.3% versus 20.3%) (Newman et al., 2011). In contrast to 

completion rates for 4-year institutions, youth with disabilities may be more likely to 

graduate from 2-year institutions, with 41.3% completing their 2-year programs within 

eight years after high school, compared to 22.4% of the general population (Newman et 

al., 2011). At the same time, it is important to gain a better understanding of why more 

than half of students with disabilities are not persisting in their 2-year programs 

(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012).  

Importance of Postsecondary Education 

 The importance of postsecondary education continues to grow in the current 

economic climate. Carnevale, Smith, and Strohl (2013) estimate that by the year 2020, 

65% of all jobs in the United States will require at least some postsecondary training, a 

percentage that has been steadily increasing over the past four decades. Not only do 

individuals with some postsecondary education earn 74% more than those with a high 

school diploma or less (Carnevale, Smith & Strohl, 2013), they also may have more 

opportunities during economic downturns. Workers with a high school education have 
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recovered only 1% of the jobs that were lost during the economic recession between 

December 2007 to June 2009 (Carnevale et al., 2016).  

Not surprisingly, workers with only a high school education are at higher risk for 

unemployment when compared to workers with some postsecondary education 

(Carnevale & Cheah, 2015; OECD, 2014). Evidence suggests that the employment 

patterns of young adults with disabilities parallel those in the general population. 

Compared to adults with disabilities whose highest level of education was a high school 

diploma, those who completed a bachelor’s degree or higher were less likely to be 

unemployed (unemployment rates of 9.1% and 5.9%, respectively) (U.S. Department of 

Labor, 2018).  

 Although these findings paint a compelling picture of the need for postsecondary 

education, it is important to keep in mind that the reports cited here are correlational, not 

causal; there are likely many factors, beyond courses or degrees, contributing to the lower 

unemployment rates and higher wages of individuals who participate in postsecondary 

education. At the same time, the evidence suggests that there are important connections 

among postsecondary education, employment, and financial stability. The IDEA charges 

educators to prepare students with disabilities for postsecondary education, employment, 

and independent living, but the current landscape suggests that adults with disabilities are 

not accessing these opportunities as the same levels as their peers without disabilities. 

Gaining a better understanding of how individuals with disabilities are prepared for and 

persist in postsecondary education could help educators better understand how to support 

students in successfully taking this important step.  
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Disability Models and Definitions 

 Despite agreement that outcomes for adults with disabilities are not equal to those 

of adults without disabilities, scholars, educators, and policy makers express different 

opinions on how to address disparities. Some of these differences may stem from the 

differing models of disability held by stakeholders (Altman, 2001; Baglieri, Valle, 

Connor, & Gallagher, 2010). These models – including the medical model, social model, 

and interactional model – shape perceptions regarding where disability is located, who is 

responsible for addressing disability, and how individuals and society should respond to 

disability both socially and through policies. The capability approach defines disability 

from the perspective of an interactional model and provides a basis for examining issues 

of social justice.   

Medical Model 

 The medical model of disability holds that disabilities are deficits that are intrinsic 

to the individual. Professionals diagnose disability and provide treatment, with the goal of 

improving the symptoms or skills of individuals with disabilities so that they can function 

as “normally” as possible within society (Mitra, 2006). Mitra (2006) explained, “People 

are considered disabled on the basis of being unable to function as a ‘normal’ person 

does” (p. 237). Often, disability is viewed as a personal tragedy and expected to be a 

cause of unhappiness (French & Swain, 2004). Policies developed from the perspective 

of this model often focus on health care and rehabilitation (Mitra, 2006). 

Social Model 

 In contrast to the medical model of disability, the social model of disability 

distinguishes between impairments and disability. Impairments are differences in 



26 
 

biological structure or function that alter an individual’s physical, mental, or sensory 

functioning (Altman, 2001). The social model of disability holds that disability is not 

caused by impairments, but rather society’s response to those impairments. The Union of 

the Physically Impaired Against Segregation (1976) asserted, “In our view, it is society 

which disables physically impaired people. Disability is something imposed on top of our 

impairments, by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full 

participation in society. Disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in society” (p. 

4).  

In the social model of disability, disability is not a characteristic of an individual, 

but instead is created by society; the social model requires society to break down barriers 

that prevent individuals with impairments from being fully included (Mitra, 2006). The 

social model has been criticized for failing to acknowledge the impact of impairments in 

the experiences of individuals with disabilities. However, Oliver (2013) asserts that 

“focusing on impairment and difference will only de-politicise the social model and will 

not lead to the development of any approaches or alternative models that are likely to be 

useful in developing campaigns to improve or defend the lifestyles of disabled people” 

(p. 1025). Proponents of the social model argue that it is the most effective means for 

advancing the rights of individuals with disabilities.   

Interactional Model 

 Shakespeare (2014) asserts that the concepts of impairment and disability cannot 

be disconnected as they are in the social model, with impairment defined as strictly 

biological and disability defined as a social construct. He writes, “Impairment is only 

ever experienced in a social context” (p. 23). Social experiences, such as poverty or 
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discrimination, can exacerbate impairments, but even if those situations are improved, 

impairments continue to cause limitations. Disabling barriers occur only within the 

context of an impairment; if one does not have an impairment, one does not experience 

disability. Shakespeare argues, “Limitations are always experienced as an inter-play of 

impairment with particular contexts and environments. …I would argue that ‘people are 

disabled by society and by their bodies’” (p. 75). Therefore, the interactional approach 

emphasizes the importance of interventions that support individual needs in combination 

with changes to social structures and barriers.  

Policy Definitions of Disability 

 The medical, social, and interactional models of disability, as well as other 

models, influence how disability is defined. A universal definition of disability does not 

exist, and any definition has significant implications for policy (Mitra, 2006). In the 

United States, two federal definitions of disability directly affect the rights and 

experiences of individuals with disabilities during their K-12 and postsecondary 

education, namely the definitions under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) and under the Americans with Disabilities Act 

Amendments Act (ADA Amendments Act; 2008).  

 IDEA. Part B of the IDEA (2004) guarantees children with disabilities, ages 5 

through 21, the right to a free and appropriate public education in the least restrictive 

environment. The law was first passed in 1975 as the Education for All Handicapped 

Children Act (Public Law 94-145, 1975). IDEA defines thirteen disability categories, 

including autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, 

intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, other health impairment, orthopedic 
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impairment, specific learning disability, speech or language impairment, traumatic brain 

injury, or visual impairment (including blindness) (Section 300.8). A student is 

considered eligible for special education services if his or her needs can be classified as 

aligning with one or more of the thirteen disability categories and the disability is 

adversely affecting the child’s educational performance. IDEA is currently written from 

the standpoint of a medical model of disability (Ball & Harry, 2010). The disability is 

viewed as intrinsic to the child, while special education services and accommodations are 

intended to mitigate the impact of the child’s disability, enabling the child to meet 

general education standards. 

 ADA and ADA Amendments Act. After students with disabilities exit the school 

system, their rights are primarily protected by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 

1990) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973). The ADA is a civil rights law 

that protects individuals with disabilities against discrimination in employment, public 

entities (e.g., public transportation), public accommodations, and telecommunication. 

Similarly, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act prohibits discrimination against 

individuals with disabilities in any programs or activities receiving federal funding.  

The ADA Amendments Act (2008) expanded and clarified the federal definition 

of disability under ADA and Section 504, stating that a disability is “(A) a physical or 

mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities of such 

individual; (B) a record of such an impairment; or (C) being regarded as having such an 

impairment” (Section 4). Employers and postsecondary education institutions are 

required to provide reasonable accommodations to individuals with disabilities under 

these laws. Some argue that because these laws focus on providing environmental 
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changes and accommodations to individuals with disabilities, the ADA Amendments Act 

definition is reflective of a social model of disability (Barry, 2010). 

The Capability Approach 

 The capability approach offers another conceptualization of disability, from the 

perspective of philosophical approaches to justice. Sen (1993) first defined and applied 

the capability approach to the field of economics. Previous philosophical examinations of 

justice focused on the fair allocation of resources and suggested that individuals with 

disabilities represented a special case requiring differential treatment (Rawls, 1971). 

Nussbaum (2006) argued that any conceptualization of justice must include individuals 

with disabilities from the beginning and proposed the capability approach as a more 

appropriate approach for considering the experiences of individuals with disabilities. 

 The capability approach uses an interactive model of disability and includes two 

main components, capabilities and functionings (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014). A person’s 

capabilities are the practical opportunities available to the individual. Capabilities are 

influenced by interactions between available resources (e.g., food, money), the 

environment (e.g., social, political), and personal characteristics (e.g., gender). A person 

is free to choose among the capabilities that are available to him or her. A person’s 

functionings are his or her actual life experiences. Functionings represent the choices 

individuals make, based on their available capabilities.  Within this model, “An 

individual is disabled if he or she cannot do or be the things he or she values doing or 

being” (Mitra, 2006). 

 Although discussions of this approach are primarily philosophical, scholars argue 

that this approach has the potential to shape disability policy (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014). 
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Policy makers should take into consideration available resources, environmental contexts, 

and personal characteristics when considering how to justly allocate resources. Given this 

potential, the capability approach has been criticized as not going far enough to 

conceptualize justice for individuals with disability. Riddle (2014) argues that the 

capability approach lacks an appropriate indexing of capabilities, fails to acknowledge 

the special moral importance of health, and may further stigmatize those with disabilities. 

At the same time, Riddle (2014) writes, “I offer critical remarks against the capabilities 

approach, not because I feel it is a weak conception of justice, but because I feel it is the 

strongest offering at present” (p. 9).   

 Despite the shortcomings of the capability approach, this framework may offer a 

lens for exploring the opportunities available to individuals with disabilities who pursue 

postsecondary education. The final section of this chapter provides a more detailed 

description of how the capability approach can be applied as a conceptual framework to 

understand persistence in postsecondary education among young adults with disabilities.  

 High School Transition Experiences 

 Education is broadly believed to expand an individual’s life opportunities (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization, 2016). In the United States, 

the IDEA (2004) protects the educational rights of students with disabilities and includes 

requirements intended to support their successful transition to adult life. Federal 

regulations require schools, in collaboration with parents, to develop individualized 

education programs (IEPs) for every student with a disability receiving services under 

IDEA. Beginning no later than age 16, every student’s IEP must include a transition plan 

to support students as they prepare to leave high school; transition plans must address 
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students’ goals regarding postsecondary education, employment, and/or independent 

living (Section 300.320(b)). The language and theoretical basis of this legislation was 

strongly influenced by Halpern’s (1994) definition of transition (Cobb & Alwell, 2009): 

Transition refers to a change in status from behaving primarily as a student to 

assuming emergent adult roles in the community. These roles include 

employment, participating in post-secondary education, maintaining a home, 

becoming appropriately involved in the community, and experiencing satisfactory 

personal and social relationships. …Transition planning should begin no later 

than age 14, and students should be encouraged, to the full extent of their 

capabilities, to assume a maximum amount of responsibility for such planning. 

(Halpern, 1994, p. 117) 

 Kohler’s Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler, 1996; Kohler & Field, 

2003; Kohler, Gothberg, Fowler, & Coyle, 2016) provides a framework for considering 

the types of program components that support successful transitions to adult life. 

Although the initial taxonomy was based primarily on practices that were implied rather 

than empirically substantiated (Kohler, 1993; Landmark, Ju, & Zhang, 2010), recent 

reviews suggest practices related to the taxonomy have a growing evidence base (e.g., 

Landmark et al., 2010; Test, Fowler et al., 2009); up to thirteen high school transition 

programming factors have been identified as potential predictors of postsecondary 

education participation among students with disabilities (NTACT, 2016). At the same 

time, it is also important to consider that traditional factors, such as high school 

achievement or socio-economic status, may also play a role in predicting postsecondary 

education participation for young adults with disabilities (Fleming & Fairweather, 2012). 
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Finally, given differences in the experiences of students with different disabilities, it is 

important to consider if predictors of postsecondary education vary by disability-specific 

characteristics.  

 This section reviews (a) the transition programming predictors identified in the 

literature, (b) traditional predictors, and (c) disability-specific considerations. This section 

concludes with a discussion of limitations and implications of the current literature base.  

Transition Programming Predictors 

 Kohler’s Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler, 1996; Kohler & Field, 

2003) was developed from a review of the literature, evaluation studies, and the results of 

model transition projects. The taxonomy defines five categories of effective transition 

programming, including student-focused planning, student development, interagency 

collaboration, family involvement, and transition program structures (see Figure 2). 

Recently updated, the Taxonomy for Transition Programming 2.0 (Kohler et al., 2016) 

also identifies evidence-based practices that support each category of transition-focused 

programming and instruction.  



33 
 

Figure 2. Taxonomy for Transition Programming 2.0 
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Figure 2. Model illustrating transition practices that support each of the five taxonomy 
categories. Adapted from “Taxonomy for Transition Programming 2.0: A Model for 
Planning, Organizing, and Evaluating Transition Education, Services, and Programs,” by 
P. D. Kohler, J. E. Gothberg, C. Fowler, and J. Coyle, 2016, p. 2. Copyright Western 
Michigan University, 2016. 
 

 While many studies have investigated the influence of transition practices on 

students’ high school skills or achievement, fewer studies have examined the effects of 

these practices on students’ postsecondary outcomes (Test, Fowler et al., 2009). Test, 

Mazzotti et al. (2009) reviewed correlational research and identified 16 predictors of 

improved post-school outcomes in education, employment, and/or independent living, 11 

of which were specifically associated with postsecondary education outcomes. Mazzotti 

et al. (2015) later examined secondary analyses from the National Longitudinal 
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Transition Study-2 (NLTS2)1 and found evidence to support two additional predictors 

related to postsecondary education outcomes for young adults with disabilities, bringing 

the total number of predictors associated with postsecondary education participation to 

13. The predictors identified by Test, Mazzotti et al. were operationalized by Rowe et al. 

(2014) in a Delphi study based on the contributions of 22 experienced practitioners and 

researchers in the field of secondary transition.  

 The National Technical Assistance Center on Transition (NTACT), a project 

funded by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Special Education Programs 

(OSEP) and the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) through 2019, continues to 

identify and disseminate information regarding evidence-based, research-based, and 

promising practices that support positive postsecondary outcomes. Of the 13 predictors of 

postsecondary education identified by Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) and Mazzotti et al. 

(2015), NTACT has classified six of them as research-based and seven as promising 

practices in transition programming and instruction. (Table 1 provides an overview of 

results from the Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009, Mazzotti et al., 2015, and Haber et al., 2016, 

studies, as well as the NTACT, 2016, classifications.) 

 

  

                                                 
 

 

1 The NLTS2 was a 10-year, longitudinal study funded by the U.S. Department of Education that followed 
a national sample of students. Participants were between the ages of 13 and 16 during the 2000-01 school 
year and were receiving special education services. The final data collection occurred in 2009, when youth 
were 21 to 25 years old. Currently data collection for the NLTS 2012 is underway. The first wave of data 
collection occurred in 2012-13, but data on postsecondary outcomes are not yet available.  
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Table 1  
Evidence Supporting the Taxonomy for Transition Programming and NTACT Predictors 
Related to Postsecondary Education Outcomes for Students with Disabilities 

Kohler et al. 
Taxonomy 

(2016) 

NTACT 
Predictor 
(2016) 

Test, Mazzotti   
et al. (2009) 

Evidence 
Level 

Mazzotti et 
al. (2015) 
Evidence 

Level 

NTACT 
(2016) 

Evidence 
Level 

Haber et 
al. (2016) 
Weighted 

r 

Student-
centered 
planning 

- - - - - 

Student 
development     .08 

 Inclusion Moderate Moderate Research-
based .31** 

 Vocational 
education Moderate - Research-

based .00 

 Paid/work 
experience Moderate - Research-

based - 

 Occupational 
courses Potential - Research-

based - 

 Youth 
autonomy - Moderate Research-

based - 

 Self-
determination Potential - Promising - 

 Independent 
Living Skills Potential Potential Promising - 

 Social skills Potential - Promising - 

 Student 
support Potential - Promising - 

 Career 
awareness Potential - Promising - 

Interagency 
collaboration 

Interagency 
collaboration 

Potential - Promising .13* 

Family 
engagement 

Parent 
expectations 

- Potential Promising - 

Program 
structure 

Transition 
program 

Moderate - Research-
based 

.33** 
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Note. NTACT = National Technical Assistance Center on Transition; - = relationship to 
postsecondary education outcomes not addressed in the review 
Moderate = two a priori studies with significant correlations between the predictor and 
postsecondary education and effect size calculations/data to calculate effect sizes; 
Potential = one a priori study and/or two or more exploratory studies with significant 
correlations between the predictor and postsecondary education (see Test, Mazzotti et al., 
2009; Mazzotti et al., 2015) 
Research-based = two rigorous group design studies with positive effects and effect 
sizes or two high/acceptable quality correlational studies with significant correlations and 
effect sizes or three single-case design studies from at least two independent research 
teams showing a functional relationship; Promising = one rigorous or two weak group 
design studies showing positive effects or one acceptable quality a priori or two 
acceptable exploratory correlational studies showing significant correlations or one 
rigorous or two weak single-case design studies showing positive effects or one quality 
qualitative study (see NTACT, 2016) 
* p < .05. ** p < .01. 
  

 A meta-analysis of predictors for successful postsecondary outcomes conducted 

by Haber et al. (2016) used the Taxonomy for Transition Programming to conduct a 

moderation analysis to investigate the potential effect of moderating variables (i.e., 

experiences within the five taxonomy categories) on postsecondary outcomes. They 

found that four of the five taxonomy categories – student-centered planning, student 

development, family involvement, and program structures – significantly moderated 

effects on any adult outcome (i.e., postsecondary education, employment, or independent 

living). However, a moderation analysis by outcome type suggested that the effects of the 

taxonomy categories may vary by outcome. For example, student development showed a 

significant effect on employment outcomes, but not on postsecondary education or 

independent living. Additionally, interagency collaboration showed a small but 

significant effect on postsecondary education outcomes, despite nonsignificant effects on 

overall outcomes. The results of this meta-analysis suggest that while four of the 

Taxonomy for Transition Programming categories moderate postsecondary outcomes, the 



37 
 

size of these effects may be outcome specific; additional research is needed to further 

clarify how taxonomy-aligned programming may differentially affect specific 

postsecondary outcomes.   

 Despite significant progress in transition-focused research over the course of the 

past decade, the results of these reviews suggest that there is still much to learn about the 

factors that support students with disabilities in their transition from high school to 

postsecondary education and adult life. The following sections provide a more detailed 

description of the specific postsecondary education predictors – identified by NTACT 

(2016), Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009), and Mazzotti et al. (2015) – as aligned with Kohler’s 

five taxonomy categories of student development, interagency collaboration, family 

engagement, program structures, and student-focused planning.  

Student development. Several reviews have investigated the research base 

supporting the Taxonomy for Transition Programming categories. These reviews suggest 

that much of transition research has focused on student development, with less attention 

to the categories of student-focused planning, family involvement, interagency 

collaboration, and program structure (Cobb & Alwell, 2009; Landmark et al., 2010). The 

NTACT (2016) predictors associated with postsecondary education outcomes fall within 

four of the six key areas of student development identified by Kohler and colleagues 

(2016): (a) life, social, and emotional skills, (b) employment and occupational skills, (c) 

student supports, and (d) instructional contexts.  

 Life, social, and emotional skills. NTACT (2016) predictors of postsecondary 

education within the area of life, social, and emotional skills include (a) self-
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determination/self-advocacy, (b) youth autonomy/decision-making, (c) self-

care/independent living, and (d) social skills.  

Self-determination/self-advocacy. Self-determination and self-advocacy have been 

defined in many ways over the course of the past few decades (Shogren et al., 2015; Test, 

Fowler, Wood, Brewer, & Eddy, 2005). Wehmeyer’s (2005) definition of self-

determination is commonly cited within special education literature (Shogren et al., 2015) 

and defines self-determined 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). Wehmeyer’s definition of self-determination includes four essential characteristics: 

autonomous functioning, self-regulation, psychological empowerment, and self-

realization.  

Self-advocacy is generally considered to be a component of self-determination 

(Test et al., 2005). Test et al. (2005) developed a conceptual framework for self-advocacy 

based on a review of the literature and stakeholder input. According to their model, 

knowledge of self and knowledge of rights are foundational understandings required for 

self-advocacy. Additionally, self-advocates must be able to communicate their 

knowledge about themselves and their rights effectively. Finally, some people may 

expand beyond individual advocacy to advocate for the rights and needs of a group in a 

leadership role. However, Test et al. note that leadership is not a requirement for effective 

self-advocacy. Currently, NTACT (2016) makes use of the definitions developed by 

Rowe et al. (2014) to define identified predictors. Rowe et al. defines self-advocacy/self-

determination as “the ability to make choices, solve problems, set goals, evaluate options, 
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take initiative to reach one’s goals, and accept the consequences of one’s actions” (p. 

121). 

 NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) identified self-determination/self-

advocacy as a promising or potential predictor, respectively, of postsecondary education 

participation. As the evidence level of promising or potential suggest, there is a need for 

additional research examining the relationship between self-determination and 

postsecondary education participation. NTACT and Test, Mazzotti et al. cite Halpern, 

Yovanoff, Doren, and Benz’s (1995) study of postsecondary education outcomes for 

students with disabilities as evidence supporting this predictor. Based on the information 

provided by Halpern et al., it appears that self-determination variables were combined 

with other academic variables in a composite score that predicted postsecondary 

education participation, suggesting that this relationship may need to be interpreted with 

caution. At least one other study failed to uncover a relationship between self-

determination and postsecondary education. Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1997) found no 

statistically significant difference between students with high versus low levels of self-

determination on their postsecondary education enrollment or completion.  

 Despite sparse evidence from correlational studies, researchers suggest that self-

determination and self-advocacy play an important role in supporting participation in 

postsecondary education for students with disabilities. In a review of nonacademic factors 

associated with postschool outcomes, McConnell et al. (2012) identified several themes 

related to self-determination that were associated with postsecondary success, including 

knowledge of strengths and limitations, actions related to strengths and limitations, 

disability awareness, goal setting and attainment, proactive involvement, and self-
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advocacy. However, findings for employment and postsecondary education outcomes 

were not disaggregated in this review. Additionally, it is important to note that these 

themes were not necessarily connected to individuals’ school-age experiences; in other 

words, the reviewed research suggested that it was important for adults with disabilities 

to have high levels of self-determination, but did not investigate how high school 

experiences contributed to the development of self-determination.  

 Several qualitative studies suggest that self-determination skills developed during 

the K-12 years can affect postsecondary education experiences. For example, students 

with disabilities attending graduate school described situations in which they advocated 

for themselves throughout their K-12 schooling; they felt these advocacy skills 

contributed to their successful path to graduate school (Hehir & Schifter, 2015). 

Similarly, successful college students with disabilities recalled situations in high school 

during which they utilized self-advocacy skills, although they received little explicit 

instruction in these skills (McCall, 2015). Reiff, Gerber, and Ginsberg (1997) interviewed 

highly successful adults with learning disabilities, 87% of whom had completed a 

postsecondary degree. The authors found that control, which they defined as “the drive to 

manage one’s life” (p.101), was a key component to participants’ success. Some 

participants described developing this control in adolescence. For example, one 

participant “in high school… promised himself that he would be in control of his own 

destiny” (p. 30). However, while the results of these studies suggested that self-

determination and self-advocacy developed during childhood and adolescence were 

critical to later success, none of the studies suggested that these skills were developed due 

to explicit instructional practices or structured school programs. Instead, it seemed that 



41 
 

many of the participants gained these skills when their schools were not meeting their 

needs, and many had parents who modeled and encouraged advocacy.  

 Youth autonomy/decision-making. While the correlational literature supporting the 

general domain of self-determination/self-advocacy is sparse, Mazzotti et al. (2015) 

expanded on Test, Mazzotti et al.’s (2009) review and identified a new, related predictor 

of youth autonomy/decision-making. Although Mazzotti et al. acknowledged that 

autonomy and decision-making are components of self-determination, they determined 

that sufficient evidence existed to establish a separate predictor, with a moderate level of 

evidence. Autonomy refers to the movement from dependence to independence and 

developing the ability to “[act] according to one’s own priorities or principles” (Shogren 

et al., 2015, p. 252). Mazzotti et al.’s definition of youth autonomy/decision-making 

encompassed the concept of empowerment, which is a person’s belief in his or her ability 

to attain personally-determined and freely-chosen goals (Shogren et al., 2015). Because 

the predictor of youth autonomy/decision-making was identified recently, it was not 

operationally defined by Rowe et al. (2014). 

 Evidence suggests that autonomy and decision-making, including empowerment 

(as defined by Mazzotti et al., 2015), are related to postsecondary education outcomes. 

Several recent studies have found that autonomy in high school is a significant predictor 

of postsecondary education participation (Berry, Ward, & Caplan, 2012; Doren, Gau, & 

Lindstrom, 2012; Petcu, Van Horn, & Shogren, 2017; Shogren & Shaw, 2017). More 

specifically, Berry et al. (2012) found that autonomy levels predicted participation in 2-

year and 4-year programs, but did not predict participation in vocational or technical 

schools. The authors found that empowerment levels had an even stronger effect on 
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postsecondary education participation; for every one unit increase in empowerment, the 

odds of attending a 2-year institution increased four times and the odds of attending a 4-

year institution increased 2.5 times. Similarly, Petcu et al. (2017) found that 

empowerment was a significant predictor of enrollment in 2- and 4-year postsecondary 

programs, although it was not related to persistence in those programs. In contrast, 

Shogren and Shaw (2017) found that empowerment was a significant predictor of 

postsecondary education outcomes only for students with sensory disabilities, but not for 

those high incidence disabilities, intellectual disabilities, orthopedic disabilities, cognitive 

disabilities and traumatic brain injury.  

 Self-care/independent living skills. Along with self-determination and its 

components, NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) identified two additional 

predictors that fall within the area of life, social, and emotional skills – self-

care/independent living and social skills. Rowe et al. (2014) operationally defined self-

care/independent living skills as a “skill necessary for management of one’s personal 

self-care and daily independent living, including the personal management skills needed 

to interact with others, daily living skills, financial management skills, and the self-

management of health care/wellness needs” (p. 121). Blackorby, Hancock, and Siegel 

(1993) reported that “individual aptitude,” which included self-care and intelligence 

levels, was significantly related to “postschool success,” which included employment, 

postsecondary education, wages, independent living, social interaction, and problems 

with the law. Test, Mazzotti et al. reported that data from Blackorby et al.’s study 

indicated that there was a small, significant effect (r = .21) of self-care/independent living 

on postsecondary education. In contrast, Chiang, Cheung, Hickson, Xiang, and Tsai 
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(2012) found that there was not a statistically significant difference in self-care skill level 

(high, medium, or low) among young adults with autism who attended postsecondary 

education, compared to those who did not.  

 Social skills. Finally, NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) identified 

social skills as a predictor of postsecondary education participation. Rowe et al. (2014) 

defined social skills as “behaviors and attitudes that facilitate communication and 

cooperation” (p. 122). Test, Mazzotti et al. reported that data from Halpern et al.’s (1995) 

study suggested that social skills had a medium to large effect (r = .47 - .53) on 

postsecondary education participation. However, Chiang et al. (2012) found that young 

adults with autism who attended postsecondary education did not have significantly 

different social skills levels when compared to those who did not attend. 

 Employment and occupational skills. A second area within the student 

development category in the Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler et al., 2016) 

is the area of employment and occupational skills. NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et 

al. (2009) identified four predictors of postsecondary education participation that increase 

employment and occupational skills, including (a) occupational courses, (b) vocational 

education, (c) career awareness, and (d) paid employment/work experience. Although 

these four predictors overlap, Rowe et al.’s (2014) operational definitions distinguish 

among these different experiences. 

 Occupational courses. Rowe et al. (2014) defines occupational courses as 

“individual courses that support career awareness, allow or enable students to explore 

various career pathways, develop occupational specific skills through instruction, and 

experiences focused on their desired employment goals” (p. 118). NTACT (2016) and 
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Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) cited Halpern et al. (1995) as providing evidence to support 

this predictor, reporting that students who passed more than half of their coursework – 

including vocational coursework – were more likely to attend postsecondary education, 

although these results were not reported by Halpern et al. It is important to note that this 

measure of occupational courses may not align well with the definition developed by 

Rowe and colleagues.  

 Vocational education. While Rowe et al. (2014) defined occupational courses as 

individual courses students might take in isolation of other coursework, vocational 

education was defined as a collection or series of courses: “Vocational education is a 

sequence of courses that prepares students for a specific job or career at various levels 

from trade or craft positions to technical, business, or professional careers” (Rowe et al., 

2014, p. 119). However, this distinction between occupational courses and vocational 

education was less defined in the Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) review, which cited Halpern 

et al. (1995) as supporting the evidence base for this predictor, with a rationale similar to 

that for the occupational course predictor.  

NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. also cited Harvey (2002) as providing 

evidence supporting vocational education as a predictor of postsecondary education 

participation: “Vocational education was a predictor of education with a moderate level 

of evidence based on two a priori studies (Halpern et al., 1995; Harvey, 2002)” (p. 177). 

However, in the published article, Harvey concluded that “postsecondary education 

participation rates were significantly lower [emphasis added] for respondents with and 

without disabilities who participated in vocational education while in high school 

compared to students without disabilities who took no vocational education in high 
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school” (p. 114).   A recalculation of the odds ratio using students with disabilities as the 

comparison group yielded similar results to Harvey.2 This does not necessarily mean that 

students with disabilities pursuing postsecondary education should not participate in 

vocational education. However, it does call into question the interpretation that Harvey’s 

study supports vocational education as a predictor of postsecondary education.  

 Career awareness. Occupational courses and vocational education seem to be 

well-defined educational experiences that are focused on future employment. However, 

based on Rowe et al.’s (2014) definition, career awareness can be infused throughout the 

curriculum. Rowe et al. defined career awareness as “learning about opportunities, 

education, and skills needed in various occupational pathways to choose a career that 

matches one’s strengths and interests” (p. 118). NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. 

(2009) identified one study that supported career awareness as a predictor of 

postsecondary education participation. Benz, Yovanoff, and Doren (1997) found that 

students who had higher career awareness had higher levels of productive engagement (a 

composite outcome including employment or postsecondary education), although results 

were not disaggregated for youth who participated in postsecondary education. This study 

did not examine the efficacy of providing students with career awareness activities or the 

types of activities that support the development of career awareness.  

                                                 
 

 

2 Harvey (2002) compared the odds of students with disabilities who participated in vocational education 
courses to students without disabilities who did not participate in vocational education and reported a 
statistically significant odds ratio of .41. A recalculation of the odds ratio comparing students with 
disabilities who participated in vocational education courses to students with disabilities who did not 
participate in vocational education yielded an odds ratio of .62.  
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 Paid employment/work experience. Finally, some high school students with 

disabilities participate in paid employment or work experiences: 

Work experience is any activity that places the student in an authentic workplace 

and could include work sampling, job shadowing, internships, apprenticeships, 

and paid employment. Paid employment can include existing standard jobs in a 

company or organization or customized work assignments negotiated with the 

employer, but these activities always feature competitive pay (e.g., minimum 

wage) paid directly to the student by the employer. (Rowe et al., 2014, p. 118)  

Two studies were cited as supporting this predictor of postsecondary education 

participation with a moderate level of evidence (NTACT, 2016; Test, Mazzotti et al., 

2009). Bullis, Davis, Bull and Johnson (1995) found that d/Deaf youth who had a full-

year job while in high school were more likely to be “engaged” (i.e., full-time 

employment, full-time postsecondary education, or part-time employment with 

postsecondary education) upon graduation. Similarly, Benz, Lindstrom and Yovanoff 

(2000) found that students who held two or more jobs while participating in a youth 

transition program were more likely to be productively engaged upon exit. In this study, 

however, 80% of the students who were productively engaged held either a full- or part-

time job. Because neither Bullis et al. nor Benz et al. reported the disaggregated effects of 

work experience on postsecondary education participation, it is difficult to interpret the 

relationship between this predictor and outcome. Other studies have found that there was 

no significant difference in postsecondary education participation rates for students with 

disabilities who had work experiences compared to those who did not (Baer et al., 2003; 

Chiang et al., 2012). The results of these studies within the area of employment and 



47 
 

occupational skills suggest that additional research is needed to clarify how occupational 

skills and employment activities affect the enrollment of students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education. 

 Student supports. Student supports are a third area of student development in the 

Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler et al., 2016). Kohler et al. (2016) 

describe student supports as including services, accommodations, adaptations, peer 

mentoring, and supportive adults across a variety of contexts. This description is similar 

to Rowe et al.’s (2014) operational definition, which states that “student support is a 

network of people… who provide services in multiple environments to prepare students 

to obtain their annual transition and post-secondary goals aligned with their preferences, 

interests, and needs” (p. 123).  

NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) determined that the evidence base 

for student supports is promising or potential, respectively, citing the results of Halpern et 

al. (1995). Halpern et al. found that students with higher satisfaction with their instruction 

in five areas (reading, math, writing, behaving responsibly, and getting along with others) 

were more likely to attend postsecondary education. However, Halpern et al. did not 

explicitly examine relationships between the type or levels of supports students received 

and their outcomes after high school.  

In a more recent correlational study, Fleming and Fairweather (2012) found that 

transition to vocational-technical schools was predicted by disability-related predictors, 

which included disability type, severity, satisfaction with special education services, and 

number of services received. However, these predictors were not individually significant, 

and the authors noted that the model did not strongly predict postsecondary attendance (r2 
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= .10). In contrast, Karpur, Clark, Caproni, and Sterner (2005) found that the Steps-to-

Success transition program, which sought to provide students with a “safety net” of 

support, had a medium effect on postsecondary participation, compared to a matched 

comparison group. However, the study did not isolate the effect of the student support 

component.  

 Despite sparse correlational evidence, qualitative studies suggest that student 

supports affect the transition to postsecondary education. Lindstrom, Doren, and Miesch 

(2011) conducted a case study of eight young adults, age 25 to 29. All of these 

individuals had participated in some type of postsecondary education and were employed 

in positions where they earned more than $20,000 per year. Lindstrom et al. found that all 

participants had received the support of a transition coach or teacher who provided 

assistance with resume writing, interviewing skills, visits to potential postsecondary 

education or employment sites, and other transition activities. Similarly, interviews with 

students participating in a specialized transition program indicated that students felt that 

the program’s individualized services and strong staff support helped participants achieve 

higher levels of success than they had in traditional school environments (Benz et al., 

2000). 

 Graduate students with disabilities also indicated that school professionals 

influenced their path to graduate school, although this influence could be positive or 

negative (Hehir & Schifter, 2015). Many participants relayed the importance of 

supportive teachers, related service providers, counselors, and others who held high 

expectations of participants and were critical to their ongoing success. Others shared how 

negative encounters with school professionals, including those who responded inflexibly 
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or with lowered expectations, also affected their school experiences. Participants’ 

responses to these negative experiences varied, with some students expressing that it 

motivated them to prove the professional wrong and others reporting that they responded 

by acting out or shutting down. All participants conveyed their anger over such 

discriminatory assumptions and expressed the emotional toll of these experiences.  

The complexity of student supports was also reflected in a study conducted by 

Hetherington et al. (2010). Researchers interviewed students, the majority of whom were 

planning to participate in postsecondary education, and parents who were in the midst of 

the transition process. Both students and parents emphasized the importance of feeling 

supported and expressed that explicitly identifying key individuals of support (i.e., 

“Circle of Support”) was a helpful process. However, both students and parents indicated 

that the Circle of Support lacked connection to the transition process, with parents 

reporting feeling a lack of support throughout the transition experience.  

 In addition to social supports, such as teachers and service providers, Hehir and 

Schifter (2015) found that technology-based accommodations played an important role in 

the success of graduate students with disabilities. Students with motor challenges and 

dyslexia explained that writing using word processors or computers provided them with a 

means to coherently and legibly express their ideas; many reported using dictation 

functions, as the technology became available. Students who were blind or with visual 

impairments, as well as those with dyslexia, expressed the importance of text-to-speech 

technology that allowed them to listen to books or texts. For many of these students, 

technology use began in middle school or earlier. Interestingly, technology-based 

accommodations are not included in Rowe et al.’s (2014) definition of student supports, 
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although Kohler et al. (2016) described student supports as including “identification and 

development of environmental adaptation, natural supports, and accommodations needed 

for success in school and community settings” (p. 6). The experiences of participants in 

Hehir and Schifter’s study suggests that there is a need for additional research to better 

understand the impact of such accommodations on postsecondary education participation.  

 Instructional context. Finally, Kohler et al. (2016) identified the instructional 

context as contributing to the category of student development. NTACT (2016) and Test, 

Mazzotti et al. (2009) identified one predictor of postsecondary education that falls 

within this area; specifically, evidence suggests that students who receive instruction in 

general education settings (i.e., “inclusion”) are more likely to experience positive 

postsecondary education outcomes. In their operational definition of inclusion, Rowe et 

al. (2014) state, “Inclusion in general education requires students with disabilities to have 

access to general education curriculum and be engaged in regular education classes with 

peers without disabilities” (p. 120).  

It is important to note that different studies may have differing definitions of 

inclusion. For example, Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) classified “student achievement” in 

core content areas as an example of an inclusion predictor. Based on the medium to large 

relationship between student achievement and postsecondary education, they cited 

Halpern et al. (1995) as providing evidence that inclusion was a predictor of participation 

in postsecondary education. However, in their original study, Halpern et al. utilized a 

different definition of inclusion. They classified students who received less than 50% of 

their instruction in general education settings as experiencing “low” levels of inclusion 

and those with more than 50% of their instruction in general education as experiencing 
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“high” levels of inclusion. Using this definition, Halpern et al. found that “in this study… 

inclusive instruction apparently did not contribute to participation in postsecondary 

education” (p. 162).  

 Despite Halpern et al.’s (1995) results, recent studies support the assertion that 

inclusion is a predictor of participation in postsecondary education. Lombardi, Doren, 

Gau, and Lindstrom (2013) found that students who received English Language Arts 

(ELA) and math instruction in general education settings were statistically significantly 

more likely to attend 2-year postsecondary institutions, while controlling for academic 

achievement and age (OR = 1.80 for ELA and 1.95 for math). Although the relationship 

with 4-year institution attendance was not statistically significant, effect sizes were 

positive (OR = 1.65 for ELA and 2.02 for math). Similarly, Wagner, Newman, and Javitz 

(2014) found that the number of credits students with disabilities received for general 

education courses predicted their enrollment in 2- or 4-year institutions (OR = 1.14) and 

CTE institutions (OR = 1.09).  

Rojewski, Lee, and Gregg (2013) used propensity score matching (PSM) to 

explore a potential causal relationship between inclusion and postsecondary education. 

They matched students who participated in postsecondary education with those who did 

not, to control for disability type, gender, age, race/ethnicity, English proficiency, grade 

point average (GPA), age, social competence, behavior, and family factors. The 

researchers found that students who received over 80% of their instruction in general 

education settings were twice as likely to participate in postsecondary education (OR = 

2.10).  Haber et al.’s (2016) meta-analysis also found that inclusion had a significant, 

medium effect on postsecondary education participation (weighted r = .31).  
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  Evidence suggests that the relationship between inclusive instruction and 

postsecondary education participation may be consistent for students with different types 

of disabilities. Joshi and Bouck (2015) found that students with learning disabilities who 

received their core instruction (ELA, math, social studies, and science) in inclusive 

settings were more likely to have ever participated or be currently enrolled in 

postsecondary education. However, the researchers noted that they did not control for 

achievement and proposed that the small effect sizes (odd ratios of 1.6 for ever engaged 

and 1.5 for currently enrolled in postsecondary education) suggested that factors other 

than inclusion may also contribute to students with learning disabilities’ pursuit of 

postsecondary education. 

 Inclusive settings may also be related to postsecondary education participation for 

students with autism. Chiang et al. (2012) found that the type of high school students 

with autism attended predicted participation in postsecondary education, with students 

who attended a “regular high school” five times more likely (OR = 5.32) to participate 

than those who attended a “special school.” However, the authors did not explore how 

achievement was related to this finding, nor did they examine the extent to which 

students attending regular schools received instruction with their general education peers. 

Additionally, it is important to keep in mind that these recent studies – while using 

different methods or focusing on different student populations – made use of the NLTS2 

data set for their analyses (Chiang et al., 2012; Joshi & Bouck, 2015; Lombardi et al., 

2013; Rojewski et al., 2013; Wagner et al., 2014).  It is important that future research 

examine the predictor of inclusion with different populations and in different contexts.  
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 While these correlational studies support the assertion that instruction in inclusive 

settings is a predictor of postsecondary education participation, at least one qualitative 

study provides a more complex view of inclusion’s influence on students’ future success. 

Six of the thirteen graduate students Hehir and Schifter (2015) interviewed attended 

either special classes or special schools for students with disabilities. Two of these 

students believed that their specialized programs provided them with skills and support 

that were critical to their success. The other four students felt that their programs 

provided them with emotional safety, support, and, in some cases, a sense of belonging. 

However, these four students also reported that expectations for achievement were much 

lower in these specialized settings than in general education environments. Hehir and 

Schifter write: 

The debate that so often rages around inclusion rings a bit hollow here. The 

binary choice so often foisted upon parents between an integrated environment or 

a segregated one is frequently no choice at all. These students and their parents 

dealt with the real dilemmas inherent in a mainstream system that fails to 

accommodate students with disabilities and a special education system too often 

mired in low expectations. (p. 89) 

These findings suggest a need for a more nuanced understanding of how instructional 

settings affect the experiences of students with disabilities. 

 Interagency collaboration. Interagency collaboration is a second major category 

in the Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler et al., 2016). Rowe et al. (2014) 

define interagency collaboration as “a clear, purposeful, and carefully designed process 

that promotes cross-agency, cross-program, and cross-disciplinary collaborative efforts 
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leading to tangible transition outcomes for youth” (p. 122). In their meta-analysis, Haber 

et al. (2016) found that interagency collaboration had a small, significant effect on 

postsecondary education (r = .13). However, this finding was based on three studies, 

suggesting that additional research is needed to further explore and understand this 

predictor.  

As with other predictors, definitions and measures of interagency collaboration 

vary by study. For example, Bullis et al. (1995) defined interagency collaboration as the 

number of community-based agencies working with a student. They found that d/Deaf 

students who received support from a greater number of community-based agencies were 

more likely to participate in postsecondary education. Repetto, Webb, Garvan, and 

Washington (2002), on the other hand, examined the characteristics of district 

interagency councils, and found districts with a higher number of identified 

characteristics had students with higher rates of employment and postsecondary 

education participation. Karpur et al. (2005) examined the effect of the Steps-to-Success 

program on postsecondary outcomes of students with emotional and behavioral disorders. 

One of the seven guidelines of the program was to “involve young people, parents, and 

other community partners…at the practice, program, and community levels” (p. 38). 

Students who completed this program participated in postsecondary education at 

significantly higher rates than a matched comparison group; however, it is not possible to 

isolate the effect of the interagency collaboration component. Although interagency 

collaboration seems to hold promise as a predictor of postsecondary education (NTACT, 

2016; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009), additional research is needed to understand necessary 
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components of interagency collaboration and how collaboration supports participation in 

postsecondary education for students across disability types.  

 Family engagement. In addition to student development and interagency 

collaboration, family engagement is a third category in the Taxonomy for Transition 

Programming (Kohler et al., 2016). Mazzotti et al. (2015) identified two predictors of 

postsecondary education participation that fall within the area of family engagement, 

parental involvement and parent expectations. Rowe et al. (2014) defined parental 

involvement to mean that “parents/families/guardians are active and knowledgeable 

participants in all aspects of transition planning” (p. 122). One exploratory study found a 

statistically significant relationship between parent involvement and CTE and 2- and 4-

year postsecondary institution attendance (Wagner et al., 2014). However, the very small 

effect sizes (odds ratios of 1.10 for 2- and 4-year institution participation and 1.07 for 

CTE) indicate that the practical significance of this predictor may be questionable. 

Mazzotti et al. characterized this as “emerging evidence” but did not consider the study to 

meet the criteria for potential evidence.  

 Although the evidence supporting the significance of parental involvement is 

minimal, more evidence seems to support the importance of parent expectations in 

predicting postsecondary education participation. Several correlational studies have 

found that parent expectations predicted involvement in postsecondary education (Chiang 

et al., 2012; Doren et al., 2012; Wagner et al., 2014). Interestingly, however, Halpern et 

al. (1995) found that congruent expectations (i.e., both student and parent expected the 

student to continue to postsecondary education) did not predict postsecondary education 

participation. 



56 
 

 Qualitative studies also indicate that adults with disabilities often feel their 

families contribute significantly to their success. For example, Noonan et al. (2004) 

interviewed successful women with physical or sensory disabilities; these women 

reported that their mothers provided them with critical emotional or financial support. 

Likewise, successful adults with learning disabilities viewed their families as critical to 

their success (Goldberg, Higgins, Raskind, & Herman, 2003; Reiff et al., 1997). 

However, even youth who reported growing up in families with high expectations and 

strong support did not recall their schools initiating opportunities for family engagement 

(McCall, 2015). 

 While some studies explored the general importance of family support and 

involvement, Lindstrom et al. (2011) found that families and familial expectations played 

a role in the initial postsecondary placements of young adults with learning, emotional, or 

physical disabilities, especially for young women. Hehir and Schifter (2015) asked 

graduate students with disabilities about the factors that supported their paths to success 

in higher education. The first chapter of their book is titled, “My Mother” (pp. 15-47). 

They write, “This chapter is about parents, and clearly parents always play a critical role 

in their children’s success. However, in too many of these cases these parents have had to 

take extraordinary action to ensure their child’s success” (p. 46). They found that parents 

were often the driving force in ensuring that their children were challenged and 

appropriately supported throughout their K-12 schooling. Future research may consider if 

current measures of parental involvement or parent expectations are adequately capturing 

the depth of caregivers’ contributions to their children’s successful postsecondary 

outcomes.   
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 Program structures. Program structures are a fourth category within the 

Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler et al., 2016). The transition program 

predictor identified by NTACT (2016) and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) falls within this 

category. According to Rowe et al.’s (2014) operational definition, “a transition program 

prepares students to move from secondary settings… to adult life, utilizing 

comprehensive transition planning and education that creates individualized 

opportunities, services, and supports to help students achieve their post-school goals in 

education/training, employment, and independent living” (p. 123). Haber et al. (2016) 

found that transition programs had a medium effect on postsecondary education 

participation (weighted r = .33).  

 Correlational studies suggest that transition programming positively influences 

postsecondary education participation and productive engagement (Benz et al., 2000; 

Halpern et al., 1995; Karpur et al., 2005; Repetto et al., 2002). Additionally, Morningstar 

et al. (2010) found that college students who experienced higher quality high school 

transition programs (e.g., student-centered planning, self-determination instruction, 

postsecondary skills preparation) reported higher levels of psychological empowerment 

and hope and a stronger locus of control. Qualitative studies support this finding that 

transition programs are important in supporting the post-high school success of youth 

with disabilities. Lindstrom et al.’s (2011) case studies of young adults with disabilities 

suggested that transition programming played an important role in the post-school 

success of these individuals, all of whom participated in postsecondary education.  

However, there may be a need for more explicit transition programming for high 

school students with disabilities who are approaching graduation. In their interviews with 
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students and parents who were going through the process of transition, Hetherington et al. 

(2010) found that both parents and students expressed a desire for a transition curriculum 

while in high school. In another qualitative study, McCall (2015) found that only one of 

the four college students with disabilities interviewed described participating in a 

coordinated set of transition programming. Both studies suggested that students perceive 

transition programming as important in supporting preparation for postsecondary 

education. Although transition planning is required for all students with disabilities under 

the IDEA (2004), it seems that transition planning and transition programming are not 

synonymous; these studies suggest that there may be a need for more structured 

programming to support students as they pursue postsecondary education.  

 Student-focused planning. Although student-focused planning is a fifth key 

category within the Taxonomy for Transition Programming (Kohler et al., 2016), few 

studies have explored the relationship between student-focused planning and 

participation in postsecondary education. Halpern et al. (1995) found that student 

participation in transition planning was predictive of postsecondary education enrollment 

for students with disabilities. Similarly, Chiang et al. (2012) found that statistically 

significantly more students with autism who participated in transition planning went on to 

attend postsecondary education, compared to those who did not participate in transition 

planning. However, the authors noted that participation in transition planning was not a 

significant predictor in their final model and suggested that students’ transition goals may 

have influenced which students were encouraged to participate (e.g., students with 

postsecondary education goals were more strongly encouraged to participate in transition 

planning).  
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One evaluation of a transition program that involved a strong person-centered 

approach found that students who participated in the program were more likely to attend 

postsecondary education in comparison to matched peers (Karpur et al., 2005). However, 

this study did not isolate the effect of the student-centered approach. Although the IDEA 

requires students to be invited to IEP meetings when transition goals are being discussed 

(300.320(b)), this may not occur in a way that is meaningful to students. Hetherington et 

al. (2010) found that 12 of the 13 transition-age, mostly college-bound students they 

interviewed were not aware if they had been involved in transition planning, although 

seven students said that they had participated in their IEP meetings. Similarly, Anctil, 

Ishikawa, and Scott (2008) found that only a few of the nineteen college students they 

interviewed reported being actively involved in their high school IEP meetings, and many 

reported not attending those meetings. Together, these findings indicate that connections 

between student-centered planning and participation in postsecondary education are 

complex and remain largely unexplored.  

Traditional Predictors 

 While the 13 transition-specific predictors identified by NTACT (2016), Mazzotti 

et al. (2015), and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) appear to play a role in postsecondary 

education participation for students with disabilities, participation may also be influenced 

by factors that traditionally are associated with postsecondary education enrollment 

among the general population, such as gender, race or ethnicity, socioeconomic status 

(SES), or high school achievement. Given the significance of these predictors among the 

general population (Ross et al., 2012), it is important to examine how these traditional 
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predictors relate to or interact with postsecondary education outcomes for students with 

disabilities.  

 Gender. In the general population, females tend to enroll in postsecondary 

education at higher rates than males (Buchmann, 2009; Ross et al., 2012), and several 

studies have found a similar trend among students with disabilities (Harvey, 2002; 

Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012). In contrast, Berry et al. 

(2012) found that females with disabilities who received Social Security Income benefits 

were less likely to attend a 4-year college. Others have found that gender was not a 

significant predictor of postsecondary education participation (Fleming & Fairweather, 

2012; Halpern et al., 1995; Prince, Hodge, Bridges, & Katsiyannis, 2018), suggesting that 

there is a need for more research on the influence of gender on postsecondary education 

participation. 

 Race/ethnicity. The findings regarding the relationship between race or ethnicity 

and postsecondary education enrollment are similarly mixed. Consistent with the general 

population (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 2010; Ross et al., 2012), some studies have 

found that young adults with disabilities who identify with minority groups were less 

likely to attend postsecondary education (Fleming & Fairweather, 2012; Prince et al., 

2018). In contrast, two studies found that African American youth with disabilities were 

significantly more likely to attend postsecondary education, in comparison to their white 

peers (Berry et al., 2012; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011) and a third study found that 

“nonwhite” students were more likely to participate in postsecondary education (Harvey, 

2002). At the same time, other studies have found there was not a significant relationship 

between race/ethnicity and postsecondary education for students with disabilities 
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(Halpern et al., 1995; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012; Rojewski et al., 2013). Additional 

research in needed to clarify these findings.  

 Socioeconomic status (SES). SES is a third factor that predicts postsecondary 

education outcomes for individuals in the general population, with students from lower-

income families often less likely to attend postsecondary education (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2015). Although some studies found that family income was 

unrelated to postsecondary education participation (Halpern et al., 1995; Mamiseishvili & 

Koch, 2011), more studies have found that students with disabilities from higher SES 

backgrounds were significantly more likely to pursue postsecondary education (Chiang et 

al., 2012; Fleming & Fairweather, 2012; Harvey, 2002; Rojewski et al., 2013). However, 

Wagner et al. (2014) reported that – while SES was a significant predictor of 

postsecondary education outcomes – 51.3% of its influence on college participation (2- 

and 4-year institutions) was mediated by other factors. Similarly, 20.8% of the influence 

of SES on participation in CTE programs was mediated by other factors. The authors 

asserted that these findings suggest a need for a more nuanced understanding regarding 

the influence of SES on the postsecondary education participation of students with 

disabilities.  

 High school achievement. Finally, a fourth traditional factor that could affect the 

participation of students with disabilities in postsecondary education is that of high 

school achievement. Several studies have found that students with disabilities who had 

higher grades or academic performance in high school were more likely to pursue 

postsecondary education (Chiang et al., 2012; Fleming & Fairweather, 2012; Rojewski et 

al., 2013). However, others have found that the relationship between high school 
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achievement and postsecondary education participation was not significant 

(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Vogel, Hruby, & Adelman, 1993). Wagner et al. (2014) 

found that high school GPA predicted attendance at a 2- or 4-year postsecondary 

institution, but not participation in CTE programs, suggesting additional research is 

needed to gain a better understanding of this predictor.  

 Recent research indicates that it is important for us to develop a better 

understanding of how traditional predictors affect the postsecondary education outcomes 

of young adults in different contexts. In an analysis of NLTS2 data, Fleming and 

Fairweather (2012) found that transition to 4-year colleges was more strongly influenced 

by traditional predictors (i.e., SES, race, and gender), while disability-specific factors 

(e.g., disability type, severity, satisfaction with services) affected students who were 

transitioning to vocational programs. These findings suggest that researchers may gain a 

better understanding of the contradictory results for traditional predictors by studying 

more explicitly how these factors interact for specific groups of students within different 

contexts.  

Disability-specific Experiences 

 Students with disabilities are a heterogeneous group. Although data are often 

aggregated for all students with disabilities, recent research indicates that predictors and 

outcomes may vary for students with different kinds of disabilities. For example, several 

studies have found that overall postsecondary education participation rates for students 

with autism are lower than those with other disabilities (Newman et al., 2011; Shattuck et 

al., 2012). However, the same studies found that – when specifically examining 

participation in 4-year colleges – there were no significant differences in the enrollment 
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rates for students with autism and students with learning disabilities. Berry et al. (2012) 

also found differences in the postsecondary education participation rates by disability 

category when examining predictors and outcomes for transitioning students receiving 

Supplemental Security Income. For example, students with orthopedic impairments were 

significantly less likely to attend 2-year colleges than those with any other type of 

disability.  

 Disability type may also moderate the effect of predictors. Lombardi et al. (2013) 

found that disability type moderated the effect of inclusion on postsecondary education 

participation for students classified as “other” (i.e., not students with autism, learning, 

intellectual, or emotional disabilities). Although instruction in an inclusive setting did not 

predict participation in 4-year colleges for students with disabilities as a group, students 

with “other” disabilities, such as those with orthopedic impairments, sensory disabilities 

or traumatic brain injury, were over three times more likely to attend 4-year colleges if 

they received ELA or math instruction in general education settings. Shogren and 

Villarreal (2015) also found that disability type moderated relationships between 

contextual factors students with disabilities experienced in high school. The researchers 

empirically established student, family, and school constructs from NLTS2 data and 

found that disability moderated the correlations among these constructs. Studies such as 

these illustrate the importance of considering how the unique needs of students with 

different disabilities interact with predictors and contexts to shape their experiences and 

outcomes.  
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Limitations and Implications 

 Improving the post-school transition outcomes for students with disabilities has 

been a focus of federal efforts since the mid-1980’s (Halpern, 1994). While the field of 

transition has produced volumes of important research, this review of the literature 

suggests that we still have much to learn about factors that support students with 

disabilities in accessing and persisting in postsecondary education. The studies reviewed 

here indicate that additional work and research is needed regarding the definition and 

measurement of predictors and outcomes, as well as the definition and evaluation of 

evidence. Additionally, it is important to consider whether the contexts of these studies 

remain relevant to students’ current experiences.  

 Defining and measuring predictors.  Despite 30 years of research in this field, 

the studies reviewed here suggest that relatively little is known about strong predictors of 

participation in postsecondary education for students with disabilities. One reason for this 

may be that researchers often use different definitions or measurements for predictors 

with similar or identical names. For example, one study measured interagency 

collaboration by counting the number of community-based agencies working with a 

student (Bullis et al., 1995; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009). In another study, interagency 

council characteristics (e.g., having formal agreements, local business advisory boards, 

parent networks, etc.) were considered an example of interagency collaboration (Repetto 

et al., 2002; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009). These studies may examine different dimensions 

of the “interagency collaboration” predictor. While both studies are informative, differing 

measures such as these may be confusing to school professionals who are looking to 

research to develop their transition programs.   
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 Additionally, as political and instructional contexts change, professionals in the 

field begin to make use of different terms. While Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) identified 

“vocational education” as a predictor of postsecondary education participation, current 

educational discourse makes use of the term “career and technical education” (CTE). In 

considering how their review related to the Kohler taxonomy and the predictors identified 

by Test, Mazzotti et al., an Institute of Education Sciences report (Cobb et al., 2013) 

aligned vocational education with CTE; however, it is possible that significant 

differences exist between vocational courses offered in the 1990s (on which the research 

is based) and CTE programs offered today.  

 The Rowe et al. (2014) study sought to operationalize these predictors, but this 

work was done after much of the research was completed. Because the Rowe et al. study 

was a Delphi study grounded in research but also based heavily on expert input, it is 

unsurprising that the Rowe et al. definitions are not necessarily identical to the definitions 

used within individual studies. For example, Rowe et al. defined “student support” as the 

professionals, families, and friends who provide services and resources to students with 

disabilities. However, the study providing evidence for this predictor – specifically 

predicting postsecondary education participation – examined student satisfaction with 

their instruction as the measure of “student support” (Halpern et al., 1995; Test, Mazzotti 

et al., 2009). 

 These differences in definitions have significant implications for school 

professionals who are seeking to build research-informed programs and make use of 

research-based practices in the field. A practitioner who accesses the NTACT (2016) 

website will see that student support is a predictor of postsecondary education 
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participation and be provided with the Rowe et. al (2014) definition of student support, as 

well as a reference to the original article on which that predictor was based. However, it 

is unlikely that a busy school professional will have the time or resources to consult the 

original article and therefore be unaware that the research on which the predictor was 

based measured student satisfaction, not the efficacy of ensuring students have access to a 

supportive network of people or characteristics of that network. While it seems intuitive 

that students benefit from the support of professionals, family, and friends, it is important 

to understand the boundaries of the evidence base. For example, can support networks 

become overly supportive, stifling the development of autonomy and self-advocacy skills 

a student will require to be successful in postsecondary settings? Practitioners who are 

interested specifically in increasing postsecondary education participation may find 

definitions of predictors to be too broad to be practically useful or be unaware that 

definitions are not necessarily the same as those used in the research. More research is 

needed to explicitly define these predictors so that practitioners know what works, for 

whom, and under what conditions.  

 Defining and measuring outcomes. In addition to the need to clarify our 

understanding of predictors, differing definitions and measurements of postsecondary 

outcomes present a challenge to researchers and practitioners seeking to support the 

transition of students with disabilities. For example, of the eight studies identified by 

Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) that addressed postsecondary education as an outcome, only 

four disaggregated this outcome data in their published studies. The other four utilized a 

composite measure of postsecondary education, employment, and/or independent living 
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outcomes.  These different outcome measures can make it difficult to isolate the influence 

of various predictors on postsecondary education participation, specifically.  

 Additionally, it is important to note that almost all of this literature considers a 

student who ever enrolled in postsecondary education program to have participated in 

postsecondary education, but evidence suggests that youth with disabilities may also 

complete their postsecondary programs at lower rates than their peers without disabilities 

(Herbert et al., 2014; Lee, Rojewski, Gregg, & Jeong, 2015). Research on predictors of 

postsecondary education commonly define this outcome ever attending, currently 

enrolled in, or graduated from postsecondary programs (Chiang et al., 2012; Halpern et 

al., 1995; Wagner et al., 2014). Only one of these studies explicitly examined students’ 

persistence in and completion of postsecondary education program (i.e., Petcu et al., 

2017); findings from this research may suggest how to get youth with disabilities to – but 

not necessarily through – postsecondary education.  

This trend in the research mirrors the Office of Special Education Program 

(OSEP) reporting requirements under Indicator 14, which require states to report on the 

outcomes of their students with disabilities for only one year following their departure 

from school (Gerber, Batalo, & De Arment, 2014). However, research suggests that 

students need to complete their degrees to fully capitalize on their postsecondary 

education experiences (Carnevale et al., 2016). While studying postsecondary education 

completion presents many challenges, there is a need to gain additional information – not 

only about the factors that support students with disabilities in accessing postsecondary 

education – but also the factors that support students in completing their programs of 

study.  
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 Defining and evaluating evidence. Definitions and measurements of predictors 

and outcomes present challenges to stakeholders in the field of transition seeking to 

interpret the research and make connections to policy and practice, particularly when 

considering postsecondary education outcomes. Differing definitions and criteria for 

evaluating the evidence base can lead to further confusion. For example, a review 

conducted using the stringent Institute of Education Sciences (IES) What Works 

Clearinghouse (WWC) standards did not locate any studies addressing postsecondary 

outcomes that met WWC standards without reservations (Cobb et al., 2013). Only one 

study examining postsecondary education outcomes met WWC evidence standards with 

reservations (i.e., Karpur et al., 2005). 

 In contrast, Mazzotti et al. (2015), and Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) used 

Thompson, Diamond, McWilliam, Snyder, and Snyder’s (2005) criteria for evaluating the 

quality of correlational research, and NTACT (2016) makes use of similar criteria. 

Together, these researchers and NTACT have located a total of thirteen studies 

examining postsecondary education outcomes that met their criteria for quality. However, 

stakeholders may find the terminology used to describe the evidence base counter-

intuitive. For example, a “moderate” evidence base does not refer to the strength or effect 

of the predictor but rather the number and type of studies addressing that predictor (i.e., at 

least two a-priori studies with significant correlations).  

Additionally, practitioners may find the use of the word “predictor” to be unclear. 

Researchers consistently caution that causation cannot be determined from correlational 

studies (Mazzotti et al., 2015; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009). However, the term predictor – 

defined as “something such as an event or fact that enables you to say what will happen 
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in the future” (Predictor, n.d.) – may seem to imply there is a causal relationship to 

practitioners who are unfamiliar with the limitations of correlational research.  

 Understanding the term “evidence-based” is especially critical in the current 

education policy context. The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015) emphasizes the 

use of evidence-based interventions, defining strong (i.e., at least one experimental 

study), moderate (i.e., at least one quasi-experimental study), and promising (i.e., at least 

one correlational study controlling for selection bias) levels of evidence (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2016). It is important to note that predictors identified as 

having a moderate evidence base by Test, Mazzotti et al. (2009) and Mazzotti et al. 

(2015) would be considered promising under ESSA’s evidence base levels. Given that 

NTACT’s (2016) mission is to support districts and states in implementing evidence-

based transition practices, teachers and administrators may find it helpful if NTACT 

considered revising its levels of evidence to align with those put forth by ESSA.  

 Perhaps not surprisingly, given current policy definitions, the evidence base 

guiding our understanding of high school factors related to postsecondary education 

participation rests almost exclusively on quantitative, correlational studies. Qualitative 

research does not meet ESSA’s (2015) criteria for strong, moderate, or promising levels 

of evidence, although federal guidance encourages schools to “consider the entire body of 

relevant evidence” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 6). Some researchers have 

argued that rigorous qualitative research can make significant contributions to the field of 

special education (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005; Trainor 

& Graue, 2015). In addition, mixed-methods research may be uniquely suited to 
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addressing the complexities within special education (Hitchcock, Johnson, & 

Schoonenboom, 2016; Klingner & Boardman, 2011).  

However, a prevalence study of empirical research published in Exceptional 

Children – a peer-reviewed journal ranked number one in the field of special education 

and number two in the field of rehabilitation – between the years 2000 and 2015 found 

that the majority of articles published used quantitative methods (67.7%), followed by 

qualitative (17.7%) and mixed methods research (14.5%) (Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 

2016). The additional studies included in the current literature review suggest that 

findings from qualitative data sources can provide important insights into the complex 

contexts and interactions students perceive as influencing their transition to 

postsecondary education. Researchers should consider how future studies using a diverse 

designs and methodologies can expand upon and enrich the foundation established by 

correlational research.  

 Changing contexts. Finally, it is important to consider whether the literature 

represents the current experiences of young adults with disabilities. A significant number 

of reviewed studies make use of the NLTS2 data set, a rich source of longitudinal data 

regarding the postsecondary outcomes of students with disabilities. However, students 

who participated in NLTS2 were ages 13-16 in the 2000-2001 school year. The passage 

of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001) ushered in a new era of high 

accountability in schools, and NCLB was in the early stages of implementation when 

these students were in high school. Therefore, research that utilizes the NLTS2 data set 

does not necessarily provide us with an understanding of outcomes for students with 

disabilities who were educated in a high-accountability school environment.  
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 Unfortunately, most of the other quantitative studies reviewed fail to address this 

gap. The Haber et al. (2016) meta-analysis of predictors of postsecondary outcomes was 

limited to studies published through May 2010 and did not include any studies that 

utilized NLTS2 data. The most recent study included in this review of the literature that 

did not make use of NLTS2 data was published by Karpur et al. (2005), studying the 

outcomes of students who participated in a transition program in the years 1998 through 

2000. Given that school and policy contexts have changed significantly over the course of 

the last decade, there is a critical need to gain a more current understanding of the 

experiences of youth with disabilities who pursue postsecondary education. Together, 

these findings indicate a need for more nuanced research that contextualizes students’ 

specific postsecondary outcomes and experiences within larger program and social 

structures. 

Postsecondary Education Experiences 

 Most studies examining high school transition predictors of postsecondary 

education participation focus on enrollment but do not specifically examine persistence in 

postsecondary education programs. It is possible that college experiences play a stronger 

role than high school experiences in supporting students’ pathways to completing their 

programs of study. While several theories have been developed to explain persistence in 

postsecondary education for general populations of students, evidence suggests these 

theories do not necessarily reflect the experiences of students with disabilities. Recently, 

however, researchers developed a taxonomy for students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education, referring to the Kohler Taxonomy for Transition Programming 

as a model (Dukes et al., 2017). The Postsecondary Access and Student Success (PASS) 
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Taxonomy includes four domains: student-focused support, program and institutional-

focused support, faculty and staff-focused support, and concept and systems 

development. Additionally, a recent review identified 13 potential facilitators of 

postsecondary education persistence among students with disabilities (Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018), which were organized into three domains. These domains generally 

aligned with the three, support-focused domains described in the PASS Taxonomy, 

although the facilitator-focused domain of “academic and social engagement” 

encompassed the PASS Taxonomy domain of faculty and staff-focused support.  

Therefore, this section reviews the following considerations for the postsecondary 

experiences of students with disabilities: (a) theories and understandings of persistence, 

(b) program and institutional-focused support, (c) faculty and staff-focused support and 

social engagement, and (d) student-focused support. (The domain of concept and systems 

development, which “addressed the development, evaluation, or validation of a variable” 

(Dukes et al., 2017, p. 115) was not included, due to its focus on instrument validation.) 

Finally, limitations and implications of the literature base are discussed.  

Theories and Understandings of Persistence 

 The transition from high school to postsecondary education programs can be 

challenging for any student, not only those with disabilities (Patton, Renn, Guido, & 

Quaye, 2016), and supporting students in completing their postsecondary programs is an 

important goal for many institutions. Several theories have been developed to explain the 

persistence of students in postsecondary education settings, including Tinto’s (1993) 

Student Integration Model and Bean’s (1982) Student Attrition Model. However, 

evidence suggests that these theories do not fully explain the experiences of students with 
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disabilities in postsecondary settings (DaDeppo, 2009; Duquette, 2000), and other models 

or approaches may add to our understanding of persistence (Dukes, et al., 2017; Fichten 

et al., 2014; Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). 

 Students without disabilities. Several theoretical frameworks have been 

proposed to explain persistence among postsecondary students who do not have 

disabilities. Tinto’s (1993) Student Integration Model posits that an individual student’s 

background (i.e., socio-economic status, high school performance) and initial goals and 

commitment determine the extent to which that student experiences academic and social 

integration into the postsecondary institution. This integration affects the student’s goals 

and commitments within the institution. Together, these factors can support or undermine 

a student’s persistence in the institution. Bean’s (1982) Student Attrition Model 

complements Tinto’s model and focuses on behavioral indicators to predict retention, 

such as the number of student interactions with faculty and amount of time spent away 

from campus. The models developed by Tinto and Bean suggest that students’ 

participation and integration into the postsecondary education environment plays a 

critical role in supporting students’ successful completion of their programs of study.  

 Students with disabilities. Several studies have explored how Tinto’s (1993) 

model might contribute to our understanding of the persistence of students with 

disabilities in postsecondary education. DaDeppo (2009) investigated the contribution of 

academic and social integration to college GPA and the intent to persist of students with 

disabilities. She found that academic and social integration did not predict students’ GPA 

after controlling for demographic characteristics and past academic achievement. 

However, integration did account for unique variance in students’ intent to persist in 
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postsecondary education. The model suggested that social integration was a more 

powerful predictor than academic integration; social integration remained a significant 

predictor of intent to persist after controlling for academic integration. However, only 

students who had sought services from the institution’s office of disability resources 

(ODR) participated in the study. Because students must self-identify and take initiative to 

receive these services, these students might demonstrate characteristics that are not 

representative of all students with disabilities in postsecondary education.  

 Duquette (2000) used Tinto’s model to explore the experiences of students with 

disabilities who had registered with the ODR office at a Canadian university. In contrast 

to the findings of DaDeppo (2009), Duquette found that students’ interview responses 

reflected the background and academic integration components of Tinto’s model, but not 

the social integration component. University students with disabilities reported limited 

social integration into campus life, with some reporting that academic work and family 

commitments did not allow time for socialization and others reporting social networks 

outside of the university setting. In addition, Duquette identified three important themes 

that were not part of Tinto’s model. First, students with disabilities demonstrated a strong 

goal commitment and determination to complete their postsecondary program, despite the 

majority reporting that they had considered not completing their program when they 

experienced challenges or setbacks. Second, students shared that professors could act 

either as facilitators and barriers to students’ postsecondary success. Third, students 

indicated that family and friends outside of the postsecondary context played a critical 

role in supporting their persistence in their postsecondary programs. However, given that 

this study occurred within a single university setting, it is possible that these themes 
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reflect the unique context of that environment rather than the general experiences of 

students with disabilities across postsecondary settings.  

 Some researchers have offered alternative theories for understanding 

postsecondary persistence among students with disabilities. Fichten et al. (2014) explored 

how variables aligned with Ajzen’s (2002) Theory of Planned Behavior contributed to 

students’ intent to graduate and actual completion of postsecondary education. According 

to the Theory of Planned Behavior, behavior is influenced by an individual’s intention to 

demonstrate that behavior; intention is predicted by a person’s attitude, subjective norms, 

and perceived behavioral control. Fichten et al. found that Theory of Planned Behavior 

variables (i.e., feelings about graduation, social pressure to graduate, self-efficacy, and 

perceived controllability) significantly contributed to students’ intention to graduate.  

 Although not a theory of persistence, Dukes et al. (2017) recognized the utility of 

an organizing taxonomy for students with disabilities in postsecondary education. They 

asked two questions: “How do we frame scholarly efforts in the field of postsecondary 

education and disability? Do we know what works for students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education?” (p.111). In response to the first question, the authors 

developed the PASS Taxonomy, based on a review of existing literature, seeking to 

create a common frame to connect research with practice. They found that the four 

domains within their taxonomy functioned to classify 1013 of 1036 (97.8%) articles on 

postsecondary education and disability published between the years of 1980 and 2012.   

Considering the second question posed by Dukes et al. (2017), Kutscher and 

Tuckwiller (2018) conducted a review of 16 qualitative and 10 quantitative studies 

investigating persistence in postsecondary education among individuals with disabilities. 
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Focusing specifically on malleable institution- and student-level factors, they identified 

13 facilitators of persistence, which could be classified within three domains: (a) 

accommodations, (b) academic and social engagement, and (c) personal characteristics 

(facilitators will be discussed in greater detail in the following sections). Quantitative 

findings indicated that, in general, personal characteristics had the strongest and most 

consistent effects on persistence. However, the integration of findings from qualitative 

and quantitative data sources also revealed both research gaps and inconsistencies across 

findings for many of the facilitators. Although these facilitators provide a starting point 

for institutions seeking to develop and implement inclusive practices and policies to 

support students with disabilities, the authors found that additional research was needed 

to further define and deepen understandings of the facilitators and their effect on 

postsecondary persistence.  

 Together, the models here suggest that social factors and personal characteristics 

may play an especially important role in supporting students with disabilities as they 

successfully complete their postsecondary programs. However, while the models 

reviewed here begin to provide some insights into the experiences of students with 

disabilities in postsecondary education settings, there is a significant need for additional 

evidence as we work to develop a comprehensive model that supports students with 

disabilities in postsecondary persistence and graduation (Hong, 2015).  

Program and Institutional-Focused Support 

 The PASS Taxonomy domain of program and institutional-focused support is 

concerned with the services provided by an institution’s office of disability resources 

(ODR) and disability-focused policies on campus. Most postsecondary institutions have 
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an ODR, which is responsible for coordinating accommodations and services for students 

with disabilities and acting as a resource for faculty (Katsiyannis, Zhang, Landmark, & 

Reber, 2009). Definitions of responsibilities for ODRs are expanding to include a more 

active role in shaping an institution’s recognition of a social model of disability and 

inclusion of disability as contributing to campus diversity (Kroeger & Kraus, 2017). At 

the same time, ODRs continue to bear primary responsibility for university compliance 

with the ADA, specifically provision of reasonable accommodations.  

The provision of accommodations falls within the PASS Taxonomy domain of 

program and institutional-focused support. In their review of literature, Kutscher and 

Tuckwiller (2018) identified four facilitators related to accommodations that were 

associated with persistence in postsecondary education for students with disabilities: 

awareness, use, quality, and fit.   

 Awareness. Qualitative evidence indicates that students with disabilities may lack 

awareness of the disability-related services for which they are eligible (Fleming, Oertle, 

& Plotner, 2017; Greenbaum, Graham, & Scales, 1995; Hong, 2015; Megivern, Pellerito, 

& Mowbray, 2003). This may occur because the federal policies protecting the rights of 

postsecondary students with disabilities differ significantly from those that protected their 

rights during their K-12 years. The IDEA (2004) is the primary law providing protection 

to and affecting the education of students with disabilities through their completion of 

high school. Once young adults leave the K-12 system, however, their rights are 

protected primarily through the ADA (1990) and Section 504 (Rehabilitation Act, 1973). 

The ADA and Section 504 differ from IDEA in several ways, which can affect 

postsecondary students’ awareness and pursuit of available accommodations.  
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 Under section 300.111 of the IDEA, K-12 schools bear the responsibility for 

identifying and evaluating students who may need extra support. In contrast, students 

with disabilities attending postsecondary education programs are responsible for 

disclosing their disability to the postsecondary institution if they wish to receive services 

or accommodations under Section 504 or the ADA. Additionally, students must provide 

evidence of their disability in order to receive services or accommodations, and students 

who received K-12 special education services are not automatically considered eligible 

for postsecondary education services (Peterson, Van Dycke, Roberson, & Sedaghat, 

2013; Raue & Lewis, 2011). Youth who are navigating the transition from high school to 

postsecondary environments may be unaware of these policy differences or how they 

affect students’ responsibilities in accessing available resources, such as 

accommodations.  

 Use. The few studies investigating the efficacy of accommodations for students 

with disabilities in postsecondary education have shown mixed results. Several studies 

have suggested a lack of evidence that use of disability-related services and 

accommodations improved academic achievement (Lombardi, Gerdes, & Murray, 2011; 

Rath & Royer, 2002) or persistence in postsecondary education (Herbert et al., 2014; 

Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). Others have found that accommodations have a positive 

effect on the academic achievement (Dong & Lucas, 2016; Kim & Lee, 2016) or 

persistence of students with disabilities in postsecondary programs (Pingry O’Neill et al., 

2012; Troiano, Liefeld, & Trachtenberg, 2010).  

 In contrast to mixed quantitative findings regarding the efficacy of 

accommodations, qualitative findings generally suggest that postsecondary students with 
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disabilities perceive accommodations to be critical to their success (Finn, 1998; Getzel & 

Thoma, 2008; McCleary-Jones, 2008; Skinner, 2004; Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). In 

one study, a participant decided not to request accommodations for her disability, and felt 

this was a mistake (Thompson-Ebanks, 2014). However, other students discussing factors 

that supported their postsecondary success did not mention accommodations (Greenbaum 

et al., 1995) and others indicated that they avoid using accommodations whenever 

possible, due to negative reactions from their professors and peers (Hong, 2015). Overall, 

the paucity of studies and mixed results regarding the efficacy and perceived support of 

accommodations suggests a need for additional research in this area.  

Quality. Mixed findings regarding efficacy may be due in part to problems with 

the quality of the provided accommodations. Few qualitative studies and no quantitative 

studies have studied relationships between accommodation quality and persistence 

(Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). Within qualitative studies, students raised concerns about 

inaccurate textbook audio recordings, tutors who were unaware of the needs of students 

with disabilities, and lack of quiet testing locations (Finn, 1998; Fleming et al., 2017; 

Greenbaum et al., 1995; McCleary-Jones, 2008).  

Additionally, the quality of the process to access accommodation may affect the 

efficacy of accommodations. Students with disabilities report that institutional barriers to 

accessing accommodations can make it difficult to obtain accommodations (Bolt, Decker, 

Lloyd, & Morlock, 2011; Cawthon & Cole, 2010), with some students waiting half a 

semester to receive approved supports (Marshak, Van Wieren, Ferrell, Swiss, & Dugan, 

2010). Additionally, minimal coordination among program departments, lack of 

communication between ODR and faculty, and limited staffing in ODR offices can 
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further impede students’ ability to access additional support (Dutta, Kundu, & Schiro-

Geist, 2009). However, when institutions effectively address such issues, students view 

systems-level factors as facilitating their access to accommodation (Bolt et al., 2011) 

 Match. In addition to accommodation quality, the match of an accommodation to 

a student’s individual learning profile may also affect the efficacy of that accommodation 

in supporting a student’s academic success. There are no quantitative studies that have 

investigated the effect of accommodation match on persistence in postsecondary 

education. However, some evidence suggests that accommodations are not always well 

matched to students’ learning needs (e.g., Weis, Dean, & Osborne, 2016). For example, 

Brown (2017) found that while 93.7% of surveyed 2-year public, 4-year public, and 4-

year private institutions report enrolling at least one student with autism, only 30.5% 

offer autism-specific services. 

As suggested by this example, alignment may be undermined by an institution’s 

approach to the provision of accommodations. Institutions are not required to provide 

accommodations that would result in undue financial or administrative hardship for the 

institution (Katsiyannis et al., 2009). Some researchers have suggested that institutions 

take a “minimalistic approach” to providing accommodations (Tagayuna, Stodden, 

Chang, Zeleznik, & Whelley, 2005, p. 19), offering supports that are the least expensive 

and time consuming (Raue & Lewis, 2011). When this occurs, institutional needs and 

convenience are prioritized over the individual needs of students, and there is a risk that 

students will not have access to accommodations that are well-matched to their needs.  

Students with disabilities report the importance of determining personal 

effectiveness when selecting accommodations, valuing those accommodations that best 
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meet their individual needs (Fleming et al., 2017; Kurth & Mellard, 2006; Skinner, 2004; 

Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). Because even students with the same disability will 

have different needs, the same accommodation may function differently for each student 

(Accardo, Kuder, & Woodruff, 2018). For example, in one study of students with 

learning disabilities, some participants reported that testing accommodations and tutoring 

were most helpful, while others reported that those same supports were least helpful 

during their studies (Greenbaum et al., 1995). Similarly, some students may require more 

targeted supports than those typically offered by universities (Anderson, Lupfer, & 

Shattuck, 2017; Brown, 2017), while others may determine that formal accommodations 

are unnecessary because the postsecondary environment provides a good match (Bell & 

Zamani-Gallaher, 2017).  Simply providing an accommodation for a student’s use is not 

enough; the accommodation must strategically address the student’s unique learning 

profile.  

In addition to a student’s needs, the interaction of those needs with specific 

contexts should be considered when determining which accommodations are appropriate 

(Lindstrom, 2007). Professionals should work with students to select accommodations 

that are a good match to student characteristics, task demands, and contexts, and students 

should provide feedback to evaluate the effectiveness of accommodations in supporting 

their success.  

Faculty and Staff-Focused Support and Social Engagement 

 Although evidence suggests that accommodations are important, they are only 

one part of a student’s overall experience in postsecondary education. Dukes et al. (2017) 

identified faculty and staff-focused support, which “addresses the knowledge, attitudes, 
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and beliefs of faculty and non-disability services personnel” (p. 115), as a second domain 

in the PASS Taxonomy. Similarly, Kutscher and Tuckwiller (2018) identified a facilitator 

of postsecondary persistence, faculty interactions, that was related to faculty attitudes and 

beliefs. However, in their review, faculty attitudes fell under the domain of academic and 

social engagement. This domain includes four facilitators: faculty interactions, peer 

interactions, disability-specific social support, and family and outside support. Although 

the PASS Taxonomy classifies experiences such as peer interactions and social support 

under the domain of student-focused support, Kutscher and Tuckwiller include them in a 

broader domain because such experiences are related to the environmental context. This 

section describes what we know about the academic and social postsecondary contexts 

students with disabilities experience and includes a discussion of (a) faculty interactions, 

(b) peer interactions, (c) disability-specific support, and (d) family and outside support.  

 Faculty interactions. Few studies have investigated relationships between faculty 

interactions and postsecondary persistence for students with disabilities (Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018). Some studies have found no effect or only a weak effect of academic 

advising (e.g., advising, office hours, study groups) on postsecondary persistence 

(Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012). However, one study found 

that students with higher perceptions of teacher approval (i.e., how much students felt 

their professors understood students’ interests and needs) were more likely to graduate 

(Vogel & Adelman, 1990). Qualitative finding indicate that students feel that interactions 

with professors can be either a facilitator or barrier to their postsecondary success 

(Duquette, 2000; Greenbaum et al., 1995; McCall, 2015; McCleary-Jones, 2008; 

Thompson-Ebanks, 2014; Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). These qualitative findings 
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suggest high-quality faculty interactions may be more important than the occurrence or 

frequency of such interactions.  

However, while investigations linking faculty interactions with student 

persistence are sparse, research has explored characteristics of faculty knowledge, 

attitudes, and training in greater depth. Faculty at 2- and 4-year institutions express that 

they have high expectations of students with disabilities, reporting that they are sensitive 

to the individual needs of students with disabilities (Cook, Rumrill, & Tankersley, 2009; 

Sniatecki, Perry, & Snell, 2015). However, evidence indicates that professors’ anticipated 

empathy and flexibility towards “students with disabilities” as a group is significantly 

higher than when they are presented with a specific scenario about an individual student 

(Wright & Meyer, 2017). This suggests that professors may perceive themselves to have 

higher sensitivity to students with disabilities than they display in actual interactions with 

a given student.  

 Despite the generally high expectations of faculty for students with disabilities 

and their openness to providing certain accommodations, many report having limited 

knowledge of legal requirements or how to effectively implement accommodations 

(Baker, Boland, & Nowik, 2012; Cook et al., 2009). For example, 39 – 56% of faculty 

report being unfamiliar with or unsure about the ADA (Murray, Flannery, & Wren, 2008; 

Sniatecki et al., 2015; Stevens, Schneider, & Bederman-Miller, 2018) and 64 – 67% are 

unfamiliar or not confident in their knowledge of Section 504 (Dallas & Sprong, 2015; 

Murray et al., 2008). Nearly 50% of faculty have reported that they did not have 

sufficient knowledge to implement accommodations effectively and expressed an interest 

in receiving additional training (Murray et al., 2008).  
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 Research indicates that training can positively affect faculty attitudes towards 

students with disabilities. Up to 48% of faculty have reported that they did not receive 

any training regarding how to effectively work with students with disabilities (Murray, 

Lombardi, & Wren, 2011) and nearly 90% expressed they would be interested in 

additional training (Stevens et al., 2018; Zeedyk, Bolourian, & Blacher, 2018). Faculty 

training is associated with higher knowledge of legal requirements, increased sensitivity, 

and more favorable attitudes toward providing accommodations (Dallas & Sprong, 2015; 

Lombardi & Murray, 2011; Murray et al., 2011; Park, Roberts, Delise, 2017). Although 

not all faculty are able to participate in trainings, given time constraints (Baker et al., 

2012), evidence indicates that any training, regardless of intensity or type (e.g., online), 

can promote positive faculty attitudes (Lombardi et al., 2013). For example, faculty 

participating in one online training reported significantly less discomfort in interacting 

with disabilities after completing the modules (Wynants & Dennis, 2017). 

This association of training with favorable faculty attitudes is especially important 

because the personal beliefs of faculty are an important influence on their willingness to 

provide accommodations (Ginsberg & Schulte, 2008; Stevens et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 

2010). In general, faculty seem to be more willing to provide accommodations that 

require minimal time or effort to implement (e.g., extended testing time, recording 

lectures) and less willing to provide accommodations that were perceived as altering 

standards (e.g., providing extra credit when it was not available to others) (Rao & Gartin, 

2003; Skinner, 2007). 

Although most faculty perceive themselves to be accepting of students with 

disabilities and believe that their campus climate is positive (Baker et al., 2012; Murray et 
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al., 2008; Sniatecki et al., 2015), one study found that 11% of faculty believed that 

accommodations gave students with disabilities an unfair advantage (Stevens et al., 

2018). This may contribute to less favorable perceptions of campus climate among 

students with disabilities. For example, one study comparing faculty with student 

perceptions found that 56.4% of faculty found the campus climate to be favorable or very 

favorable to individuals with disabilities, compared to 30.6% of students with disabilities 

– although it is important to note that this difference was not statistically significant 

(Baker et al., 2012).  

Students with disabilities overwhelmingly report that they have had negative 

experiences when discussing their needs with some faculty members (Bolt et al., 2011; 

Bolourian, Zeedyk, & Blacher, 2018; Cawthon & Cole, 2010; Duquette, 2000; Fleming et 

al., 2017; Hehir & Schifter, 2015; Kurth & Mellard, 2006; Marshak et al., 2010). While 

not all interactions with faculty are negative, these negative experiences may discourage 

students from approaching faculty in the future (Hong, 2015). Students with learning 

disabilities reported that they encounter three types of responses when initiating a 

conversation with faculty about their disability (Quinlan, Bates, & Angell, 2012): (a) 

“non-accommodation” (i.e., refusing or resisting the student’s request for accommodation 

or expressing denial that the student had a disability or required additional support); (b) 

“formal accommodations” (i.e., faculty agreed to provide individualized accommodations 

to the student); and (c) “accommodations for all” (i.e., supports were available to any 

student in the class, regardless of disability status). Participants expressed that 

“accommodations for all” was the most preferred response and benefited every student in 

the class, not just those with learning disabilities.  
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The “accommodations for all” approach is consistent with the application of 

Universal Design (UD) principles to instruction (Izzo, Murray, & Novak, 2008; Leake & 

Stodden, 2014; Roberts, Park, Brown, & Cook, 2011; Scott, Mcguire, & Shaw, 2003). 

UD differs from accommodations in that accommodations are provided to meet an 

individual student’s needs, while the principles of UD encourage faculty to design 

instruction so that it is accessible to all students. There are several models of UD that 

have influenced postsecondary education, including Universal Design for Instruction 

(UDI), Universal Design for Learning (UDL), and Universal Instructional Design (UID), 

but all generally recommend that faculty provide students with multiple means of 

representation, engagement, and expression (Roberts et al., 2011). Although there is very 

little research investigating the efficacy of UD in postsecondary education (Madaus et al., 

2018; Roberts et al., 2011), qualitative studies indicate that students with disabilities 

value professors who display teaching approaches that are aligned with the principles of 

UD (Austin & Peña, 2017; Fleming et al., 2017). Some ODR providers believe that the 

need for individual accommodations would decrease if faculty implemented instructional 

strategies that were informed by UD (Embry, Parker, McGuire, & Scott, 2005).  

 It is important to note that the majority of studies examining the knowledge and 

attitudes of faculty were conducted at individual postsecondary institutions and were not 

national samples. Therefore, the findings reported here may not be representative of 

postsecondary faculty across the nation. Most of the surveys utilized to gather responses 

from faculty were researcher-developed, and not all of these measures had been tested for 

validity and reliability. Additionally, because these surveys relied on self-reports, 

attitudes may have been more positive than those actually held by faculty, due to social 
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desirability bias. Finally, none of these studies observed the actual instructional practices 

of faculty or their interactions with students with disabilities. Therefore, while the 

findings presented here provide us with a broad understanding of faculty attitudes toward 

students with disabilities, this picture may not accurately or fully reflect the realities 

experienced by faculty and students at their individual institutions.  

 Peers interactions. Peer interactions are a second facilitator contributing to a 

student’s academic and social environment (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). Although this 

facilitator is well-aligned with traditional theories of persistence and may seem intuitively 

significant, quantitative findings regarding the importance of peer interactions for 

students with disabilities have been mixed. On one hand, research suggests that students 

experiencing higher levels of social alienation may be at risk for leaving their 

postsecondary education program before completing it (Fichten et al., 2014), and social 

integration has been found to be a strong predictor of intent to persist among students 

with disabilities (DaDeppo, 2009). On the other hand, some studies have not found a 

statistically significant relationship between social support and persistence or 

postsecondary GPA (Hartley, 2013; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). However, all of these 

studies used different measures of social support, and it is possible that contradictory 

results are due to different definitions of social support or differences in outcomes 

measures. 

 Qualitative studies suggest that students with disabilities value “fitting in” with 

their peers in postsecondary education settings (Devine, 2013; Hong, 2015; Kurth & 

Mellard, 2006; Vaccaro et al., 2015). This may include participating in social activities, 

although findings regarding the engagement of students with disabilities in 
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extracurricular activities is mixed. Recent studies have found that students with and 

without disabilities engage in social activities at similar rates (Reed & Kennett, 2017), 

and students with disabilities report positive social interactions in extracurricular clubs 

(Bolourian et al., 2018). However, a separate study found that students with mild 

disabilities (e.g., learning disabilities or ADHD) were significantly less likely to 

participate in social clubs or intramural sports than their peers without disabilities 

(Plotner & May, 2017).   

Many students may avoid telling their peers about their disabilities; 68 to 75% of 

students with disabilities report that they choose not to disclose their disabilities to their 

classmates to avoid negative social reactions and stigmatization (Baker et al., 2012; 

Cawthon & Cole, 2010). Some students with disabilities report that their peers sometimes 

treat them differently after they reveal their disability (Marshak et al., 2010). Other 

students with disabilities perceive that their peers resent accommodations as giving 

students with disabilities an unfair advantage (Hong, 2015; Marshak et al., 2010; 

Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015). Students who chose not to disclose their disability 

reported a greater frequency of positive interactions with their peers than those who 

disclosed (Cole & Cawthon, 2015).   

Students with disabilities may also feel lower levels of social support than their 

peers without disabilities (Heiman, 2006). This could be due in part to the different 

expectations educational institutions and society hold for postsecondary students with and 

without disabilities:  

Nondisabled students are expected to “find themselves,” have fun, and figure out 

goals during college, while students with disabilities are typically expected to 
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work out their goals and aspirations during transition planning, before they get to 

campus. Once they are there, students are expected to follow goals and work 

toward employment – with very little attention to the social and developmental 

aspects of college. (Harbour, 2015, p. 217) 

This difference in focus is reflected in the experiences of some postsecondary students 

with disabilities, who have reported that their primary priority is their academic work. 

Some students suggested that they were focused entirely on academics and therefore not 

concerned about connecting socially with others in the postsecondary setting (Connor, 

2013). Other students expressed a desire to socialize with their peers, but recognized that 

the characteristics of their disabilities required them to devote time to studying rather 

than socializing (Anctil et al., 2008; Duquette, 2000; Papasotiriou & Windle, 2012; 

Skinner, 2004); One study found that students with disabilities took a lighter class load 

than their peers, but reported spending the same amount of time studying (Reed & 

Kennett, 2017).  

 The studies reviewed above explore the importance of peer relationships from the 

perspective of students with disabilities. However, very little research has explored peers’ 

attitudes toward students with disabilities. Limited evidence suggests that college 

students with disabilities perceive accommodations for students with learning disabilities 

or mental health concerns to be less appropriate than accommodations for those with 

visible or invisible physical disabilities (Deckoff-Jones & Duell, 2018). However, 

increasing interactions between students with and without disabilities may modify peers’ 

perspectives; among college students who participated in a student organization that 

paired them with students with physical disabilities, those who participated for several 
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semesters made comments consistent with a social model of disability, while those who 

participated for a single semester continued to view disability as inspiring or pitiable 

(Bialka, Brown, Morro, & Hannah, 2017).  Similarly, results of studies focusing on the 

peers of students with intellectual disabilities or autism suggest that peers hold more 

positive views of individuals with intellectual disabilities or autism when they have had 

prior experiences interacting with them (Griffin, Summer, McMillan, Day, & Hodapp, 

2012; May, 2012; Nevill & White, 2011). The findings of these studies suggest that peers 

who have opportunities to interact with individuals with disabilities may demonstrate 

more acceptance; however, many students with non-apparent disabilities, such as those 

with learning disabilities, choose not to disclose their disability to their peers. Therefore, 

it is important to gain an understanding of peers’ attitudes towards students with different 

types of disabilities and how these attitudes affect students’ sense of belonging in 

postsecondary settings.  

There are several limitations to the research on how peers contribute to a sense of 

social support for students with disabilities. First, most of the research to date has focused 

on the perspectives of students with disabilities; research is needed to explore how peers 

perceive students with a range of disabilities in postsecondary settings. Second, the little 

research that has been conducted regarding peer perspectives has relied on self-reported 

measures, which may be influenced by social desirability bias. Finally, research has not 

explored how the high school experiences of students with disabilities might affect their 

sense of belonging at the postsecondary level. For example, do students who were 

educated primarily in general education settings find it easier to integrate into 

postsecondary settings? How do students with disabilities who attended specialized 
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schools – where they were educated with other students who had similar needs – perceive 

their high school experience as affecting their sense of belonging in postsecondary 

education programs? Given the importance of peer relationships to students with 

disabilities as they develop a sense of belonging and integration in postsecondary 

education settings, more research is needed to gain a better understanding of these 

interactions and relationships.  

Disability-specific social support. Related to peer interactions, disability-specific 

social support was a third facilitator within the domain of academic and social 

engagement. Although no quantitative studies have investigated the influence of 

disability-specific social support on postsecondary persistence, emerging qualitative 

evidence suggests this an area for potential exploration (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). 

While some postsecondary students with disabilities indicate that they avoid being 

associated with their disability and strive to blend in with their peers without disabilities 

(Hong, 2015), others express a desire to connect with other students with disabilities and 

value friendships with students who have this shared experience (Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 

2013; Greenbaum et al., 1995; McCleary-Jones, 2008; Skinner, 2004; Thompson-Ebanks, 

2014; Vaccaro et al., 2015). However, only 17.6% of postsecondary institutions report 

that at least 3% of their student body is registered to receive services from their ODR 

(U.S. Department of Education, 2017), suggesting that students with disabilities may find 

it difficult to connect with peers with similar experiences. Additional research is needed 

to better understand the role of disability-specific social support in students’ sense of 

belonging and long term success in postsecondary education settings.  
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Family and outside support. Finally, family and outside support was a fourth 

facilitator of postsecondary persistence among students with disabilities (Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018). As with most other facilitators in the domain of academic and social 

engagement, quantitative study of this facilitator is minimal; one study found that 

students with disabilities who reported stronger subjective norms (i.e., important people 

in their lives felt they should complete their program) were significantly more likely to 

graduate (Fichten et al., 2014). Qualitative support for this facilitator is stronger, with 

findings indicating that students with disabilities drew significant support from their 

families, friendship circles outside of school, and church communities (Duquette, 2000; 

Greenbaum et al., 1995; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; McCall, 2015; McCleary-Jones, 2008; 

Skinner, 2004). Students benefitted from the encouragement and understanding these 

support systems provided, especially during challenging moments in their studies. 

Additionally, some students reported that their families provided critical guidance during 

their transition to postsecondary education, assisting as they navigated the environment to 

access the supports they needed for success (Anctil et al., 2008; Bolourian et al., 2018). 

Although college students are often expected to be independent, these findings suggest 

that families and external support systems may continue to play an important role in 

encouraging program completion among students with disabilities.  

Together, family support, interactions with faculty, and experiences with peers, 

both with and without disabilities, contribute to the postsecondary environment and 

influence students’ perceptions that they are valued students within the context of their 

postsecondary institution. Given the importance of belonging in theories of persistence 
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(e.g., Tinto, 1993), such environmental facilitators may be critical in supporting students 

with disabilities as they pursue their programs of study. 

Student-Focused Support 

 Student-focused support is a third domain in the PASS Taxonomy (Dukes et al., 

2017). This domain focuses on “the experiences and/or perceptions at the level or unit of 

analysis of students with disabilities in (and after) higher education” (p. 114). In their 

review of the literature, the domain of student-focused contained the greatest proportion 

of articles (42.5%) across the four domains. Aligning with the student-focused support 

domain in the PASS Taxonomy, Kutscher and Tuckwiller (2018) identified five 

“personal characteristics” associated with persistence in postsecondary education for 

students with disabilities: (a) self-awareness, (b) self-efficacy/confidence, (c) autonomy 

and goal setting, (d) empowerment and perseverance, and (e) self-advocacy. In addition 

to these facilitators, research suggests that a student’s developing identity, as well as 

disability-specific characteristics, may influence a student’s postsecondary experience. 

Therefore, this section includes a discussion of the five facilitators, models of disability 

identity, and disability-specific considerations.  

 Personal facilitators of persistence. Kutscher and Tuckwiller (2018) identified 

five personal characteristics that are associated with persistence in postsecondary 

education among students with disabilities.  These facilitators are broadly defined and 

reflect a combination of interacting cognitions, behaviors, and emotions. While there is a 

significant need for additional research to redefine and clarify these facilitators, they 

represent a starting point in understanding the cognitions and behaviors that may be 
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especially advantageous to postsecondary students with disabilities (Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018).  

Self-awareness. Self-awareness refers to an individual’s understanding of his or 

her strengths and needs and includes self-realization (i.e., acting based on one’s strengths 

and needs). One study found that self-realization measured in high school is related to 

graduation among students attending 4-year, but not 2-year postsecondary programs 

(Petcu et al., 2017). However, when measured in college, self-determination (which 

encompasses self-awareness, autonomy and goal setting, and empowerment and 

perseverance) was strongly related to graduation among students with disabilities 

attending a 2-year college, suggesting a need to better understand how the development 

of self-awareness is related to persistence (Jameson, 2007). Within postsecondary 

settings, qualitative findings indicate that students with disabilities have a strong 

understanding of their strengths and needs (Anctil et al., 2008; Hadley, 2017; McCleary-

Jones, 2008) and feel that self-knowledge is an important facilitator of their success 

(Coriale, Larson, & Robertson, 2012; Getzel & Thoma, 2008).  

 Although the word “awareness” suggests a cognitive understanding, qualitative 

findings indicate that this definition of self-awareness also encompassed behavior and 

emotion. For example, one researcher reported that students with learning disabilities 

acted on their self-knowledge and developed strategies to compensate for areas of need 

(Skinner, 2004). In another study, a participant with a learning disability described how 

self-awareness influenced emotions when she shared that “her feelings of ineptitude were 

integrally interrelated with her lack of knowledge about her disabilities, primarily her 

learning disability” (Thompson-Ebanks, 2014, p. 202). These examples illustrate that 
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self-awareness involved the interaction of cognitive self-understanding, acting on that 

knowledge, and emotional responses as students navigated that process.  

 Self-efficacy/confidence. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s belief or 

confidence that s/he can accomplish a given task (Bandura, 2012). Self-efficacy beliefs 

are based in social cognitive theory, which holds that personal, behavioral, and 

environmental determinants reciprocally interact within a social context. Therefore, it is 

context-dependent; a person may perceive themselves to have high self-efficacy in one 

domain (e.g., social interactions) and low self-efficacy in different domain (e.g., math 

ability). One study has found that college students with higher course self-efficacy (i.e., 

confidence in the ability to complete academic coursework) were more likely to graduate, 

as were students with higher social self-efficacy (i.e., confidence in ability to make 

friends) (Fichten et al. 2014). 

 Qualitative findings revealed how self-efficacy or confidence involves an 

interaction of cognition, behavior, and emotion. Students with disabilities believed in 

their own capabilities (Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015) and shared how their 

accomplishments contributed to building their confidence and feelings of pride (Anctil et 

al., 2008; Coriale et al., 2012). At the same time, as lack of self-efficacy was associated 

with low self-esteem, self-doubt, and shame (Finn, 1998; Hong, 2015; Thompson-

Ebanks, 2014). These qualitative findings suggest a more complex relationship between 

self-efficacy and persistence, as many students with disabilities shared that they 

experienced many moments of self-doubt during the course of their studies.  

 Autonomy and goal setting. Autonomy and goal setting refer to students’ feelings 

of independence and pursuit of personally-meaningful goals. Quantitative findings 
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regarding the relationship between goal setting and postsecondary persistence for 

students with disabilities have been mixed. Some studies have found that a student’s 

educational or occupational aspirations were unrelated to postsecondary persistence (Lee 

et al., 2015; Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2012), although one study found a weak relationship 

between degree aspiration and persistence (Mamiseishvili & Koch, 2011). However, 

students’ attitudes toward degree completion (i.e., very punishing to very rewarding) 

showed a stronger relationship to graduation from a postsecondary program (Fichten et 

al., 2014), suggesting the importance of emotion as students pursue goals.  

 Similarly, qualitative findings indicate a connection between emotion and goal 

setting or autonomy. Students with disabilities expressed a deep desire for independence 

(Coriale et al., 2012; Hong, 2015) and a strong commitment to achieving their goals 

(Duquette, 2000; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; McCleary-Jones, 2008). In addition, they 

described their decision-making and planning processes as they took action to achieve 

their goals (Anctil et al., 2008; Skinner, 2004). However, the desire for autonomy could 

also lead to feelings of inadequacy if students found they were unable to achieve their 

goals without help (Thompson-Ebanks, 2014). These responses suggest that the desire for 

autonomy and pursuit of goals could be either motivating or discouraging, depending the 

alignment of students’ goals with their achievements and contexts.  

 Empowerment and perseverance. Empowerment and perseverance refer to 

students’ belief that it is within their power or control to persevere through challenges, 

often in pursuit of their goals. Although intrapersonal resilience (i.e., ability to thrive in 

face of adversity) and psychological empowerment were unrelated to persistence or 

graduation (Hartley, 2013; Petcu et al., 2017), perceived behavioral control (i.e., belief it 
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is within one’s control to complete one’s program of study) was significantly related to 

graduation for students with disabilities (Fichten et al., 2014).  

 Within qualitative findings, it was common for students with disabilities to 

describe experiences of working hard and failed attempts. However, rather than giving 

up, students described the actions they took to persist in their studies (Anctil et al., 2008; 

McCleary-Jones, 2008; Skinner, 2004; Timmerman & Mulvihill, 2015) and expressed a 

belief that they were tenacious and able to persevere (Coriale et al., 2012; Duquette, 

2000). In fact, some students viewed their own persistence as the greatest facilitator of 

their postsecondary success (Greenbaum et al., 1995). Despite facing many challenges, 

these students expressed pride in their ability to work hard and persevere.  

Self-advocacy. Self-advocacy refers to knowledge of self, knowledge, or rights, 

and the ability to communicate that knowledge effectively (Test et al., 2005). Although 

self-advocacy has been identified as a skill that is critical to the success of students with 

disabilities who are attending postsecondary programs (Getzel, 2014; McConnell et al., 

2012), no quantitative studies have investigated the relationship between self-advocacy 

skills and postsecondary persistence, specifically (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). 

However, using latent class models, one study found that well-adjusted postsecondary 

students with disabilities scored higher on measures of self-advocacy than students with 

low or average adjustment (Murray, Lombardi, & Kosty, 2014), indicating that self-

advocacy does play an important role in the postsecondary experiences of students with 

disabilities. 

According to Test et al.’s (2005) definition, self-advocacy involves a combination 

of cognition (knowledge of self and knowledge of rights) and behavior (ability to 
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communicate that knowledge effectively). Within the context of postsecondary programs, 

self-advocacy is often identified as a barrier or facilitator of accessing accommodations 

(Anctil et al., 2008; Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Hadley, 2017). For example, 10.4% of 

postsecondary students with learning disabilities identified “themselves” as potential 

barriers to receiving accommodations, for reasons such as embarrassment or lack of self-

advocacy skills, while 6.8% identified “themselves” as being a facilitator of receiving 

accommodations (Bolt et al., 2011). Additionally, self-advocacy was described broadly, 

in terms of generally seeking support and assistance when needed (McCall, 2015; 

McCleary-Jones, 2008; Skinner, 2004). However, some students expressed varying 

comfort levels as they attempted to self-advocate in different contexts. For example, 

Thompson-Ebanks (2014) described a student who had disclosed his disability to his 

postsecondary institution, but “felt inadequate to advocate his immediate learning needs 

to his professors” (p. 201). While the term self-advocacy is often used to describe a 

behavior students have (or have not) mastered, this example illustrates that self-advocacy 

encompasses emotion and cognition, and is context-specific. 

 Many of these five, broadly-defined facilitators are intertwined. For example, 

students’ confidence in their ability to successfully request accommodations (i.e., self-

efficacy) could influence their decisions and actions to advocate for themselves. As 

students encountered success in self-advocacy, this could increase feelings of 

empowerment and their commitment to persevere. Together, these personal 

characteristics reflect an interaction of the thoughts and emotions students with 

disabilities may experience as they take action to persist in their postsecondary programs 

of study.  
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 Identity and student development. Although not yet explicitly linked with 

postsecondary persistence, identity and student development are important considerations 

in the postsecondary experiences of students with disabilities. Hadley (2011) emphasizes 

the need to address the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities from the 

perspective of student development theory. One theory that is widely used in student 

affairs is Chickering’s theory of education and identity (Patton et al., 2016). Chickering 

and Reisser (1993) defined seven vectors of development that contribute to the identity 

development of any students participating in postsecondary education, emphasizing that 

students do not progress through these vectors in a linear process. Students may be 

addressing issues in multiple vectors at any given moment, and vectors interact; work in 

new vectors may prompt students to re-examine previously-addressed vectors.  The seven 

vectors include (1) developing competence, (2) managing emotions, (3) moving through 

autonomy toward interdependence, (4) developing mature interpersonal relationships, (5) 

developing identity, (6) developing purpose, and (7) developing integrity. Although these 

vectors are not linear, they build in complexity. The initial four vectors form a foundation 

for a student’s “developing identity.” As students establish a strong and secure sense of 

identity, it will influence their developing sense of purpose that includes a vocational path 

and commitments to personal interests, and to important individuals in their lives. 

Students’ identities also influence their development of integrity, which involves 

developing the desire to balance personal interest with social responsibility (Chickering 

& Reisser, 1993). 

Disability-specific identity models. According to Patton et al. (2016), Chickering 

and Reisser’s (1993) work addresses the “emotional, interpersonal, ethical, and 
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intellectual aspects of development” (p. 297). However, researchers have developed 

several disability-specific models of identity, and these models suggest that contextual 

factors may also strongly influence the development of identity in young adults with 

specific disabilities, including learning disabilities, autism, and physical disabilities. 

Troiano (2003) interviewed nine undergraduate college students with learning 

disabilities to develop an emergent theory of how these students experience their 

disability in a postsecondary education context. He found that students developed an 

understanding of their “self-styled learning disability.”  This core category included four 

properties, including students’ understanding of the definition, orientation (i.e., 

integration of disability into sense of self), condition (i.e., characteristics of the 

disability), and perceived impact (e.g., limited, pervasive) of their learning disability. 

This core sense of self was affected by the time of diagnosis, perceived support, level of 

stigmatization, and students’ personality attributes. Students’ varying interpretations of 

their core self-styled learning disability resulted in consequences, including their 

willingness to disclose, ability to self-advocate, and level of self-determination.  

Two studies have explored identities among individuals with autism (Cox et al., 

2017; Davidson & Henderson, 2010). Davidson and Henderson (2010) examined 45, 

first-hand, textual accounts (e.g., autobiographies) of adults with autism and identified 

four repertoires of identity and disclosure. The researchers chose to utilize written texts, 

rather than interviews, because the authors of the texts expressed a preference for written 

communication. Although some individuals with autism engage in characteristic 

behaviors (e.g., repetitive gestures or vocalizations), most of the authors were able to 
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behave according to generally-accepted social norms and therefore – like individuals with 

learning disabilities – could often choose when to disclose their disability.  

Davidson and Henderson (2010) found that participating authors made use of four 

identity repertoires: (a) “keeping safe” (i.e., developing rules and consulting when 

making disclosure decisions); (b) “qualified decision” (i.e., using socially-accepted 

excuses to mask behaviors); (c) “like/as resistance” (i.e., connecting with emerging 

autism communities and asserting shared experiences as a unique culture); and (d) 

“education” (i.e., educate society about the characteristics and strengths of those with 

autism). Davidson and Henderson emphasized that the authors of the texts did not make 

use of a single repertoire, but rather used different repertoires at various times in their 

lives and in varying contexts.  

More recently, Cox et al. (2017) explored how nine young adults with autism 

made sense of their experiences in postsecondary education. Similarly to the participating 

authors in Davidson and Henderson’s (2010) study, these young adults were able to 

conform to generally-accepted social norms. They reported engaging in “pragmatic 

disclosure,” sharing their disability with professors and peers only if the topic came up or 

if it was necessary. However, this approach could challenge their own identity 

development, as some participants felt their inner sense of self, which accepted autism as 

an important piece of who they were, was disconnected from the external persona they 

presented to others.  

In contrast to individuals with learning disabilities and autism, people with 

physical disabilities may struggle less with the decision to disclose, because their 

disability often can be seen by others. However, the fact that their disability is often more 



102 
 

apparent can also be challenging to young adults with physical disabilities, who cannot 

choose to avoid the stigma of disability by remaining silent. Two studies have examined 

how young adults with physical disabilities understand themselves and their experiences. 

Kinavey (2006) interviewed 11 young adults with spina bifida (seven of whom were in 

college) about how they experienced physical disability and the relationship of that 

experience to their self-understanding. Kinavey found that the participants understood 

their identity in three ways: identity as overcoming disability, identity as objectifying 

disability (i.e., separate from their core sense of self), or identity as integrating disability 

into their self-understanding. Kinavey emphasized that these identities were not static and 

reflected not only the participants’ understanding of themselves, but also the assumptions 

of the larger socio-political context.   

While Kinavey (2006) investigated how young adults with physical disabilities 

developed an individual understanding of their identity, Forber-Pratt and Aragon (2013) 

explored how youth with physical disabilities begin to identify with a disability culture. 

They interviewed and observed four college students with physical disabilities who were 

attending the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, a university with a rich history 

of supporting individuals with physical disabilities in pursuing a postsecondary 

education. They found that students progressed through four phases as they became 

members of a disability culture. First, students experienced an acceptance phase, during 

which students, their families, and friends came to accept their disability. Second, as 

students experienced the opportunity to form friendships with peers with disabilities for 

the first time, they entered the relationship phase. During the third phase, adoption, the 

students began to adopt the core values of the disability culture, which included 
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independence and social justice. Students developed individual approaches to applying 

these values in their lives. However, in the fourth phase – the “giving back to the 

community” phase – students moved from individual applications of independence and 

social justice in their own lives and sought to become role models, upholding the core 

values to support and promote the disability community.  

These five models of disability identity suggest that young adults with disabilities 

encounter unique contexts and challenges as they navigate and develop their sense of self. 

Each of these models was developed based on the experiences of a small group of 

individuals, and most occurred in a specific setting.  Davidson and Henderson (2010) also 

explicitly stated that their sample was not intended to be representative of all individuals 

with autism. Therefore, we must be cautious in applying these models to the experiences 

of youth with disabilities who pursue postsecondary education. At the same time, as 

Hadley (2011) suggested, such models may begin to provide important insights into the 

experiences of students with disabilities, which may guide policies and practices in 

postsecondary programs to more effectively support the development of these students.  

Disability identity. As many as 63% of students who received disability-specific 

services in high school do not view themselves as having a disability when they attend 

postsecondary programs (Newman et al., 2011), suggesting that it is important to gain an 

understanding of the development of a disability identity in young adults with disabilities. 

Despite the differences in the experiences of young adults with various types of 

disabilities described in the preceding section, several common themes emerge across 

these experiences (see Table 2).  
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Often, within postsecondary education contexts, disability is considered to be a 

negative characteristic that can be circumvented or overcome through the support of an 

ODR office (Hadley, 2011). Some students with disabilities seem to view their disability 

from a similar perspective. For example, some students with learning disabilities and 

physical disabilities discussed their disability as if it were external to themselves, an 

object or factor that needed to be controlled or managed (Kinavey, 2006; Troiano, 2003). 

Many young adults with disabilities view and accept their disability as an integrated part 

of themselves, although they may also struggle with how they are perceived by others 

(Cox et al., 2017; Davidson & Henderson, 2010; Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013; Kinavey, 

2006; Troiano, 2003). Together, these findings suggest that young adults with learning 

disabilities, physical disabilities, or autism may be in the process of developing an 

understanding of how their disability is integrated into their sense of self.  

The five models of disability identity reviewed above suggest that there are 

several common contextual factors that affect a young adult’s understanding of his or her 

disability. These contextual factors include social support, self-awareness, and the 

stigmatization they encounter. In addition, students’ sense of disability identity can 

influence several behaviors that may function to support their success in postsecondary 

education settings, including disclosure, self-advocacy and independence, and their 

identification with a group or disability culture. Several of these common themes are 

consistent with the previously-discussed facilitators of postsecondary persistence among 

students with disabilities. 
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Table 2 
Overview of Common Themes in Models of Disability Identity 

 Students with LD Students with Autism Students with Physical Disabilities 

Themes Troiano (2003) Davidson & 
Henderson (2010) Cox et al. (2017) Kinavey (2006) Forber-Pratt & 

Aragon (2013) 

Disability 
identity 

External, internal, or 
hidden orientations to 
disability 

Always a part of their 
identity; always knew 
they were different 

Tension between 
internal and external 
identities 

Identity as overcoming, 
objectifying, or 
integrating disability 

Had to accept disability 
before moving toward 
disability culture 

Support Relied on support from 
families, teachers, 
faculty & partners 

Consulted with trusted 
friends/mentors when 
deciding to disclose 

Not addressed Supportive peers 
contributed to disability 
identity 

Family and friends’ 
acceptance of disability 
critical to identity 

Self-
awareness 

Varying understandings 
of their disability 

Benefited from 
knowing about their 
diagnosis 

Aware they were 
different from their 
peers 

Necessary for 
balancing personal 
needs against stigma 

Necessary to maximize 
independence  

Stigma Experienced from early 
childhood 

Critical consideration 
in decision to disclose 

Critical consideration 
in decision to disclose 

Critical consideration 
in friendships, 
equipment-use 
decisions 

Combated through 
actions of social justice  

Disclosure Critical issue; took 
different approaches in 
decision-making 

Affected by varying 
contexts and identity 
repertoires 

Pragmatic approach; 
disclosed only when 
necessary 

Not addressed Not addressed 

Self-det. & 
self-
advocacy 

Identity influenced self-
determination and self-
advocacy 

Made use of 
“education” repertoire 
of identity 

Not addressed Students with 
integrated identity 
engaged in self-
advocacy 

Independence a core 
value of disability 
culture  

Disability 
culture  

Not addressed Common experiences 
comprise a culture  

Not addressed Not addressed Contribute to 
community 

Note. LD = learning disabilities; Self-det. = self-determination. 
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Support. Consistent with findings regarding facilitators of postsecondary 

persistence, four of the five models discussed the importance of social support in young 

adults’ developing identity. For example, some adults with autism advised their peers to 

consult with a trusted friend or mentor when making decisions about disclosure to 

support their decision-making process (Davidson & Henderson, 2010). Students with 

learning disabilities also reported relying on support from their families, teachers, faculty, 

and partners (Troiano, 2003). Students who perceived higher levels of support tended to 

view their learning disability as integrated into their sense of self and were better able to 

articulate their understanding of their disability. Forber-Pratt and Aragon (2013) also 

asserted that family and friends’ acceptance of an individual’s disability was a necessary 

factor in the individual accepting his or her disability. Forming relationships with other 

individuals with physical disabilities was also a critical phase as students developed a 

sense of identification with a disability culture. Similarly, young adults with spina bifida 

felt that having opportunities to interact with supportive peers played an important role in 

their development of a disability identity (Kinavey, 2006).   

Self-awareness. Also consistent with literature-based facilitators, these models of 

disability identity suggested that it is important for students with disabilities to develop 

self-awareness regarding their strengths, areas of weakness, their disability, and the effect 

of the disability on their learning. For example, some students with learning disabilities 

made connections between their understanding of learning disabilities in general and their 

own experiences, while other students described learning disabilities in third person 

(Troiano, 2003). Additionally, some students specifically articulated how their learning 

disability affected their learning, while others were overwhelmed by the pervasiveness of 
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their disability. Adults with autism also reported that they benefited from having as much 

information as possible about their diagnosis (Davidson & Henderson, 2010). Davidson 

and Henderson (2010) wrote, “Not knowing means having ‘no defenses’ for keeping 

safe” (p. 159). Students with physical disabilities also felt that self-awareness was a 

critical component of independence and ultimate membership in their disability culture 

(Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 2013). Students who were already members of the disability 

culture could identify students who “don’t get it yet” (p. 12), because there was a 

mismatch between their perceived ability and the type of equipment they used or level of 

support they received (e.g., asking a personal attendant to make phone calls for the 

student). Students already within the disability culture felt that these students who “don’t 

get it yet” did not have a strong awareness of their own abilities and therefore could not 

maximize their independence, which was a core value of their culture.  

Stigma. All five models of disability identity also discussed how stigma can affect 

a young adult’s developing sense of self. For adults with autism, stigma is a critical 

consideration when some individuals are making the decision to disclose their disability, 

knowing that they may be pitied or perceived as less capable or trustworthy (Cox et al., 

2017; Davidson & Henderson, 2010). Students with learning disabilities reported 

encountering stigmatization from early childhood onward and suggested that this could 

undermine self-confidence and sometimes lead to despair (Troiano, 2003). Although all 

students had encountered stigma, those who reported the highest levels of stigmatization 

often felt that their learning disability was a weakness that defined their academic and 

social lives. Some students reported having mixed feelings about the fact that their 

disability was not visible or apparent in most contexts: 
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At times, students were pleased that their learning disabilities were not obvious 

because an undisclosed disability reduced the likelihood of stigmatization. At 

other times, students wished their learning disabilities were more obvious so that 

others would have a deeper understanding of the difficulties that students with 

learning disabilities encounter. (Troiano, 2003, p. 414) 

Unlike some individuals with autism or those with learning disabilities, the 

differences of people with physical disabilities are often visibly apparent. Some young 

adults suggested that they experienced different intensities of stigma, depending on the 

level of support or type of equipment they used. For example, one young woman 

typically used crutches to navigate her community, but concluded it would be more 

efficient to use a wheelchair on her sprawling campus. However, she struggled with this 

decision, knowing that “what she [gained] in self-sufficiency and efficiency, she [lost] in 

social stature and acceptability” (Kinavey, 2006, p. 1101). The young adults with 

physical disabilities who viewed their disability as external to their sense of self had 

experienced high levels of stigmatization.  

Disclosure. While support, self-awareness, and stigma were contextual factors 

addressed by the four models of disability identity, disclosure was a behavioral 

consequence that could be influenced by identity. For students with disabilities that are 

not visibly apparent, such as some students with autism or learning disabilities, decisions 

about disclosure were closely related to concerns about stigma. The decision to disclose 

was central to young adults and adults with autism (Cox et al., 2017; Davidson & 

Henderson, 2010). Similarly, disclosure was a critical issue for postsecondary students 

with learning disabilities (Troiano, 2003), who took different approaches in determining 



109 
 

whom to tell and when to disclose their disability. For example, some students chose to 

disclose to their instructors, but did not tell their peers about their disability. Among those 

who chose to disclose to their instructors, some students proactively disclosed to all their 

instructors at the beginning of the semester, while others made the decision on a class-by-

class basis. Similarly to postsecondary students with autism, some students with learning 

disabilities chose not to disclose unless it became necessary. 

While the literature overwhelmingly suggests that the reluctance of students to 

disclose their disabilities is a significant concern (e.g., Farmer, Allsopp, & Ferron, 2015; 

Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Walker & Test, 2011), some argue that this concern is misplaced. 

Trammell (2009) asserts that while disclosure is required for legal protection, it has 

evolved into a form of social oppression. He argues that requiring students with 

disabilities to register with an ODR office artificially separates students with disabilities 

from their peers and reinforces the social perception that individuals with disabilities are 

inherently different. Students who require additional support have no alternative to 

disclosure, despite the risk of alienation and stigmatization it carries. Similarly, Kattari 

(2015) argues, “the assumption that all students with disabilities require accommodations 

and should register with the disability center on their campus is an assumption grounded 

in ableism” (p. 384). These researchers contend that – rather than focusing on strategies 

for encouraging disclosure and accommodation use among students with disabilities – 

our efforts are more appropriately applied to changing social environments and 

assumptions that continue to stigmatize and discriminate against individuals with 

disabilities.  
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Self-determination and self-advocacy. Consistent with literature-based facilitators 

of postsecondary persistence, self-determination and self-advocacy are additional 

behaviors that may be influenced by an individual’s identity. For example, Forber-Pratt 

and Aragon (2013) identified independence and social justice as core values of disability 

culture among postsecondary students with physical disabilities. As students moved 

through the “adoption” phase of identity development, Forber-Pratt and Aragon found 

that students internalized the expectations that they would function as independently as 

possible, learning how to navigate settings or situations that may have previously seemed 

inaccessible. Additionally, during this phase, students took individual approaches to 

social justice, such as addressing inaccessible buildings or insisting on equal access to 

opportunities, which involved high levels of self-advocacy. Although some students 

sought advice as they developed strategies for addressing these issues, they always took 

responsibility for the implementation of their plan. 

Adults with autism also discussed the importance of self-advocacy. While 

disclosure could be difficult, some adults with autism made use of an “education” 

repertoire in disclosing and defining their identity (Davidson & Henderson, 2010). In 

some cases, disclosure was context-driven, while in other cases, disclosure could be 

viewed as a responsibility; individuals felt a duty to share their experiences and educate 

others so that society would gain a better understanding of the perspectives of individuals 

with autism. Davidson and Henderson (2010) wrote that these authors “are confronting 

the predominant, and predominantly detrimental, definitions of autism that can impede 

disclosure, thereby helping to build a more inclusive community to come out to” (p. 166, 

emphasis in the original). While much of the transition and postsecondary research 
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literature focuses on self-advocacy, these individuals with autism are aware of how their 

advocacy can impact the larger social environment.  

Troiano (2003) found that self-advocacy and self-determination were two 

consequences that emerged from students’ understanding of their learning disability. He 

found that students’ self-advocacy skills were often related to the students’ time of 

diagnosis and parental support, with students who were diagnosed earlier and who 

experienced high levels of support demonstrating higher levels of self-advocacy 

throughout their postsecondary experiences. Additionally, students’ identity affected their 

levels of self-determination, which Troiano defined as “an individual’s capacity to cope 

with and adjust to the demands of everyday life” (p. 415); self-determination included 

characteristics such as assertiveness, independence, and creativity. Students’ ability to 

advocate and levels of self-determination impacted their belief in their ability to succeed 

in postsecondary education.  

Group membership and disability culture. Finally, two of the reviewed models 

suggest that young adults with an integrated disability identity may come to view 

themselves as part of a disability culture. In the “like/as resistance” repertoire, individuals 

with autism see their common experiences as comprising a culture. “Such collective self-

definitions are becoming more prominent in [Autism Spectrum] writings, as are attempts 

to theorize and understand the personal and political potential of those on the spectrum” 

(Davidson & Henderson, 2010, p. 162). Although autism is extremely complex and can 

affect people in different areas and to varying degrees, individuals who identify with this 

collective culture tend to minimize differences and instead emphasize the similarity of 

experiences across the spectrum. These individuals often draw parallels to the 
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experiences of other marginalized groups and view this collective identity as critical to 

activism. However, the experiences of postsecondary students with autism did not reflect 

a connection to an autism culture (Cox et al., 2017).   

In contrast, Forber-Pratt and Aragon (2013) found that young adults with physical 

disabilities may begin to identify with a disability culture on their university campus. 

Individuals whose disability is accepted by themselves, family, and friends (acceptance 

stage), who have developed relationships with others with disabilities (relationships 

stage), and who have applied the core values of the culture to their individual lives 

(adoption stage), may move to the “giving back to the community phase.” During this 

stage, young adults with disabilities expand beyond applying the core values of the 

disability culture – independence and social justice – to their individual lives and begin to 

contribute to the larger disability community. They strive to become role models and 

support those who are still developing a sense of disability identity in cultivating a sense 

of pride. 

Nario-Redmond et al. (2013) investigated the influence of having a disability 

identity for adults with disabilities, surveying an international sample of 361 adults with 

disabilities. They found that adults who reported having a disability that was not visibly 

apparent tended to show lower levels of disability identification. They also found that 

those with a stronger disability identity were more likely to fight for social change, 

disability rights, and express more pride for the disability community. Individuals with 

stronger disability identity were also more likely to place value on the experience of 

disability, less likely to hide or minimize their disability, and more likely to have a higher 
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self-esteem. These findings suggest that individuals’ integration of disability into their 

identity is related to their connection with a larger disability community.  

 Disability characteristics. Finally, in addition to literature-based facilitators and 

models of disability identity, research indicates that characteristics of an individual’s 

disability may also interact with postsecondary contexts to influence opportunities (Mitra, 

2006). While every individual with a disability is unique, different disabilities often are 

defined by certain characteristics that may influence students’ experiences in different 

ways. Students with disabilities are often referred to as an aggregate, but evidence 

suggests that postsecondary students with different disability types may have different 

concerns, benefit from different types of support, and experience different outcomes.  

 Students with learning disabilities. Students with learning disabilities make up 

the majority of students with disabilities in postsecondary education settings. Sixty-nine 

percent of students with disabilities attending postsecondary education have a learning 

disability (Newman & Madaus, 2015), and 86% of 2- and 4-year postsecondary 

institutions report enrolling students with learning disabilities (Raue & Lewis, 2011). 

Definitions of learning disability vary at the policy and diagnostic levels (Taymans, 2012; 

Weis, Sykes, & Unadkat, 2012), affecting which students are diagnosed with a learning 

disability and determined to be eligible for services in the postsecondary education 

setting.  For example, Weis et al. (2012) found that students with learning disabilities 

attending private, 4-year colleges were more likely to meet the definition of learning 

disability using a “discrepancy model” while students attending 2-year college were more 

likely to meet the definition using a “comprehensive cognitive” model of learning 

disability diagnosis. They noted that movement towards uniform definitions or diagnostic 
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criteria would influence who was determined to have a learning disability and be eligible 

for services at different types of institutions. Additionally, despite being one of the most 

prevalent disability types in postsecondary settings, students with learning disabilities 

may face more challenges being understood by their professors than students with 

physical disabilities; fewer faculty express agreement that students with learning 

disabilities can be successful at the college level (Sniatecki et al., 2015), and some faculty 

feel that it is more difficult to meet the needs of students with learning disabilities than 

those of students with physical disabilities (Ginsberg & Schulte, 2008). Although young 

adults with learning disabilities are a heterogeneous group of students with diverse 

strengths and needs, these findings suggest that these students may have some common 

experiences in postsecondary settings that are affected by the characteristics of their 

disability.  

 Students with autism spectrum disorder. While students with learning disabilities 

make up one of the largest disability groups in postsecondary settings, students with 

autism spectrum disorder make up a much smaller group of postsecondary students; 

students with autism represent less than 6% of students with disabilities attending 

postsecondary education programs (Newman & Madaus, 2015). Only 56% of 2- and 4-

year postsecondary institutions report that they have enrolled students with autism (Raue 

& Lewis, 2011). However, given the growing rate of autism diagnoses in the United 

States, the number of students with autism pursuing postsecondary education is likely to 

increase significantly in the coming years (Hart, Grigal, & Weir, 2010).  

While many students with autism attending postsecondary education programs 

have few problems conversing and adequate life skills (Roux et al., 2015), these students 
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may experience unique challenges with social interactions and executive functions (e.g., 

attentional control, cognitive flexibility, problem solving) (Hart et al., 2010; Longtin, 

2014). Additionally, more than half of adults with autism experience co-morbid mood or 

anxiety disorders (Hofvander et al., 2009; Lugnegård, Hallerbäck, & Gillberg, 2011), 

which may add to the complexity of supporting this group of students in achieving 

postsecondary success. Although some postsecondary institutions have developed 

specialized programs for students with autism, these programs are often expensive – with 

costs above those of the institution’s general tuition – and targeted at students with co-

morbid intellectual disabilities (Hart et al., 2010; Longtin, 2014). Significantly more 

research is needed to better understand how institutions can support the unique strengths 

and needs of this growing population in postsecondary education settings (Austin & 

Peña, 2017; Bolourian et al., 2018).  

 Students with physical disabilities. Although students with physical disabilities 

were among the first to be included in postsecondary education programs in the 1950’s, 

they currently represent only 9.3% of postsecondary students with disabilities or 1% of 

postsecondary students in general (Gelbar, Madaus, Lombardi, Faggella-Luby, & Dukes, 

2015). Most 2- and 4-year postsecondary institutions (76%) report enrolling students with 

orthopedic or mobility impairments (Raue & Lewis, 2011). This population of students 

may experience unique challenges as they make the transition to postsecondary education 

programs, because they require facilities that are physically accessible; for example, 

when making decisions about which programs to attend, students may prioritize 

accessibility over an institution’s programmatic strengths (Wessel, Jones, Blanch, & 

Markle, 2015).  
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Additionally, some individuals with physical disabilities require the assistance of 

personal attendants to support their daily living and hygiene needs. Learning how to 

manage personal attendant care can be a significant change for students, because often 

these needs were met by parents and family members prior to this point. Postsecondary 

institutions do not provide personal attendant services, and students must therefore learn 

how to navigate funding systems to pay for care, hire and train attendants, and manage 

schedules or deal with any issues that arise (Burwell, Wessel, & Mulvihill, 2015; Wessel 

et al., 2015). Many students report that the management of personal attendant services 

can affect social and academic integration; for example, students may not have a choice 

regarding when they go to bed or get up in the morning, if they are dependent on an 

agency’s schedule for services.  

Taken together, the literature investigating the experiences of postsecondary 

students with different types of disability suggests that these groups of students may 

experience unique challenges in their postsecondary settings. These findings indicate a 

need to better understand the nuances of how a student’s disability may affect the 

services and environmental contexts that will most effectively support success in 

postsecondary education.  

Limitations and Implications  

 Recent research regarding the experiences of students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education has addressed a range of issues, including studies of student-

level experiences and characteristics, ODR services, faculty attitudes, and conceptual 

issues (Madaus et al., 2014).  However, the literature reviewed here suggests that 

additional research is needed to deepen our understanding of students’ experiences and 
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the factors contributing to their success in postsecondary settings. First, many of the 

reviewed studies share similar characteristics in terms of population, setting, and 

methods. Second, many of these studies focus on academic accommodations and students 

with disabilities’ deficits within postsecondary settings. These characteristics of the 

current literature base suggest a need for more diverse approaches to investigating the 

complex factors that affect students’ postsecondary experiences.  

 Characteristics of studies. Many of the studies addressing students with 

disabilities in postsecondary settings share similarities in terms of population, setting, and 

method. Conceptual papers, reviews, and empirical studies often discuss 

recommendations or results for all students with disabilities or for a single group of 

students with a specific disability type, a limitation which has been noted by other 

reviews of postsecondary education and disability literature (Faggella-Luby et al., 2014). 

Most of studies reviewed here took place at a single institution, almost exclusively 2- and 

4-year colleges or universities.  

Methodologically, the current literature in postsecondary education and disability 

has used predominantly quantitative approaches to describe students with disabilities in 

postsecondary education. For example, a recent review of 154 articles reporting original 

data published between 1983 and 2012 in the Journal of Postsecondary Education and 

Disability (JPED) found that 53% used descriptive quantitative designs (Faggella-Luby et 

al., 2014). Only 28% used qualitative designs, 13% used mixed methods designs, and the 

remaining studies used other designs. Although these results reflect trends in a single 

journal, JPED publishes one quarter of the articles addressing students with disabilities in 

higher education. These findings, in combination with the literature reviewed in this 
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chapter, suggest a need for research that uses diverse approaches to better understand 

similarities and differences in the experiences of students across postsecondary different 

settings.  

 Focus of inquiry. In addition to a need for investigations that take diverse 

approaches in terms of population, setting, or methods, there is also a need to explore 

more varied research questions within the field of higher education and disability studies. 

Many of the studies reviewed here addressed the needs of students with disabilities, such 

as the need for accommodations, for stronger self-advocacy skills, or for higher levels of 

self-determination. These studies seem to emphasize perceived weaknesses among 

students with disabilities, while neglecting to examine the strengths students with 

disabilities bring to their postsecondary education experiences. Although the literature 

suggests that successful students with disabilities have a strong understanding of their 

own strengths and weaknesses (Anctil et al., 2008; Connor, 2013; Skinner, 2004), 

recommendations focus on remediating weaknesses.  

While remediating weaknesses is important, it is critical to reexamine and adjust 

this approach. For example, the higher education and disability studies literature calls for 

students with disabilities to develop stronger self-advocacy skills before they enter their 

postsecondary programs. However, measures of self-determination levels in high school 

do not consistently predict completion of postsecondary programs among young adults 

with disabilities (Petcu et al., 2017). These findings suggest a need to reassess our 

definitions and consider findings and experiences prior to and beyond those occurring 

within postsecondary education settings. Additionally, this body of literature has been 

critiqued for failing to address issues that influence students’ social integration into 
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postsecondary education environments (Leake & Stodden, 2014; Trammell, 2009). This 

suggests that perhaps this field could benefit from research that shifts the focus from 

supporting and remediating weaknesses in individual students to focusing instead on 

changing assumptions and social environments so that all students feel accepted and 

supported for who they are.  

Study Contributions and Conceptual Framework 

 This review of the literature reveals the complexity of understanding and 

supporting young adults with disabilities in preparing for and persisting in postsecondary 

education programs. This section discusses three gaps addressed by this study, including 

(a) our narrow understanding of the high school experiences that affect postsecondary 

education, (b) the need to better understand facilitators of postsecondary education 

persistence among young adults with disabilities, and (c) the relative lack of mixed 

methods research in the fields of special education and higher education and disability 

studies. Additionally, the capability approach is set forth as a conceptual framework for 

exploring how resources, environmental factors, and personal characteristics interact to 

affect the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities.  

  While one study could not possibly address all of the potential areas for further 

research, this study aimed to contribute to the current literature base by addressing 

several gaps. First, the review of the special education literature regarding predictors of 

postsecondary education for students with disabilities indicates that we lack a strong 

understanding of the high school experiences that consistently and positively affect 

postsecondary education participation. While NTACT (2016) has identified six research-

based and seven promising predictors of postsecondary education participation, a closer 
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look at the evidence base reveals that our understanding of these predictors may be 

incomplete due to differences in defining and measuring predictors and outcomes, 

evaluating evidence, and changing contexts. This study did not address large-scale 

challenges with definitions of predictors, outcomes, or evidence. However, it examined 

themes that emerged from participants’ experiences and considered how those themes 

aligned with the currently identified predictors.  

Second, an organizing taxonomy and facilitators of persistence in postsecondary 

education among students with disabilities have only recently been developed and 

identified (Dukes et al., 2017; Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). Few studies have explicitly 

examined relationships between postsecondary experiences and program completion. 

However, this understanding is essential as institutions strive to develop practices and 

policies that effectively support the achievement of their students with disabilities. It is 

critical for additional research to deepen our knowledge of these emerging facilitators and 

other influences on postsecondary success.  

 Finally, prevalence studies demonstrate that there is a need for empirical research 

using mixed method approaches. Approximately 15% of studies published in a top tier 

journal in the field of special education (Onwuegbuzie & Corrigan, 2016) and 13% of 

those in the field of higher education and disability studies (Faggella-Luby et al., 2014) 

utilize mixed method approaches. These two prevalence studies found that most studies 

in these fields used quantitative methods in their investigations. This study aimed to 

explore the high school and postsecondary experiences of young adults with disabilities 

using a mixed methods approach, providing a different perspective than those gained 

through quantitative approaches.  
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 As mentioned previously, this study used the capability approach as a framework 

for exploring the high school and postsecondary education factors young adults with 

disabilities perceived as influencing their persistence in postsecondary programs. This 

section describes the preliminary conceptual framework, which was used to guide the 

design of the study. A revised conceptual framework is discussed in Chapter 5.  

In the conceptual framework below (see Figure 3) a one-way, directional arrow 

suggests that high school experiences affect an individual’s postsecondary personal 

characteristics (e.g., disability identity, disability characteristics). Personal characteristics 

interact with postsecondary resources (e.g., accommodations) and the environment (e.g., 

attitudes of faculty and peers, policy changes), as indicated by the bidirectional arrows. 

According to the capability approach, the three contextual factors – personal 

characteristics, resources, and the environment – interact to determine the capabilities or 

opportunities available to the individual with a disability.  

In this study, a student’s capabilities were the range of opportunities to participate 

in postsecondary education that the student perceived as available to him or her. The 

functioning was his or her actual persistence in postsecondary education. The influence 

of that functioning (i.e., persisting) on an individual’s capabilities (i.e., perceived 

opportunities to persist) is represented in this conceptual framework with a bidirectional 

arrow connecting capabilities and functionings. This preliminary conceptual framework 

was based on the review of the literature. Revisions to this conceptual framework, based 

on study findings, are discussed in Chapter 5.  
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Figure 3. Preliminary Conceptual Framework  
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Figure 3. Application of the capability approach to factors that may affect the persistence 
of young adults with disabilities in postsecondary education programs. Adapted from 
“The Capability Approach and Disability,” by S. Mitra, 2006, Journal of Disability 
Policy Studies, 16, p. 240. Copyright 2006 by PRO-ED. 
 

Conclusion 

 Postsecondary education may provide young adults with disabilities with an 

important pathway to positive adult outcomes (Fleming & Fairweather, 2012). However, 

despite agreement that postsecondary education is important, many questions remain 

regarding how to best support students with disabilities in reaching their postsecondary 

education goals. While researchers have identified some high school predictors of 

postsecondary education enrollment, a close examination of the evidence base suggests 

some potential challenges in interpreting these results. Research within the field of higher 

education and disability studies is emergent and may not address how disability 

identification may affect experiences in postsecondary education settings. Therefore, this 

study aimed to add to the research base by exploring the K-12 and postsecondary 
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education factors young adults with disabilities perceive as influencing their persistence 

in postsecondary education.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Overview 

 Postsecondary education may provide young adults with disabilities with an 

important pathway to future success. Unfortunately, evidence suggests that these young 

adults are not accessing or completing postsecondary programs at rates similar to their 

peers. Although secondary schools are tasked with preparing students for college and 

careers – and special education services must promote students’ further education, 

employment and independent living – the review of the literature in the previous chapter 

suggests several gaps in our understanding of high school predictors of participation in 

postsecondary education for students with disabilities. Similarly, additional research is 

needed regarding the postsecondary education experiences that support persistence in and 

completion of postsecondary education programs for young adults with disabilities. 

Therefore, this dissertation project explored K-12 and postsecondary factors perceived as 

influencing the participation of students with disabilities in postsecondary education 

using a convergent transformative mixed methods research design, with a qualitative-

dominant crossover analysis.  

Collins and colleagues (2006) have identified 13 major steps of the mixed 

methods research process that occur over three phases: (a) formulation, (b) planning, and 

(c) implementation. The formulation phase includes five steps, during which the 

researcher determines the theoretical perspective, objectives, rationale, and purpose of the 

study, which drive the research questions. Steps six and seven make up the planning 

phase, during which the researcher develops the sampling and research design. The 

implementation phase includes the remaining steps. Steps eight through eleven are 
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interactive and involve data collection, data analysis, data validation, and interpretation of 

results. Step 12, often considered the final step in the research process, occurs when the 

researcher writes the final report. However, Collins et al. noted that insights gained from 

this research process will inform future studies. Therefore, they identified step 13 as the 

development of new research questions. This chapter addresses how I moved through the 

formulation, planning, and implementation phases in the study, with the understanding 

that the research process is rarely as linear as implied by these steps.   

Formulation Phase 

 The formulation phase occurs in the early stages of preparing for research and 

includes five steps: (1) determining the goal or theoretical perspective of the study; (2) 

establishing study objectives; (3) determining the rationale or need for the research and 

use of mixed methods; (4) determining the purpose for the research and for using mixed 

methods; and (5) formulating the research questions.  

Step 1: Theoretical Perspective 

 Kuhn (1970/2012) introduced the concept of paradigms in scientific inquiry. 

Kuhn asserted that a researcher’s paradigm determines which theories that researcher 

considers to be acceptable, as well as appropriate methods to investigate those theories. 

Guba and Lincoln (2005) further defined paradigms as encompassing four types of 

assumptions, including axiological, ontological, epistemological, and methodological 

assumptions. Although not all researchers agree on the signficance or application of 

paradigms within a research project, it may be especially important for novice researchers 

to explicitly ground their work in a paradigmatic perspective and consider its alignment 

with the research focus (Shannon-Baker, 2016). The transformative paradigm is one 
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paradigmatic perspective with implications for mixed methods research and holds that the 

primary purpose of research is to promote social justice (Cram & Mertens, 2015; 

Mertens, 2012; Shannon-Baker, 2016).  

 Axiology. Axiology refers to a researcher’s assumptions about values and how 

those values affect the research process (Lincoln, Lynham, & Guba, 2011). The 

transformative paradigm prioritizes axiology, asserting that transformative values will 

shape researchers’ ontological, epistemological, and methodological beliefs (Mertens et 

al., 2011; Mertens, 2012). Researchers must be committed to addressing inequities as 

they work within communities that experience oppression and discrimination. Mertens 

(2012) writes: 

The axiological assumption leads the researcher to ask questions such as, What 

cultural guidelines for research need to be considered in this context? How can I 

show respect for cultures that have been historically denigrated? How can I 

incorporate the voices of members of communities that have not traditionally had 

a seat at the table when decisions about what is ethical or not ethical were made? 

(p. 805) 

It is critical for researchers to demonstrate cultural respect and ensure reciprocity between 

researchers and the community. The transformative paradigm asserts that researchers 

have an ethical responsibility to defend human rights and promote social change (Cram & 

Mertens, 2015).  

 Ontology. The transformative paradigm’s commitment to social justice shapes 

assumptions about nature of reality, or ontology. Some paradigms (e.g., positivism, 

postpositivism) posit that a single reality exists, independent of individual perspectives, 
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while other paradigms (e.g., constructivism) hold that reality is constructed through 

people’s experience, resulting in multiple realities (Lincoln et al., 2011). Cram and 

Mertens (2015) assert that “the transformative ontological assumption occupies a point of 

tension in terms of the nature of reality; it recognizes that there are different opinions 

about what is real, but it does not take a definitive stance on whether there is one reality” 

(p. 97). Instead, the transformative paradigm examines how access to power influences 

which versions of reality are privileged and interrogates the resulting consequences. 

Researchers are called to investigate the diverse perspectives concerning the nature of 

reality and consider which versions of reality are most likely to promote social justice 

(Mertens et al., 2011). 

 Epistemology. While ontological assumptions refer to beliefs about the nature of 

reality, epistemological assumptions address beliefs about knowledge and what can be 

known (Lincoln et al., 2011). The transformative paradigm holds that knowledge is 

constructed within contexts of power and privilege (Mertens & Wilson, 2012). Research 

inherently involves dynamics of power between the researcher and the community; the 

researcher must acknowledge this dynamic and work to develop a respectful, trusting 

relationship with the community that respects and honors diverse ways of knowing 

(Mertens, 2012).  

 Methodology. As researchers work within communities to develop studies that 

promote social justice, Cram and Mertens (2015) ask, “How would research 

methodologies change if we started our work with the premise that we are all connected 

and that we have a responsibility for ethical work that is respectful of all…?” (p.96). The 

transformative paradigm does not prescribe a specific methodology. However, mixed 
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methods research may be particularly well suited to addressing the questions raised 

within a transformative framework (Cram & Mertens, 2015; Mertens, 2012). 

Transformative researchers are working in partnership within communities, and a single 

type of data will rarely provide researchers and communities with the multidimensional 

information needed to address concerns. Any transformative methodology places an 

emphasis on the voice and experience of the participants and focuses on the strengths the 

community, rather than perceived weaknesses or deficits (Mertens, 2012).  

 Ten criteria for research set within a transformative framework have been 

identified (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Sweetman, Badiee, & Creswell, 2010): (a) the 

research originates from a problem within the community; (b) researchers state their 

theoretical lens; (c) the research purpose is formulated from an advocacy perspective; (d) 

reviewed literature discusses a context of diversity and oppression; (e) researchers 

discuss the labeling of participants; (f) the research process benefits the community; (g) 

the community initiated or actively participated in the project; (h) researchers examine 

power relationships; (i) the results of the research promote social change; and (j) the 

researchers state their use of the transformative framework. A review of thirteen mixed 

methods studies utilizing a transformative perspective found uneven application of these 

principles (Sweetman et al., 2010). The authors proposed that these criteria, at the time, 

identified ideal characteristics of transformative, mixed method research rather than 

reflecting actual practice and recommended that researchers work to address these criteria 

in future studies.  

 Connection to the current study. The transformative paradigm aligns with my 

personal beliefs regarding the purpose of education and research; I believe that we have a 
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responsibility to ensure all students, including those with disabilities, have access to the 

support and opportunities they need to reach their potential. This belief has shaped and 

been shaped by my experiences throughout my career in education; I referred to this 

axiological assumption in my personal statement applying to this doctoral program, 

writing, “I am motivated to pursue a doctorate in special education because I believe it is 

not fair or ethical to waste the time of children with disabilities by implementing 

unproven instructional strategies and policies.” The transformative paradigm challenges 

us to not only identify experiences of injustice, but also to act to facilitate social change. 

However, this process is never straightforward, and it is critical to gain a 

multidimensional understanding of issues as we work in partnership with the community 

to address their concerns.  

 The study’s research questions were developed to explore an issue identified by a 

school serving students with disabilities. Leadership at this school expressed concern that 

their students, who were continuing in postsecondary studies at rates higher than the 

national average for students with disabilities, were not completing their postsecondary 

programs. School leaders wished to learn how they could better support their students, 

both during high school and beyond, to facilitate their achievement of a postsecondary 

degree. The goal of this study was to learn from the K-12 and postsecondary experiences 

of students with disabilities, supporting educators, researchers, and other stakeholders in 

developing a better understanding of factors that support young adults in achieving their 

postsecondary goals. Throughout the research process, I considered how this study was 

fulfilling or falling short of the ten criteria proposed for transformative research, 
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reflecting on how specific criteria presented challenges in this research context (see 

Chapter 5).  

Step 2: Objectives 

 The primary objective of this study was exploration (Johnson & Christensen, 

2014). Prior research has investigated high school predictors of enrollment in 

postsecondary education; however, there are several significant limitations to this 

literature, as discussed in Chapter 2. Prior research has also described the experiences and 

characteristics of students with disabilities in postsecondary settings. However, limited 

research has investigated the influence of K-12 and postsecondary factors on persistence 

in postsecondary education. Therefore, I took an exploratory approach to investigating 

how young adults with disabilities perceive K-12 and postsecondary factors as 

influencing their persistence in postsecondary education.  

Step 3: Rationale 

 Collins et al. (2006) conducted a comprehensive review of the mixed methods 

literature and used content analysis to identify a typology of rationales for mixing 

qualitative and quantitative data. They found that researchers typically employed four 

rationales for mixing data, including (a) participant enrichment (i.e., optimizing the 

participant sample), (b) instrument fidelity (i.e., create new instruments or assess 

appropriateness of existing instrument), (c) treatment integrity (i.e., understand or 

evaluate fidelity of treatments or interventions), and (d) significance enhancement (i.e., 

enrich interpretation of findings). The rationale for this study was significance 

enhancement. More specifically, the information gained through quantitative methods 

(i.e., survey instruments) provided new perspectives when interpreted in combination 
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with data obtained through qualitative (i.e., interviews) and crossover (i.e., 

correspondence analysis) methods.  

Step 4: Purpose 

 During the formulation phase, it is important to establish both the purpose for the 

study, as well as the purpose for mixing methods. The main purpose of this study was to 

explore the K-12 and postsecondary factors young adults with disabilities perceived as 

influencing their persistence in postsecondary education. Additionally, this study 

investigated potential relationships among emergent themes, high school programming 

experiences, levels of self-determination, and participants’ sense of disability identity.  

Greene, Caracelli, and Graham (1989) identified five purposes for conducting 

mixed methods research, including (a) triangulation (i.e., convergence of qualitative and 

quantitative results), (b) complementarity (i.e., enhanced understanding of findings), (c) 

development (i.e., results from one method inform the other method), (d) initiation (i.e., 

exploration of paradoxes), and (e) expansion (i.e., extending findings by using different 

methods for different components of the study). In this study, I conducted mixed methods 

research for the purpose of complementarity, “[using] the results from one method to 

elaborate, enhance, or illustrate the results from the other” (Greene et al., 1989, p. 266). 

Specifically, I mixed qualitative, quantitative, and crossover methods to elaborate and 

enhance our understanding of the various factors influencing the persistence of youth 

with disabilities in postsecondary education. 

Step 5: Research Questions 

 Several approaches have been suggested regarding the development of research 

questions that are addressed through the use of mixed methods (Tashakkori & Creswell, 
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2007), including developing separate qualitative, quantitative, and mixed research 

questions (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011), developing one overarching research question 

that encompasses qualitative and quantitative components (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009), 

and developing research questions sequentially, as phases of the research progress (e.g., 

Christ, 2007). I took the first approach, developing qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 

research questions, because I found that approach most helpful in conceptualizing each 

strand and their interactions.  

I originally planned to address the following two, qualitative research questions: 

What high school experiences do individuals with disabilities perceive as influencing 

their persistence in postsecondary education? What postsecondary experiences do 

individuals perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education? 

However, during data analysis, it became apparent that participants felt experiences prior 

to high school also played an important role in their postsecondary experiences. 

Therefore, the question was revised and the two questions combined for ease of 

reporting. The finalized qualitative research question addressed in this study was as 

follows: 

1. What K-12 and postsecondary experiences do individuals with disabilities 

perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education programs?  

I also investigated the following quantitative research question: 

2. What are the relationships among postsecondary GPA, levels of self-

determination, and strength of disability identification? 

For the crossover analysis, I originally modelled my research question on previous 

studies using correspondence analysis and asked, What are the perceived influences on 
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persistence in postsecondary education as a function of participants’ personal 

characteristics? However, upon deepening my understanding of multiple correspondence 

analysis within the context of this study, I revised this research question to the following 

question:  

3. What are the underlying dimensions of participants’ experiences and how do 

personal characteristics relate to these dimensions? 

Finally, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) recommend that researchers utilizing mixed 

methods include a research question that explicitly addresses how qualitative and 

quantitative strands were mixed: 

4. How do integrated findings enhance our understanding of factors influencing 

postsecondary education persistence for individuals with disabilities?  

Research Procedures 

Planning Phase 

After the formulation phase, researchers utilizing mixed methods approaches may 

begin the planning phase (Collins et al., 2006). During the planning phase, the researcher 

develops the sampling design and mixed methods research design for the study. The 

planning phase is a critical step in the mixed method research process, because the 

researcher considers the relationship between the qualitative and quantitative strands of 

the study. Although Collins et al. (2006) identify the development of the sampling design 

as step six and the research design as step seven, I begin with a discussion of the research 

design for the study and then discuss sampling.   

Step 6: research design. This study used a convergent transformative mixed 

methods research design, with a qualitative-dominant crossover analysis. In a convergent 
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design, qualitative and quantitative strands of data are collected at the same time and are 

initially analyzed independently (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). After this initial 

analysis, the results of both qualitative and quantitative strands are merged; the researcher 

compares, contrasts, and synthesizes the strands to develop an understanding of how the 

combination of strands contributes to the overall findings. This particular design was 

qualitative-dominant (QUAL-quan), meaning that more emphasis was placed on the 

qualitative strand, and the quantitative strand provided supplemental insights to enhance 

the qualitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Like many qualitative-dominant 

designs (Morse, 2015), this study was inductive and exploratory.  

 In addition to utilizing a convergent design, this research project included a 

crossover mixed analysis. In a crossover mixed analysis, the researcher makes use of 

methods that are typically used in quantitative research to analyze qualitative data, or vice 

versa. Crossover mixed analyses may provide opportunities for stronger integration of 

qualitative and quantitative data strands (Onwuegbuzie & Hitchcock, 2015) and are 

appropriate for research conducted from the perspective of a transformative framework 

(Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010). This study made use of a qualitative-dominant 

crossover mixed analysis, in which themes that emerged from qualitative data analyses 

were analyzed using the quantitative method of multiple correspondence analysis.  

 The specific methods used in this study are described in further detail in the 

following sections; a diagram of these components is shown in Figure 4. Study diagrams 

are considered a tool for maintaining rigor in mixed methods research and may serve as 

part of the audit trail (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Morse, 2015). 
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Figure 4. Diagram of the Study 

 

Figure 4. Diagram of the study, identifying qualitative, quantitative, and integration 
(including crossover) components. Bold lines signify dominance of the qualitative 
component. Dashed lines signify that the study operates within a transformative 
paradigm. 
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Step 7: sampling design. Initially, two private, specialized schools serving 

students with specific disabilities were selected and agreed to support participant 

recruitment among their graduates who had persisted (i.e., enrolled in third year or 

completed) in postsecondary education. However, few graduates volunteered to 

participate, and so recruitment was expanded using snowball sampling (Creswell, 2013). 

I reached out to individuals in my professional network, who passed along IRB-approved 

recruitment materials to potential participants.  

According to Maxwell (2012), purposive sampling includes deliberately seeking 

and selecting participants who will be most helpful in addressing the study’s research 

questions. In this case, young adults were purposively sampled to include individuals 

who had persisted in postsecondary education and were relatively recent high school 

graduates, if possible. Individuals were eligible to participate if they were enrolled in at 

least their third year of a postsecondary education program (e.g., certificate, 2-year, or 4-

year program) or had completed a postsecondary program. All participants were at least 

18 years old and most were recent high school graduates; 62% had graduated within the 

past four years and an additional 23% had graduated within 10 years.  Thirteen 

individuals agreed to participate in the study, at which point saturation was reached 

(Creswell, 2013).  

Implementation Phase 

 After researchers have moved through the formulation and planning stages, they 

begin the implementation stage. Four steps of the implementation phase – (8) data 

collection, (9) data analysis, (10) steps to support validity, and (11) interpretation of 

qualitative and quantitative results to make meta-inferences – are cyclical, informing and 
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interacting with each other (Collins et al., 2006).  The final two steps of the 

implementation phase – (12) writing the final report and (13) reformulation of the 

research questions – occur at the end of the research process and may become the 

impetus for additional phases of the research or new studies. The following sections 

discuss how I moved through the implementation phase of this study.  

Step 8: data collection and management. In this study, data were collected 

concurrently, with qualitative and quantitative data collected within the same timeframe. 

I collected qualitative data through interviews and quantitative data through a brief 

survey instrument. Although I originally planned to analyze data from participants’ high 

school and postsecondary transcripts, this did not occur. Because of the change to the 

sampling design (from graduates of two schools to anyone who fit the inclusion criteria), 

asking individuals to obtain their high school transcripts became a barrier to participation. 

Therefore, I decided to include individuals who were unable to obtain their high school 

transcripts. Postsecondary transcripts were not collected due to concerns raised by IRB.  

 Qualitative data collection. Data were collected through interviews with 

participants, using a semi-structured interview protocol (see Appendix B). Semi-

structured interviews may be especially appropriate for mixed methods research because 

all participants are asked similar questions and their responses may be quantitized and 

structured in a data matrix (Morse, 2012). The interview protocol was reviewed by 

experts in the fields of special education transition and research methods and was 

modified to its current form based on their feedback and suggestions. Nine interviews 

were conducted in person at a location of the participant’s choosing. Four interviews 

were conducted by video calls (e.g., FaceTime) due to geographic distance or preference 



138 
 

of the participant. During interviews, the protocol guided questioning, but the exact 

phrasing or prompts changed, based on the direction of the interview. All participants 

received a $10 gift card to thank them for their time. When all interviews were complete, 

one participant was randomly selected to receive a $100 gift card. 

Interviews with all participants were recorded and transcribed within two weeks 

of the interview. I also listened to each transcribed interview while reviewing the 

transcript to ensure the interview was accurately transcribed (McLellan, MacQueen, & 

Neidig, 2003). Transcripts were emailed to participants for a member check; six 

participants replied to confirm that they had reviewed the transcript and five indicated 

that the transcript was accurate. One participant requested two changes, which were 

minor clarifications where the audio was difficult to interpret.  

 Quantitative data collection. Quantitative data were collected concurrently with 

qualitative data. After each interview was complete, I asked participants to complete an 

online survey consisting of four parts: background/demographics, high school 

experiences, the AIR Self-Determination Scale (Wolman et al., 1994) and a disability 

identification scale (Nario-Redmond et al., 2013). (See Appendix C for the full survey.) 

The survey included a total of 40 items and took participants no more than 15 minutes to 

complete. I asked participants to complete the survey at the end of the interview rather 

than at the beginning, because I anticipated that participants would feel more comfortable 

at that point. Quantitative data from the survey were collected on the following variables: 

self-reported postsecondary education GPA, demographic information, high school 

programming experiences, self-determination, and disability identification.  
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Postsecondary education GPA. Participants self-reported their postsecondary 

GPAs in response to one, open-ended item on the survey. Participants were asked “What 

is your cumulative college GPA at this point in time?”  

 Demographic information. Demographic information was collected on 

participants’ gender, race/ethnicity, age, current status in their postsecondary program 

(e.g., currently enrolled, completed, or did not complete but no longer enrolled), 

disability classification in high school, and current disability type. This information was 

collected at the beginning of the survey, because this information may be perceived as 

easier to answer and less intrusive than some of the other parts of the survey (Iarossi, 

2006).  

 High school experiences. Because it was anticipated that interviews might not 

address the predictors identified in the literature as supporting postsecondary education 

participation for students with disabilities, the survey included a section to assess 

participants’ experiences with these predictors. This section included nine items; two 

items required yes/no/not applicable responses, five items asked participants to estimate 

the frequency of experiences (e.g., more than half my classes/about half of my 

classes/less than half of my classes/none of my classes/not applicable), and two items 

asked students to indicate how well experiences fit their needs (e.g., too much support/the 

right amount of support/I wish I’d had more support). Efforts were made to define any 

terms that may be interpreted differently by respondents and to use clear language. 

Additionally, response options were mutually exclusive and exhaustive, and in most 

cases provided participants with the opportunity to “opt out” if the experience was not 

offered by their high school, differentiating between those students who chose not to 
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access available resources and those who did not have access to the specific resource 

(Iarossi, 2006). (See Appendix C for all items.)  

I used the Predictor Implementation School/District Self-Assessment (NTACT, 

2015) to guide the creation of items for nine of the 13 predictors identified in the 

literature and by NTACT. An item for “youth autonomy” was not created because this 

predictor overlaps with self-determination; one item in this section already addressed 

self-determination instruction, and the construct of self-determination was measured 

through the AIR Self-Determination Scale (Wolman et al., 1994). An item for “inclusion” 

was not created, because it was originally anticipated that all participants would have 

attended a specialized high school. Although with the expanded participant inclusion 

criteria, this was no longer the case, it was possible to gain information about inclusive 

experiences through the interviews. Finally, items for occupational courses and 

vocational education were not created, because it was anticipated that this information 

would be collected through high school transcript reviews. Since many participants were 

unable to obtain their high school transcripts, this information was not collected. Items 

were reviewed by experts in the field of special education transition and research 

methods. Because these items have not been used in prior research, the reliability and 

validity of these items have not been established. However, these items were included for 

the purpose of exploring possible connections between participants’ experiences and 

predictors that have been identified in the transition literature.  

 Self-determination. Participants’ levels of self-determination were measured 

based on their responses to the AIR Self-Determination Scale (AIR; Wolman et al., 

1994). The AIR is a 24-item scale containing two subscales measuring an individual’s 
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capacity (12 items) and opportunity (12 items) for self-determination. The capacity 

subscale includes six questions about actions an individual takes to practice self-

determination (“Things I Do”) and feelings about performing self-determined behaviors 

(“How I Feel”). The opportunity subscale includes six questions about opportunities to 

perform self-determined behavior at home and six questions about opportunities at 

school. Because it was anticipated that some participants would be living away from 

home, the six items regarding opportunities for self-determined behaviors at home were 

omitted from this survey. Therefore, participants were asked to respond to 18 items in 

this study. Participants were provided with a statement (e.g., “I know what I need, what I 

like, and what I’m good at”) and asked to respond to a 5-point scale (1 = never; 5 = 

always). Higher scores reflect higher levels of self-determination. The AIR is reported to 

have good internal reliability with youth and young adults with and without disabilities 

(alphas ranging from .87 to .99) (Carter, Lane, Pierson, & Glaeser, 2006; Carter, Trainor, 

Owens, Sweden, & Sun, 2010; Shogren et al., 2008; Wolman et al., 1994). The AIR has 

been made available for free download and use. (See Appendix C for AIR items.) 

 Disability identification. Participants’ levels of disability identification were 

measured using a subscale of a survey developed by Nario-Redmond et al. (2013) for 

their study of 349 adults with disabilities. The researchers’ survey was based on an 

extensive review of the literature and review of existing measures of identity. Their 

“disability identification” subscale consisted of five items that addressed the extent to 

which respondents considered themselves to be part of a disability community (e.g., 

“Being a part of a group of people who have disabilities is important to me”). 

Respondents indicated their level of agreement with statements, using a 7-point scale (1 = 
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strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree). Using principal components analysis, Nario-

Redmond et al. found that these five items converged on a single factor, with loadings of 

.76 or higher. The disability identification subscale also showed good internal reliability 

(α = .87).  Nario-Redmond et al. found that stronger disability identity was significantly 

correlated with higher personal self-esteem and higher collective esteem for the disability 

community. I received permission from the authors to use and reproduce the disability 

identification items for the purpose of this study. (See Appendix C for disability 

identification items.) 

 Data management. All participants were assigned a unique identifier and 

pseudonym. A list connecting participant names with unique identifiers was saved as the 

only document on a password-protected USB device, which was kept in a locked cabinet. 

Participants’ unique identifiers were used on all survey data, interview transcripts, and 

memos.  

Participants accessed the survey items through a link to the Qualtrics platform. 

Participants were prompted to enter their unique identifier prior to accessing the survey, 

and all responses were saved using the unique identifier. Qualtrics stores all data in a 

specific location and all servers are protected by firewalls that are regularly scanned for 

vulnerabilities and patched, as necessary; Qualtrics services are hosted by data centers 

that are independently audited using the industry standard SSAE-16 method. Qualtrics 

uses Transport Layer Security (TLS, also known as HTTPS) for all transmitted data. Data 

from participants’ responses to survey items were downloaded to a password-protected 

laptop for analysis.  
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All interviews were audio recorded using a digital recording device. Upon 

completion of the interview, audio recordings were saved on a password-protected 

laptop. I transcribed interviews using participants’ unique identifiers. Transcriptions were 

uploaded to the qualitative text analysis software QDA Miner to support analysis. All 

research data were regularly backed up on a password-protected USB/external storage 

device, which was kept in a locked location.  

Step 9: data analysis. Although data collection occurred concurrently, it was not 

possible to conduct all analyses simultaneously. Analysis of interview transcripts began 

immediately upon completion of the first interview. However, because quantitative data 

were collected during the interview process, quantitative data analyses were conducted 

after I completed all interviews. Similarly, I conducted the crossover analysis after the 

qualitative analysis was complete and I had identified emergent themes. These multiple 

analyses were synthesized during step 11, interpretations.  

 Qualitative. Data analysis began immediately after the completion of the first 

interview and continued for the remainder of the study; in other words, data analysis 

occurred concurrently with data collection (Maxwell, 2012). The final interview (i.e., 

interview number 13) occurred after much of the qualitative analysis was complete and 

served to confirm the data were saturated. I used inductive, eclectic coding during first 

cycle coding. Saldaña (2013) describes eclectic coding as a combination of first cycle 

coding methods that are purposefully selected to address the goals and questions of the 

research study. In alignment with this approach, I made use of elemental, grammatical, 

and affective methods during first cycle coding. Elemental methods included descriptive 

coding (a label that summarizes the main topic of a qualitative data selection) and in vivo 
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coding (a label for a selection that uses the participants’ own words) (Saldaña, 2013). 

Although both descriptive and in vivo coding are appropriate for nearly all qualitative 

studies, in vivo coding may be especially appropriate for studies seeking to prioritize the 

voices of participants, as in the current study (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2013). 

Grammatical methods included attribute coding (demographic information occurring at 

before the beginning of the interview transcript), magnitude coding (a number or symbol 

that provides information about the direction of a code), subcoding (a second-order label 

added to a primary code to add detail), and simultaneous coding (the use of two or more 

codes to describe a single passage of qualitative data). Finally, affective methods 

included emotion coding (expressed or inferred emotions) (Saldaña, 2013).  

During First Cycle coding, I reviewed hard copies of interview transcripts. As 

codes accumulated, I developed a code list, reviewing and defining codes to ensure they 

were valid, mutually exclusive, and exhaustive (Miles et al., 2014). Once the code list 

was stable, I used the list to consistently code all transcripts in a qualitative text analysis 

software program (QDA Miner). I wrote analytic memos to reflect on the coding process, 

emerging patterns and themes, connections to my research questions or existing theory, 

and my personal reactions (Saldaña, 2013). 

 According to Saldaña (2013), use of the eclectic coding method assumes that 

“analytic memo writing and Second Cycle of recoding will synthesize the variety and 

number of codes into a more unified scheme” (p. 262-263). Second cycle coding 

involved the analysis of first cycle codes to identify themes, explanations, relationships, 

or connections to theoretical constructs (Miles et al., 2014; Saldaña, 2013). Specifically, I 

first organized coded text segments into a matrix of facilitators and challenges during the 
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K-12 and postsecondary years. Then, I used the matrix to group coded segments into 

emergent themes. Finally, I used a conceptually-clustered matrix (i.e., describes 

variability in participants or emerging themes) to make comparisons and contrast the 

transition experiences of participants (Miles et al., 2014). I used the qualitative text 

analysis software QDA Miner Version 5 to support data analysis. QDA Miner has been 

cited in the literature as an appropriate tool for mixed methods research, due to its 

flexibility in supporting both qualitative and quantitative analyses (Onwuegbuzie & 

Hitchcock, 2015).  

 Quantitative. Quantitative data were investigated through descriptive statistics, 

including percentages, means, medians, ranges, standard deviations, and correlations. I 

calculated Pearson’s correlation coefficients among postsecondary GPA, disability 

identification, and self-determination. In addition to descriptive statistics, I calculated 

Cronbach’s alpha for the AIR and disability identification scales to examine the internal 

reliability of the scales. Quantitative analyses were conducted using Microsoft Excel 

2016 and XLSTAT 2018.  

Crossover analysis. I used multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) to describe 

relationships among participant variables and themes that emerged from the qualitative 

data analysis. MCA is multivariate technique that presents a matrix of non-negative, 

categorical data in a graphical display (Greenacre, 2016). Although it is possible to assess 

the statistical significance of features observed in the resulting graphical display, or map, 

MCA is primarily an exploratory, descriptive method that supports a researcher in 

making interpretations about the data (Greenacre, 2016). Correspondence analysis as an 

example of an advanced, qualitative-dominant mixed analysis approach (Bazeley, 2018), 
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because it “allows an analyst to examine graphically the relationship between categorical 

variables and subgroups” (Onwuegbuzie & Hitchcock, 2015, p. 285).  

 MCA can be considered analogous to factor analysis, as it explores the underlying 

relationships among categorical variables (Abdi & Valentin, 2007; Greenacre, 2016). The 

approach uses χ2-distancees to map the locations of variables (i.e., “profile points”) in 

dimensional space. The dimension that accounts for the greatest proportion of variability 

(i.e., “inertia”) is the first principal axis, the dimension accounting for the next greatest 

proportion of inertia is the second principal axis, and so on. Researchers make decisions 

regarding how many dimensions to interpret based on the overall proportion of inertia 

explained across the dimensions, as well as the strength of correlations between the 

profile points and each dimension. The correlation of a profile point with a given 

dimension, considered analogous to a factor loading in factor analysis, is determined by 

calculating the angle cosines for each profile point. The characteristics used to interpret 

the MCA maps generated in this study are described in greater detail in Chapter 4.  

 In the current study, MCA was conducted after the qualitative and quantitative 

data analyses were complete. High school and postsecondary factors identified by 

participants as influencing postsecondary education persistence were quantitized 

(Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010) and coded with a “yes” if the participant identified the 

theme as important and “no” if the participant did not discuss the theme. Similarly, 

participant characteristics (i.e., levels of self-determination, disability identification, and 

disability type) were converted into binary variables (this process is described in greater 

detail in Chapter 4).  
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The resulting inter-respondent matrix (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010), in which 

participants made up the rows and themes and characteristics made up the columns, was 

entered into an Excel spreadsheet (see Appendix D for an example). The software 

package XLSTAT 2018 was used to conduct the analysis, because XLSTAT offers 

adjusted MCA, an approach that better accounts for the inertia in the solution (Greenacre, 

2016). I examined the resulting maps to determine if they provided any meaningful 

insights into the relationships among emergent themes and personal characteristics.  

Step 10: rigor and limitations. Determining the quality of research may be 

especially challenging in studies utilizing mixed methods, because qualitative and 

quantitative research is generally developed, implemented, and evaluated based on 

differing definitions of rigor (Collins, 2015; Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009). For example, quantitative researchers are often concerned with issues 

of validity and reliability, while qualitative researchers may avoid the term validity and 

instead seek to establish the trustworthiness of their study and findings (Onwuegbuzie & 

Johnson, 2006). Mixed methods researchers must meet multiple criteria for high quality 

research, including those established for qualitative, quantitative, and mixed approaches 

(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Onwuegbuzie and Johnson (2006) proposed that the 

mixed methods term “legitimation” was appropriate for encompassing both qualitative 

issues of trustworthiness and quantitative issues of validity. Additionally, rigorous mixed 

methods studies must address issues of researcher identity.  

Legitimation. Onwuegbuzie and Johnson (2006) developed a typology of mixed 

method legitimation approaches. These legitimation types encompass considerations 

regarding sampling, applications of methods, researcher perspectives or skills, political 
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contexts, and method-specific threats to validity or trustworthiness. A significant concern 

across all types of legitimation in mixed methods is the effective integration of data from 

qualitative and quantitative strands to develop high-quality meta-inferences.  

Onwuegbuzie and Johnson emphasize that legitimation is “a process, not just an 

outcome” (p. 56) and occurs throughout all phases of the research process. They 

identified nine types of legitimation that should be addressed in a mixed methods study, 

including (a) sample integration (i.e., the extent to which the samples of participants in 

the qualitative and quantitative components allow for findings to be integrated); (b) 

inside-out legitimation (i.e., how well the mixed methods research design supports the 

development of both etic and emic conclusions); (c) weakness minimization (i.e., 

leveraging the strengths of one method to compensate for weaknesses in the other 

method); (d) sequential legitimation (i.e., how the sequence of the quantitative and 

qualitative components may influence potential findings); (e) conversion legitimation 

(i.e., qualitizing quantitative data or quantitizing qualitative data appropriately); (f) 

paradigmatic mixing (i.e., addressing potential tensions between paradigms traditionally 

associated with quantitative or qualitative methods); (g) commensurability (i.e., switching 

between qualitative and quantitative lenses throughout the research process); (h) political 

legitimation (i.e., addressing the power dynamics and value placed on the mixed methods 

research by the research community, stakeholders, and policy makers); and (i) multiple 

validities (i.e., addressing qualitative issues of trustworthiness and quantitative threats to 

validity specific to the components of the study). Table 3 summarizes the considerations 

of legitimation that were relevant in the current study, as well as the strategies used to 

enhance legitimation.  
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Table 3 
Legitimation Considerations and Strategies to Enhance Legitimation in the Current Study 

Legitimation Type Legitimation Consideration Strategy to Enhance 
Legitimation 

Sample integration • Different samples of 
participants may limit 
depth of meta-inferences 

• Small sample size for 
quantitative component 
may limit interpretation of 
results 

• Worked with same sample 
of participants for 
qualitative, quantitative, 
and crossover components 

• Used quantitative results to 
supplement qualitative 
results 

Inside-outside • Researcher bias may 
impact development of 
accurate etic observations 

• Transcripts may not 
accurately capture emic 
perspectives 

• Consultation with 
dissertation committee 

• Use of code list to code all 
transcripts 

• Member checking 
transcripts with participants 

Weakness 
minimization 

• Quantitative findings may 
be limited due to small 
sample, restricted number 
of constructs explores 

• Qualitative findings may 
not align well with prior 
research 

• Priority given to qualitative 
findings  

• Qualitative findings may 
reveal constructs 
unaddressed in previous 
literature 

• Quantitative findings may 
provide a connection to 
prior research 

Sequential • Interviews may affect how 
participants respond to 
survey instruments 
administered at the end of 
the interview 

• Maintain awareness of how 
issues of sequential 
legitimation may affect 
findings 

Conversion • Inaccurate quantitizing of 
data may result in weak 
meta-inferences 

• Use of code list 
• Consultation with 

dissertation committee 
Paradigmatic 
mixing & 
commensurability 

• Use of qualitative and 
quantitative methods may 
result in paradigmatic 
tensions 

• Use of the transformative 
paradigm encompasses 
both qualitative and 
quantitative approaches 
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Legitimation Type Legitimation Consideration Strategy to Enhance 
Legitimation 

Political • Power dynamics between 
participants, schools, and 
researcher 

• Findings may not align 
well with school 
perspectives 

• Use of memos 
• Consultation with 

dissertation committee 
• Explicitly establishing 

expectations at beginning 
of study 

Multiple validities: 
Qualitative 

• Credibility of findings: 
alignment of findings with 
participant perspectives 

• Confirmability of findings: 
findings are based in data   

• Dependability of research 
process and findings: 
process and findings are 
consistent 

• Member checks 
• Negative cases 
• Thick description 
• Consultation with 

dissertation committee 
• Code list 
• Audit trail 

Multiple validities: 
Quantitative 

• Statistical conclusion 
validity: power 

• Internal validity: history, 
instrumentation 

• Construct validity: 
reactivity to the 
experimental situation, 
experimenter expectancies 

• Consider how threats to 
validity limit interpretation 
of findings 

• AIR and disability 
identification instruments 
have been used with 
individuals with 
disabilities, show 
acceptable reliability, and 
are correlated with relevant 
measures/outcomes 

• High school experiences 
items were based on 
literature and subject-
matter expert input 

• Calculated and interpreted 
measures of internal 
reliability for AIR and 
disability identification 

• Promoted judgement-free 
space for honest responses 

 

Researcher identity. In addition to concerns regarding legitimation, I considered 

how my researcher identity influenced the research process by practicing reflexivity. 
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According to Hesse-Biber (2007), “reflexivity is the process through which a researcher 

recognizes, examines, and understands how his or her own social background and 

assumptions can intervene in the research process” (p. 129). I considered how my 

positionality, or social and cultural position, influenced my beliefs and assumptions. This 

positionality and my experiences also informed locations along an insider-outsider 

continuum and contributed to power dynamics inherent in the research process. 

Therefore, it was important that I make use of strategies to practice reflexivity throughout 

the course of the study.  

Lincoln (2002) emphasizes that high-quality research is explicit about the social 

and cultural positions of the researchers in relationship to participants and the research 

context. My positionality and experiences have shaped the beliefs and assumptions that 

underlie this research. I am a white woman, who grew up in a university town in Iowa. 

My mother is American, and my father is Austrian; both have graduate degrees. I 

attended public schools through high school; there was only one middle school and one 

high school in my hometown, and no options for private schooling at the secondary level. 

I never questioned that I would attend and complete college, which was assumed by my 

parents and teachers. Although I grew up in a mid-sized town in the Midwest, I have 

lived in urban areas along the East coast for most of my adult life. I have worked with 

students with disabilities from kindergarten through age 21, as a teaching assistant in 

public and private schools, a special education teacher at a charter school, and an 

assistant principal at a specialized public school.  

It was also important for me to consider how my social location and experiences 

reflect my position as an “insider” or “outsider” with respect to my participants. 
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Hellawell (2006) suggested that researchers can cultivate reflexivity by examining where 

they fall on an insider-outsider continuum throughout the research process. An outsider is 

a researcher who does not have prior knowledge of the community participating in or 

setting of the study. An insider, on the other hand, begins the study with a strong 

understanding of the participants or setting, and may consider him or herself to be a part 

of the community being studied (Hellawell, 2006). Hellawell emphasizes the importance 

of research that includes both outsider and insider perspectives; researchers should 

consider the effect of their position on multiple insider-outsider continua and how their 

positions on those continua shift throughout the research process.  

I was an outsider during this research process in many ways. Most obviously, I 

was not a high school or postsecondary student with a disability. I was also an outsider 

due to my role as a researcher and because I was older than most participants. At the 

same time, I may have been less of an outsider than someone without any experiences 

with the disability community. Like participants, I also persisted in postsecondary 

education, but my experiences were different from many of their experiences, especially 

those of students who attended two-year or certificate programs.  

Throughout the research process, I used memos as the primary method for 

practicing reflexivity. Memoing guided reflections on how positionality and insider-

outsider status might affect the study and my interpretation of findings. Additionally, I 

used memos to consider how power dynamics between a researcher and a participant 

might affect what participants were willing to share with me, as well as the position of 

power I held as I interpreted and reported on participants’ experiences. Finally, I used 

Onwuegbuzie, Leech, and Collins’ (2008) debriefing approach to guide a reflexive memo 
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regarding my perceptions of participants, nonverbal communication, how the research 

has affected me as a researcher, how the research may have affected the participants, and 

unexpected issues or dilemmas (p. 6).  

Step 11: interpretation. The goal of the interpretation phase is to construct meta-

inferences that integrate interpretations and conclusions that were drawn from the various 

strands of the study (Collins et al., 2006; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). The development 

of meta-inferences is considered one of the most important steps in mixed methods 

research (Maxwell, Chmiel, & Rogers, 2015; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Morse (2015) 

uses the term “point of interaction” to describe the stage during which the researcher 

integrates qualitative and quantitative inferences. She notes that often researchers make 

recommendations based on the qualitative and quantitative components in the discussion, 

but emphasizes the importance of integrating findings in the results narrative. Therefore, I 

explicitly integrated qualitative and quantitative findings, using data matrices, MCA, and 

narrative description, to develop meta-inferences as part of my data analysis process.  

Step 12: final report.  The final step in the implementation phase involves 

writing the final report. Bazeley (2015) discusses several approaches when writing up 

mixed methods research for diverse audiences. For this study, I wrote two types of final 

reports: a dissertation and a report for stakeholders in the partner schools. The 

dissertation had to meet specified requirements, but it allowed more space for in-depth 

explanation of paradigms or methods (Bazeley, 2015) and a more detailed discussion of 

how results might support social change (Sweetman et al., 2010). The final report to 

stakeholders, on the other hand, differed significantly from the dissertation. Bazeley 

suggests that stakeholders are often most interested in how they can use information, and 
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less interested in discussions of paradigms or data collection or analysis methods. 

Therefore, I focused the final report on findings that might be most directly applicable to 

stakeholders and their schools.  

Step 13: revision of research questions. The final step in Collins et al.’s (2006) 

mixed methods research process is for the researcher to consider how the research 

process, findings, and interpretations have led to revised research questions for further 

exploration. During this stage, I considered how my conceptual framework might be 

informed by the findings or interpretations emerging from this study. This is described in 

greater detail in Chapter 5.  

Human Participants and Ethical Considerations 

 This study followed the guidelines and approval of the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB). Participants were adults, were informed about the overall goals of the study and 

were provided with the opportunity to consent or decline to participate. Further ethical 

considerations included reflecting on how the experiences of participants were 

represented; Fine, Weis, Wessen, and Wong (2000) write that we have a responsibility to 

“talk about our identities, why we interrogate what we do, what we choose not to report, 

how we frame our data, and who is protected and not protected while we do our work” 

(p. 123). Therefore, I also considered how my words might be viewed by the participants, 

policy makers, and other stakeholders, and reflected on how I could represent experiences 

truthfully and not harmfully, through the voices of participants. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 The purpose of this mixed-methods study was to investigate the K-12 and 

postsecondary experiences young adults with disabilities perceived to influence their 

persistence in postsecondary education. Mixed methods were particularly well-suited to 

addressing the questions in this study because they draw on multiple forms of data, 

allowing for the investigation of complex lived experiences and a contextualized 

understanding of postsecondary persistence among students with disabilities. This study 

used a transformative, convergent mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2015; Creswell & 

Plano-Clark, 2011) to address the following qualitative, quantitative, crossover, and 

integrated research questions: 

1) Qualitative: What K-12 and postsecondary experiences do young adults with 

disabilities perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education? 

2) Quantitative: What are the relationships among participants’ postsecondary 

GPA, levels of self-determination, and strength of disability identification?  

3) Integrated: How do integrated findings enhance our understanding of factors 

influencing postsecondary education persistence for young adults with 

disabilities? 

4) Crossover: What are the underlying dimensions of participants’ experiences and 

how do personal characteristics relate to these dimensions? 

 This chapter is organized using the following approach. First, I provide 

demographic and background information about the young adults who participated in this 

study. Then I present findings in response to the above research questions, beginning 

with qualitative findings, followed by quantitative findings, and then the integrated 
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analysis. Finally, I discuss findings that emerged from the crossover analysis of 

qualitative and quantitative data sources.  

Participants 

 Thirteen participants were recruited through snowball sampling. Most participants 

(61%) were age 20 or 21 (see Table 4). They identified as white (69%), Black or African 

American (15%), Asian (8%), and multiple races or ethnicities (8%). About half of the 

participants reported attending public schools and receiving varying types of services and 

supports in their public schools, including general education only (i.e., no disability-

related support; 8%), accommodations or resource room support (31%), or special 

education services in a special class (15%). Thirty-one percent of participants attended a 

private high school that was specialized in serving students with disabilities, 8% attended 

a charter school, and 8% a private, college-prep high school.  

 Participants also reported the disabilities they were diagnosed with in high school, 

as well their current disability, if applicable. The most frequently reported high school 

disabilities were learning disabilities (46%) and ADHD (46%), followed by physical 

impairment (23%), executive function disorder (23%), autism (15%), and emotional 

disability (8%). (See Table 5; note that participants could report more than one disability 

and percentages do not add to 100%). When self-reporting high school disabilities, 

participants were provided with a list of the IDEA categories and other commonly-

diagnosed disabilities (e.g., ADHD).  

Participants were then asked if they considered themselves currently to have a 

disability; if they selected “yes,” participants were prompted by the survey to fill in the 

name of their current disability, providing space for participants to determine how they 
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would label their experiences. Participants’ current disability identifications were not 

always the same as their high school identifications, with 38% reporting a current ADHD 

identification, 23% a learning disability, and 8% specifying they had a physical 

impairment. One participant (8%) acquired a traumatic brain injury (TBI) as a result of an 

accident at the end of his senior year of college, which influenced his continuing 

education. Two participants (15%) indicated that they did not consider themselves to 

currently have a disability.  

Table 4 
Demographic Information (n=13) 

Demographic Characteristic Count Percentage 

Age   
20 5 38% 
21 3 23% 
25-29 3 23% 
35-39 2 15% 

Race or Ethnicity   
Asian 1 8% 
Black or African American 2 15% 
White 9 69% 
Multiple (Hispanic, White) 1 8% 

High School Setting   
Public – general education only 1 8% 
Public – accommodations or resource room 4 31% 
Public – special class 2 15% 
Charter 1 8% 
Private 1 8% 
Private – specialized  4 31% 

 

 Participants had previously enrolled in, were currently enrolled in, and/or had 

completed a range of postsecondary programs, including certificate programs, technical 
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college, 2-year community colleges, 4-year liberal arts colleges, and 4-year universities 

(see Table 5). Three participants (23%) attended multiple colleges before finding the 

right fit to complete their associate or bachelor’s degrees. Three of the four participants 

who were enrolled in 2-year community college programs had plans to transfer to a 4-

year college or university to complete their bachelor’s degrees. Similarly, of the four 

participants who had completed their postsecondary programs at the time of this 

interview, three were currently enrolled in continuing or graduate education programs; 

one participant was enrolled in a doctoral program.  

Table 5 
Participant Characteristics: Self-reported Disabilities in High School and Currently, 
Postsecondary Program(s), and Enrollment Status 

Participant HS Disability Current 
Disability 

Postsecondary 
Program(s) 

Enrollment 
Status 

Ariella ADHD ADHD Technical college 
4-year university 

Completeda 

Ashley ADHD, 
Executive 
Functioning 
Disorder, SLD 

ADHD, 
Executive 
Functioning 
Disorder, SLD 

4-year university Currently 
enrolled 

Daniel ADHD, 
Autism, 
Executive 
Functioning 
Disorder 

ADHD, 
Asperger’s, 
Executive 
Functioning 
Disorder 

2-year community 
college 

Currently 
enrolled 

Dino Dyslexia Reading 
Disorder, 
Disorder of 
Written 
Expression 

4-year university Currently 
enrolled 

Emily Physical 
Impairment 

Cerebral Palsy 2-year for-profit 
4-year university 
2-year community 
college 

Currently 
enrolled 

Grace Dysgraphia, 
SLD 

ADHD 4-year liberal arts Currently 
enrolled 
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James ADHD TBI 4-year liberal arts Completeda 

Jay Autism N/A 4-year university Currently 
enrolled 

Lily Learning 
Disability 

N/A 2-year community 
college 

Currently 
enrolled 

Mia Physical 
Impairment, 
SLD 

ADHD, 
Learning 
Disability, 
Anxiety 

4-year university 
2-year community 
college 
4-year university 

Completeda 

Olivia Emotional 
Disability 

Emotional 
Disability 

2-year community 
college 

Currently 
enrolled 

Riley Learning 
Disability 

Learning 
Disability 

4-year liberal arts Currently 
enrolled 

Thomas ADHD, 
Physical 
Impairment, 
SLD 

ADHD Certificate program Completed 

Note. a = participant completed his or her bachelor’s degree and is currently enrolled in 
graduate or additional postsecondary program of study; HS = high school; ADHD = 
attention deficit/hyperactivity disorder; SLD = specific learning disability; TBI = 
traumatic brain injury; N/A = participant indicated s/he did not consider self to have a 
disability currently. Names are pseudonyms.  
 

Qualitative Findings 

Research question 1: What K-12 and postsecondary experiences do young adults with 

disabilities perceive as influencing their persistence in postsecondary education? 

 After interviews were coded as described in Chapter 3, I used a series of data 

matrices (Miles et al., 2014) to support an emergent understanding of the K-12 and 

postsecondary experiences young adults with disabilities perceive as influencing their 

persistence in postsecondary education. First, coded segments with a “positive” or 

“negative” valence were retrieved and sorted into a data matrix of K-12 facilitators, K-12 

challenges, postsecondary facilitators, and postsecondary challenges, by participant. 

Through iterative review of this data matrix and participant transcripts, I identified 
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common K-12 and postsecondary facilitators and challenges. These facilitators and 

challenges became the column headings, organized by participants (rows), for a new data 

matrix; if participant discussed a given facilitator or challenge, the interview quote was 

entered under the appropriate column heading to support comparisons and a consistent 

understanding of the experience across participants. This data matrix became the 

foundation of findings regarding facilitators and challenges to persistence. After this 

analysis, participants’ experiences were sorted by their transition profile (i.e., perceived 

transition experience) for investigation of retrospective patterns (see Tables 6, 7, and 8). I 

used this series of data matrices to develop a deeper understanding of (a) facilitators of 

and challenges to persistence in K-12 and postsecondary education and (b) transition 

profiles and patterns in participants’ experiences across time. 

Facilitators of and Challenges to Persistence 

 Eight facilitators from participants’ K-12 years and 12 facilitators from their 

postsecondary experiences emerged from participants’ interviews. Participants’ responses 

also suggested 11 and 10 challenges from their K-12 and postsecondary experiences, 

respectively. As discussed in Chapter 2, the conceptual framework for this study – the 

capability approach – posits that resources, environmental factors, and personal 

characteristics interact to determine the capabilities (i.e., opportunities) available to an 

individual. Although participants were not explicitly asked about resources, 

environmental factors, and personal characteristics, emergent themes could be organized 

within these three, theory-driven categories.  

 K-12 facilitators. Participants identified eight facilitators from their K-12 

experiences that they felt supported their success in postsecondary education. Facilitating 



161 
 

resources included: (a) strategic resources: accommodations or instruction, (b) private 

resources, and (c) college exploration and transition resources. Environmental factors 

included: (a) encouraging teachers, (b) a challenging high school environment, and (c) 

parents supportive of college.  Finally, participants identified two personal characteristics 

they felt supported their postsecondary success, including: (a) exploring extracurricular 

interests (“Hobbies…help you cope”) and (b) making personal realizations (“That was 

the point where I was like…”). Comments were coded as a “facilitator” only if the 

participant indicated that the experience was helpful or supportive during their K-12 

experiences; neutral statements (e.g., “I got extra time on tests”) were not coded as 

facilitators or challenges. The following subsections discuss each of the eight facilitators 

in greater detail; themes are categorized as resources (three facilitators), environmental 

factors (three facilitators), and personal characteristics (two facilitators). 

 Resources. Participants’ responses suggested three kinds of resources, accessed 

during their K-12 years, that supported their later experiences in postsecondary 

education, including (a) strategic resources: accommodations or instruction, (b) private 

resources, and (c) college exploration and transition resources.  

 Seven of the thirteen participants discussed the importance of strategic resources, 

including accommodations or targeted instruction, that they received in their schools or 

other settings. While the type of accommodation or instruction varied by participant, all 

participants discussed how these resources addressed their individual learning profiles. 

For example, James explained that the accommodation of extra time on tests provided 

him with the processing time he needed, saying, “Through elementary, middle, and high 

school I had accommodations. Just extra time. Just takes me a little bit longer to process 



162 
 

things, …so I had accommodations, which were really helpful, specifically in middle and 

high school.” Grace shared how she was able to raise her grade on a genetics quiz from a 

27% to a 97% when her teacher gave her the opportunity to respond verbally to quiz 

questions: 

By seventh grade, my science teacher figured something really crucial out. She 

was like, “Listen, you can talk. We're just going to do this auditorily and have a 

conversation about it." …That was really the turn around. That was the moment 

that was like, wait, I can actually have success. 

Similarly, Ashley shared that the accommodations she received while taking the ACT 

were central to her success on the exam; she credited her admission to her college to her 

performance on the ACT, saying the accommodations were “super helpful. I ended up 

doing really well on [the ACT]. So that’s why I’m here.”  

 Several students also discussed receiving targeted instruction that addressed 

specific areas of need. Dino, Jay, Ashley, and Lily described receiving instruction at 

school that was targeted to improve their academic performance, while Grace and Riley 

shared receiving similar instruction from outside tutors.  For example, Dino shared, “This 

was the bottom line. The education [at my specialized school] was important and needed 

for me. It was just very vital that I was in there. …The skills I learned definitely helped 

me.” While some participants described receiving helpful instruction in academic 

subjects, including reading, math, and writing, others talked about receiving instruction in 

time management and self-advocacy skills.  

 Seven participants discussed the importance of receiving support from private 

resources that their families secured outside of their original, public school setting. 
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Grace, Riley, Ashley, and Lily all felt that receiving tutoring outside of school was 

supportive of their success. In particular, Ashley and Lily felt that tutoring was helpful in 

preparing for the ACT and other standardized tests. Lily shared, “I had to do outside 

tutoring, as well. …I would go to them and they helped improve my reading and math 

skills, as well. I think that really helped a lot, especially for the standardized tests we had 

to do.”  

Beyond tutoring, four families (the families of Dino, Grace, Ariella, and Olivia) 

accessed private evaluations and/or specialized schooling when public schools were not 

meeting the participants’ needs. For example, when Grace’s school recommended 

discontinuing her IEP in fifth grade, because she had made “enough of a gain,” Grace’s 

parents paid for a private evaluation that confirmed her learning disability diagnosis. 

Dino’s parents also used their private resources when it became apparent that Dino was in 

danger of failing fourth grade after struggling for years. When he was finally evaluated 

and diagnosed with a learning disability, his parents “lawyered up” and sued the school 

district so he could attend a specialized school for students with learning disabilities or 

differences.  

Similarly, Olivia’s school district refused to provide special education services to 

Olivia, despite a suicide attempt and a subsequent series of hospitalizations in eighth 

grade. Ultimately, her parents’ health insurance became the bridge to receiving 

appropriate resources. As Olivia explained, “My insurance said, ‘She needs to go 

somewhere full time.’ So, they sent me to a place in [neighboring state]. They had to send 

me out of state, because [school district] was being difficult about the IEP.” Ariella’s 

access to family healthcare was also a defining point in her experience. When Ariella’s 
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mother suspected Ariella had ADHD, Ariella was diagnosed by her pediatrician and 

prescribed medication. Ariella shared the difference she felt once she started the 

medication: “I just remember thinking…it’s like wearing eye glasses for the first time. 

You’re like, ‘I didn’t realize that I couldn’t stop myself, until I had the ability to do it.’” 

All four participants felt that the private services they ultimately received were critical in 

their educational journey to develop necessary academic and emotional skills.  

Finally, eight participants discussed the importance of college exploration and 

transition resources. Four participants indicated that their schools provided opportunities 

for college exploration and had provided support during the college selection or 

application process. Riley explained that her school devoted a portion of the school day 

to college preparation. Both Lily and Jay felt that the support they received from their 

high school guidance counselors was important. Lily shared, “My counselors were really, 

really helpful. They walked me through the whole process of applying. So that was 

probably the best part.” Jay explained that his guidance counselors helped him identify 

colleges that could provide him with appropriate resources, based on his learning profile. 

His high school also organized many visits to college campuses. Jay explained, “We went 

to visit a lot of colleges, and ever since then, that’s what really got me going.” Similarly, 

Thomas’ school organized a “mock” college experience during which they toured a 

campus and received help with their college applications.  

Two participants shared that they received college exploration support from their 

parents. Grace’s mother worked as an Advancement Via Individual Determination 

(AVID; a college readiness program) tutor and had Grace complete the same college 

preparation activities as her AVID students. Ashley asked her mother to take her to a 
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college fair where offices of disability resources (ODR) were represented. She explained, 

“I went to that with [my mom] my sophomore year. I was super excited. I was like, ‘Oh 

my god. All schools have a DSS [disability support services] program?’ And then that 

became a really pivotal thing.”  

Finally, Mia and Daniel shared that they attended special programs during the 

transition period between high school to college. Mia explained: 

What really helped me was, I actually joined this program. …They’re supposed to 

help the transition between high school and going into college, …specialized in 

working with other kids with learning disabilities/disabilities. Knowing what to 

expect, at least for their first year.  

Similarly, Daniel said, “I spent summer in this therapy program; they helped me with 

social skills a lot. So, from there I felt pretty confident when I was going to go to college 

and do well.” These transition programs may have been especially important for Mia and 

Daniel who, unlike other participants, did not feel they received an appropriate level of 

challenge and support from their high schools.  

 In summary, eleven of the thirteen participants shared the important role that 

resources played in preparing them for success in postsecondary programs. Students 

accessed these resources from sources including their schools, their parents, and other 

organizations. Grace acknowledged the critical role these resources and her privileged 

background played in her success, saying, “If I did not have the resources that I was 

given as a kid, if I was not from an upper-middle-class family, there’s no way that my 

family could have ever made this happen.” 
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 Environment. In addition to important resources, participants described 

characteristics of their environments that were important to their success, including (a) 

encouraging teachers, (b) a challenging high school environment, and (c) parents 

supportive of college.  

 Ten participants described that receiving encouragement from teachers was 

important in their college journeys. Emily shared that her physical therapist encouraged 

her to pursue college at her own pace by telling her about a former student’s experience. 

She explained, “My PT said that there was a guy at [college] who had been there for over 

ten years. He took his time. So I felt like I wasn’t alone.” Many participants described the 

importance of influential teachers during their high school years. Jay and James felt that 

their teachers took the time and interest to help them build the skills they would need in 

college. For example, James said, “I definitely had a couple of really great teachers who 

tried to really get down on my level and really try to work with me to figure out ways, if I 

was having trouble learning.” However, even more than academic skills, participants 

emphasized that their teachers built their confidence and helped them grow personally:  

Dino: I one hundred percent feel that some teachers were influential in terms of 

the learning process. You know those kind of people who are willing to step up 

and be not only your teacher, but also your life coach or your advisor.  

Grace: I had this awesome accommodations person. We were able to go to [her] 

office and cry and really start to advocate for ourselves and figure things out.  

Riley: The good teachers that I had, really gave me the confidence. They did see 

that I was struggling, and they would support me through the hard times.  
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Lily: With my teachers in high school, we were pretty close. So, if I was falling 

behind, they would be like, “Hey, what’s up?”  

Thomas: My senior year teachers got us prepared, [saying], “Don’t doubt 

yourself. You’re going to do good.”  

Ariella: I also had a speech teacher at the time. …She was incredible. She would 

talk to me and work with me.  

Ashley: Definitely the love and support I got and people telling me that I could 

achieve [was what helped in high school]. 

These participants felt that their teachers were invested and believed in their ability to be 

successful. For many participants, who had experienced early failures and expressed 

feelings of shame, anxiety, and self-doubt throughout their K-12 years, their teachers’ 

encouragement and conviction helped them develop confidence in their own abilities and 

strengths.  

 In addition to receiving encouragement at school, seven participants described 

their general academic setting as a challenging high school environment. In contrast to 

the individualized resources some participants received, these experiences reflected the 

instruction and academic environment available to the general study body. For example, 

Grace explained that she attended a private, college prep high school where many of her 

teachers used universal design approaches to make instruction accessible to any student 

in the class. Riley shared that her high school environment fostered an expectation of 

continuing on to college, saying, “I think it was our school that really pushed.” Jay 

described how his high school’s structure and culture of high expectations, “really helped 

me understand what to do; what not to do.”  
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 Four participants (James, Lily, Ashely, and Mia) shared that they took at least one 

Advanced Placement (AP) course during high school, which helped prepare them for the 

expectations of college level work. Lily explained, “I think seeing that AP Government 

class was like a wake-up call, like, ‘Wow, I really need to improve, because this is what 

college will be like.’” For Mia, having the opportunity to take an AP course provided a 

stark contrast to her negative experiences in self-contained, special education classrooms: 

I had AP Psych and AP Environmental Science. Don’t get me wrong, it was still 

stressful, but it was manageable. Where I went to school, it was practically normal 

for people to take four or five AP classes. I actually felt like I was doing 

something right, instead of being held back.  

While Mia felt that her individualized resources held her back, having the opportunity to 

access the challenging courses and environment available to the rest of the student body 

helped propel her forward.  

Finally, while an encouraging and challenging school environment contributed 

positively to participants’ experiences, nine participants also described how their parents’ 

support of college could define their own assumptions about college. When asked when 

they first realized that they wanted to attend college, many participants explained that 

college had always been an expectation:  

Riley: My family definitely – I was born with the mindset of, we’re all going to 

college. And I wanted to, anyways. …definitely always wanted to go.  

Mia: My parents definitely drilled it into my head, I should go to college. 

Daniel: My parents knew from an early age that I was going to college.  
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James: I appreciate my parents saying, “You should apply to college.” I grew up 

through high school thinking, “Alright the next thing I’m going to do is I’m going 

to go to college.” 

Olivia: Growing up, college wasn’t an option. My parents were like, “You go to 

high school. You finish high school. You go to college. You get a degree.” It 

wasn’t ever like there is any other option.  

Lily: It wasn’t ever really my choice. It was, “I’m going to college.” I was very 

unsure of what to do…. My mom said, “You can go to [College H].”  

Ariella: [My mom] always told all of the kids, “You’re going to college. There’s 

no way around it.” …It’s not really a choice. So, I always knew I would go to 

college.  

Of the nine participants who discussed their parents’ role in their personal expectations 

about college, only Ashley suggested that her parents did not have an expectation for her 

to attend college. Instead, Ashley took initiative in exploring college options and 

explained that once she had established this goal, her parents were supportive:  

My parents’ expectations for me were just to be a happy individual. So, when I 

said that I was interested in a four-year degree, they were surprised, happily 

surprised, and encouraged it. But also didn’t want me to get my hopes up. 

Unlike other participants, who in some cases indicated that they felt like they were 

following a path set forth by their parents, Ashely took the lead in pursuing college and 

expressed gratitude for her parents’ unconditional support.  

 Overall, and not surprisingly, the school and home environments were extremely 

important to students during their K-12 years, with all thirteen participants discussing the 
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importance of the environment in their college journey. Although not all participants felt 

that both school and home were supportive of their success, participants shared that they 

were encouraged and challenged to pursue their postsecondary goals, whether it was at 

school, at home, or in both places. These home or school environments also provided 

participants with access to the supportive resources they identified. As Ashley stated, her 

success in high school was “all because of the environment I was in, encouraging me, and 

giving me resources.”  

 Personal characteristics. Finally, seven participants identified personal 

characteristics – emotions, behaviors, or cognitions – that facilitated their success during 

their K-12 years. To describe these personal characteristics in the words of participants, 

illustrative or representative quotes from participants’ interviews accompany these 

facilitators. Facilitators included (a) exploring extracurricular interests (“Hobbies…help 

you cope”) and (b) making personal realizations (“That was the point where I was 

like…”). 

 Four participants emphasized the importance of their interests, hobbies, or 

passions during their K-12 schooling. When asked what advice he would give to high 

school youth who are preparing for college, Jay encouraged them to get involved in their 

high school’s extracurricular activities, citing examples from his own experiences in 

robotics club and playing lacrosse. Similarly, Riley shared that running cross country was 

an important part of her identity, both in high school and in college. Dino explained how 

these extracurricular interests could provide individuals with an outlet:  

I think when you find hobbies outside of the academic, it really does help you 

cope…. Learning in an academic setting is difficult for you, but a hobby doesn’t 
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have to be…. I mix music, and that doesn’t have any kind of letters or words in it. 

I see patterns. That’s all you need to do. 

Ashley shared how her interest and participation in youth leadership activities helped 

expand her personal expectations for herself. She shared, “As a [youth leader], I would 

encourage and motivate people. I realized, if I’m a seventeen-year-old, [doing] this, I 

have the ability to do so much more.” Although only four participants discussed the 

importance of hobbies or passions, all four of these participants felt that these interests 

were critical as they developed confidence and a deeper understanding of themselves and 

their goals.  

 Five participants shared how personal realizations could become crucial points in 

their journey to postsecondary education. Jay and Lily shared that they struggled in 

elementary school and did not put forth their full effort in school, but indicated that this 

changed in middle school. When asked what changed, Jay explained, “I basically got 

myself together,” because he learned what was expected of him at his new middle school.  

Similarly, Lily said, “I think it was the transition. I knew I was going to be entering high 

school soon, so I was like, ‘I have to step up. Because after high school, then it’s college, 

so if I don’t try now, then I’ll never try.’” Ariella’s realization came later in her high 

school experience, after dropping out of high school as a junior, moving in with friends, 

and working as a waitress for a year. She remembered calling her mother and saying, “I 

don’t want to work at [restaurant]. I’ve learned my lesson. I want to go back to school. I 

want to go to college.” These three participants reached a point when they realized that 

they needed to change their approach toward school if they wanted to be successful.  
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 Ashley and Grace described participating in activities or events and making 

critical realizations about themselves as a result. Ashley explained that participating in a 

youth leadership organization helped her realize that college was a possibility. As a sixth 

grader, Ashley explained that her goal was to become a bus driver, because that seemed 

like a job that was within her capabilities and allowed her to interact with people, her 

strength. When asked what pushed her in the direction of college, Ashley said, “When I 

learned that I was capable of so much more,” through her leadership at youth gatherings 

around the state. Similarly, Grace described giving a TED Talk her sophomore year about 

her learning disabilities. Prior to her sophomore year, she explained, “I knew [college] 

was going to happen because my parents were going to allow that to happen.” However, 

giving the TED Talk became a turning point. “That gave me so much confidence…. That 

was really the point where I was like, ‘Okay, I could actually do college.’” 

 Compared with K-12 resources and the environment, fewer participants discussed 

the importance of their personal characteristics as a K-12 student in preparing for college. 

However, the responses of those who did talk about personal characteristics, suggest that 

for those participants, their non-academic interests and personal realizations shaped their 

identity and journey toward college in important ways.    

 K-12 challenges. While participants identified resources, environments, and 

personal characteristics from their K-12 years that facilitated their transition to and 

persistence in postsecondary education, participants also shared that they also 

encountered many challenges throughout their K-12 experiences. Challenges due to 

resources included (a) receiving nonspecific resources, as well as resource gaps in (b) 

accommodations or instruction, (c) parent knowledge or resources, and (d) teacher 
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training. Challenges in the environment included: (a) feeling misplaced, (b) coddling or 

unchallenging school environment, (c) judgmental or discouraging teachers, (d) bullying 

or a stigmatizing social environment, and (e) tension in the home environment. Finally, 

participants shared two personal experiences that were challenging as they pursued 

college, including (a) feeling different (“I wanted to fit in”) and (b) struggling and 

resisting (“There were so many tears”). Each of these 11 challenges are discussed in the 

following subsections, organized by resources (four challenges), environment (five 

challenges), and personal characteristics (two challenges).  

 Resources. Interviews with participants indicated four ways in which resources, 

or a lack of resources, challenged their progress towards college during their K-12 years. 

These challenges included: (a) receiving nonspecific resources, (b) resource gaps in 

accommodations or instruction, (c) resource gaps in parent knowledge, and d) resource 

gaps in teacher training. 

 Six participants shared that receiving nonspecific resources, such as an 

accommodation or instruction, sometimes hindered their progress during their K-12 

schooling. Although these resources were intended to address the participants’ disability-

related needs, the participants felt that these resources did not match their learning 

profile. One participant simply chose not to use an ineffective accommodation; Ashley 

explained that she never used a speech-to-text accommodation, despite her challenges 

with writing, because the program did not recognize her speech pattern. Other 

participants made use of resources, but felt that the lack of individualization was 

detrimental to their learning. Grace shared, “I remember in sixth grade they were 

throwing everything at me – any accommodation in order to get me to pass…. That didn’t 
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really help because it wasn’t really teaching me any better.” Similarly, Lily talked about 

receiving study skills instruction during her resource period in middle school. Her teacher 

“basically said, ‘This is the way to study. There is no other way.’ … It was very rigid and 

there wasn’t much flexibility.” Lily felt that she and her peers would have benefited more 

from instruction that taught multiple strategies and allowed students to find the strategies 

that worked best for them. Finally, Ariella participated in an outpatient program that was 

intended to meet her academic and mental health needs, but found that the structure 

“really wasn’t beneficial.”  

 While Ashley, Grace, Lily, and Ariella shared these challenges within the context 

of a generally supportive K-12 experience, Mia and Daniel had little positive to say about 

their K-12 schooling. Both Mia and Daniel felt that the specialized instruction they 

received failed to meet their individual needs. Mia explained: 

I’ve had an experience where a bunch of kids with different disabilities were [put] 

into the same special classroom. And that wasn’t helpful in the least. … I never 

knew what positive special education was. It was more of a “kitchen sink” 

experience. 

Similarly, Daniel offered the following advice to schools, based on his own experience: 

“Be flexible with special needs students and personalize it. If you’re trying to 

accommodate special needs students, not personalizing your accommodation just doesn’t 

make any sense.” Simply receiving a given resource was not enough to promote success. 

Although participants felt that strategically-identified resources facilitated their success, 

nonspecific resources challenged participants’ progress when those resources were not 

targeted to their individual learning profiles.  
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 In addition to receiving nonspecific resources, participants reported encountering 

three challenging resource gaps during their K-12 years. The most common gap, reported 

by seven participants, was a gap in accommodations or instruction. In contrast to 

nonspecific resources, when participants received a resource that did not meet their 

needs, many participants who reported a resource gap in accommodations or instruction 

identified an area of need and indicated that they did not receive resources to address that 

need.  

Four participants went through a period of time during which they were unaware 

of or did not receive disability-focused resources from their schools. Ariella 

acknowledged that she probably was assigned a case manager in high school, “but I 

didn’t really know who my case manager was in my sophomore or junior or senior years. 

…If I’d had that one person, I think that would have benefited me.” Other participants 

did not receive any disability-related resources. Dino was not evaluated for a disability 

until he was in danger of failing fourth grade. Similarly, Olivia’s school did not initially 

determine that she was eligible for special education services, because she was passing 

her classes: 

[School district] wouldn’t give me an IEP, because I didn’t have an educational 

disability. Because they saw that I had good grades, that meant I didn’t need the 

supports. But when I can’t get to school because of everything that’s going on, 

and I can’t focus in class, and I can’t stay motivated to do the work, and I don’t 

even want to be alive… 

Although Riley received support through a 504 plan in elementary and middle school, the 

school discontinued her plan in high school. “I had really good grades in middle school, 
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and my counselor told my parents to take me off of my 504 plan. … So, I went off the 

plan, and high school was very hard.” Ultimately, Riley took initiative to be reevaluated 

for a disability in college, so that she could access the supports she needed to be 

successful.  

As Riley’s story suggests, resource gaps in accommodations or instruction often 

had implications for participants’ college experiences. Mia attributed her poor 

performance on the SAT, and the resulting college admissions decisions, to a lack of 

appropriate accommodations and instruction. Ashley felt that the gaps in her high school 

instruction affected her college experience, saying, “Coming here [to College], I was so 

ill-prepared … because I’d never really got the hard school skills all the way down.”  

 Two participants, Grace and Dino, felt that their high schools had done a good job 

of preparing them academically for college, but they identified areas where they wished 

they had received additional instruction. For example, Grace explained that she would 

have liked to receive more instruction regarding the scientific method and solving word 

problems. At the same time, she acknowledged those areas “[weren’t] the most important 

thing on my plate. It was English, math, reading.” Similarly, Dino felt he was at a bit of a 

disadvantage entering college, because his small high school did not offer AP or 

International Baccalaureate (IB) classes. “Lots of these students come in with AP and IB 

credits, and my high school doesn’t have that. … For me, it’s a bit unfair.” Although 

these gaps in resources experienced by Dino and Grace were not as fundamental as those 

experienced by some other participants, all participants felt that these gaps in 

accommodations and instruction affected their later experiences in postsecondary 

education.  
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 A second resource gap was in the area of parent knowledge or resources. Four 

participants suggested that their parents may have benefited from additional resources. 

Ariella shared that she became depressed in middle school and stopped going to school 

regularly. She explained that her mother, who was recently divorced and raising five 

children as a single parent, often did not have the bandwidth to be aware her daughter 

was skipping school: “[My mom] was also working, substitute teaching, going to school 

to finish her degree. So she would leave before I would and didn’t always know.” 

Three participants discussed how their parents may not have understood how to 

ensure their children received appropriate support in the school system. Mia felt this 

occurred because her mother’s first language was not English:  

My mom’s language barrier was taken advantage [of] and the teachers decided 

what was best for me when it came to special education. … My mom isn’t an 

expert in special education, so she probably thought, “Oh, this would be good for 

her.”  

Dino and Riley indicated that it took some time for their parents to learn how to navigate 

the school system. Dino explained that he was placed in an English as a Second 

Language (ESL) class from second to fourth grade, although he only spoke English, 

because he was struggling academically and one of his parents was not originally from 

the United States. His parents explained that this was the prevailing approach at the time; 

it wasn’t until Dino was evaluated for a learning disability in fourth grade that his parents 

sought legal support to ensure Dino’s needs were met. Similarly, Riley shared how her 

parents followed her counselor’s advice to discontinue Riley’s 504 plan in high school. 

Several years later, Riley’s younger sister was diagnosed with a learning disability, and 



178 
 

Riley’s mother has been fighting the school system to ensure her sister gets the support 

she needs. Riley explained, “My mom’s very up to date now. Thinking back, she is mad 

about the whole idea of them taking me off the 504 plan. I should have had it in high 

school and for the ACT and everything.”  These three participants suggested that their 

parents, at least initially, lacked knowledge about the special education system and had 

placed their trust in an education system that was failing to appropriately support their 

children’s growth and learning.  

 While some participants discussed a gap in parent knowledge, three participants 

suggested a possible resource gap in teacher training. Although only one participant 

explicitly identified teacher training as a need, comments from two participants indicated 

that some teachers may have been ill-prepared or lacked the skills to effectively support 

their students. Daniel described a chaotic elementary school environment in which his 

teachers “didn’t know how to deal with anybody.” James was more direct when he shared 

that in his high school “there were a few teachers [who] didn’t come off like they wanted 

to be there, or they had the skill set to teach.”  Lack of teacher training had significant 

consequences for Olivia. She shared that in eighth grade, a teacher’s response to Olivia’s 

anonymously-submitted question about how much medication would result in an 

overdose provided Olivia with information she used to formulate her first plan to take her 

own life. As a result of her experiences, Olivia had a strong belief that teachers require 

additional training to support their students’ mental health and asserted, “I don’t want to 

blame the teachers, because they don’t get the supports the need, either. The training, or 

‘look for this.’” The comments of these three participants indicate that teachers’ lack of 
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training or skill could negatively affect their K-12 experience, in some cases 

significantly.  

 Overall, eleven participants identified challenges with the resources they received 

during their K-12 years, such as resource gaps in accommodations or instruction, parent 

knowledge, and teacher training. At the same time, participants also indicated that 

nonspecific resources that were not tailored to their individual needs could also pose a 

challenge to their educational progress. These findings indicate that providing resources 

is important, but it is also critical that those resources are targeted to meet students’ 

personal learning profiles.  

 Environment. In addition to experiencing challenges with resources, participants 

also indicated that their environment could also make their progress toward 

postsecondary education more difficult. Participants’ responses suggested five 

environmental challenges, including (a) feeling misplaced in their school environments, 

(b) a coddling or unchallenging school environment, (c) judgmental or discouraging 

teachers, (d) bullying and stigma in their social environment, and (e) tension in the home 

environment.  

 Six participants shared that they felt misplaced at least once during their K-12 

schooling. Dino and Mia, both of whom had a parent whose first language was not 

English, were inappropriately placed in ESL classes early in their schooling. Although 

Mia was moved out of the class immediately, she continued to feel that her educational 

setting was not appropriate. She explained, “Even at a young age, I felt like I was 

misplaced in the school system. I felt misplaced because I was mentally high-functioning 

while my classmates were low-functioning. I don’t recall connecting with anyone during 
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my earliest years.” Similarly, Ashley shared that she felt different from her peers when 

she was sent to a nonpublic school for students with disabilities in sixth grade: “I never 

wanted to be there again. I looked around and I saw the kids there were planning on 

going there until high school. And that wasn’t where I wanted to be.”  

Although he was not placed in a specialized setting in elementary school, Daniel 

also shared that he felt he was separated from his peers, saying, “I pretty much spent 

probably a third of my elementary school time in the principal’s office. …They kind of 

segregated me from the rest of the school. And that didn’t feel right.” In contrast to these 

experiences, Olivia felt that a residential setting appropriately met her needs, but she 

objected to being sent out of state when her school district would not provide her with an 

IEP to attend a program in-state. Though her school district eventually determined she 

was eligible for services and transferred her to the in-state program, Olivia found her time 

out-of-state to be difficult and felt that “being sent out of state … could have been 

avoided.”   

Like Olivia, Ariella felt that her high school placement was appropriate. However, 

after dropping out, working for a year, and reenrolling in high school as a 19-year-old, 

she found herself retaking a sophomore geography class. She explained, “I was taking a 

sophomore class, and I was like, ‘This just isn’t for me.’ …So in September that year, I 

just stopped going.” As a result of feeling like she did not belong, Ariella withdrew from 

high school for a second time and instead completed her GED. Although most of these 

students, with the exception of Mia and Daniel, believed that they eventually were placed 

in an educational environment that was appropriate for their learning profile, feeling 

misplaced shaped participants’ K-12 experiences.  
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 Even when they felt that their educational environment was generally appropriate, 

six participants commented that their experiences in high school were coddling or 

unchallenging. Two participants were aware that they were not being challenged while 

still in high school and four participants came to the realization that high school was 

overly supportive as they looked back on their experiences. Mia and Oliva both expressed 

feeling that their high schools were not holding them to high academic standards. Mia 

explained, “In high school, it’s just way too coddling. That’s the problem. … I [didn’t] 

feel any kind of challenge when I was in special classes.” Similarly, Olivia was frustrated 

when her specialized school refused to assign homework during her senior year of high 

school, because it was not an IEP goal: “At [high school] I was not challenged at all, and 

I was in a better space. … I was at a point where I was pretty healthy, and I was asking to 

be challenged. And the unwillingness to do that…” Both Mia and Oliva remembered 

feeling that they were capable of much more than their high schools expected of them.  

 While Mia and Olivia were frustrated by the low expectations in their school 

environment as high schoolers, Jay, Ariella, Ashley, and Lily came to the realization that 

their schools were overly supportive later in their experiences. Although Jay and Ariella 

did feel that their high schools were appropriately challenging, they both suggested that 

their schools may have provided too much support. Jay commented on the moment he 

realized that he had to start making his own decisions and contrasted that with his earlier 

high school experiences: 

[Others] can’t make decisions for me, that’s what made it hard, tell me what I 

need and what I don’t need. I was so used to that, back then. Doing stuff on my 
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own – I just wasn’t used to that. It was different. No one was going to hold my 

hand.  

Similarly, Ariella explained that she always knew who the special education teachers 

were in classes that were co-taught, “because they would really dote on you and help you. 

And really do more than I think was necessary.”  

In looking back, Ashley also felt, “as bad as it sounds, they were enabling me. … 

I didn’t realize how large of an impact going to the resource room two times a day…” 

Lily shared a similar experience, saying, “Honestly, in high school, I was really babied. 

I’m not going to lie. Resource, all the extra help – I got really used to it.” Although these 

participants appreciated the support they received in high school at the time, they realized 

that receiving unnecessary support ultimately complicated their transition to the college 

environment, where they were expected to be self-reliant. ` 

 A third environmental challenge, reported by six participants, was experiencing 

interactions with teachers that were judgmental or discouraging. Four participants 

recalled specific times when teachers had made disparaging remarks or discouraged them 

from pursuing their educational goals: 

Thomas: Some of my teachers told me I wouldn’t be college ready.  

Daniel: The person who was in charge of the entire program was telling my 

parents stuff like, “Oh, I don’t think he’s going to go to college. I don’t think he’ll 

be able to handle college.”  

Lily: Sometimes teachers were a bit discouraging in high school. Like, when I 

wanted to take on more and more classes, they said, “Maybe it’s too much for 

you.” … So I think that was a little bit detrimental in a sense. … This was 
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definitely said at IEP meetings. Sometimes I wonder, if I did decide to do all these 

harder classes, I wonder what would’ve happened. 

Mia: I distinctly remember – there was this IEP meeting. … I remember the head 

of the department calling me “too stupid” to go into a regular math class.”  

Ariella explained that many of her high school teachers did not want to provide her with 

an opportunity to make up classwork, when she reenrolled in high school in the middle of 

a semester. Olivia described how negative relationships with school staff could 

exacerbate other difficult situations, saying, “[staff member] had a pretty significant role, 

and because we had that friction, I wouldn’t say it caused my behavior issues, but [it] 

made me a little bit more rebellious.”  All of these participants went on to pursue 

ambitious postsecondary goals, but the discouragement and judgement they experienced 

from some of their K-12 teachers was a salient challenge to remaining on that path.  

 Six participants described their K-12 school environment as a place where they 

experienced bullying and stigma. Daniel explained that he felt that disability was 

regarded as something to be ashamed of, saying, “[Disability] seemed very hidden in 

high school. It was taboo.” Olivia avoided the stigma she anticipated she would 

encounter in her local school district by attending a school in a different town: 

I would not have succeeded if they had put me back mainstream in a regular high 

school at that point. …. [Hometown] is a small town, and so there was lots of 

rumors about what had happened. And not because people cared, but because they 

wanted to talk about something. So, it just wouldn’t have been good for me to go.  

Four participants talked about the pervasiveness of these negative social experiences 

during portions of their schooling: 



184 
 

Ariella: Girls were really mean and difficult. We lived in this affluent 

neighborhood, but my mom was a single parent trying to support us. We shop at 

K-mart, so girls will make fun of you for what you have. Every single day.  

Jay: Elementary school was tough for me. Getting bullied and everything. That 

was hard – hard for me to focus on my work.  

Grace: I remember hearing [student] behind me saying, “She’s so stupid. How can 

she skip a line?” And things like that were almost typical when you have a 

learning disability. People not understanding why you get pulled out.  

Mia: There’s an entire negative social stigma of being labeled the “sped kid” and 

it takes an emotional toll for the rest of your academic life. 

These participants expressed how encountering bullying and stigma in their social 

environments significantly influenced their K-12 experiences.  

 Finally, two participants described how tension at home contributed to challenges.  

Olivia shared that issues at home often exacerbated her cycles of depression. For 

example, she attended a specialized program as a day student for the second half on ninth 

grade. However, she explained that in tenth grade, “In the fall, I got hospitalized again, 

because there was an issue at home. My therapist there decided to have me go and stay 

there. So now I became a residential student.” Tensions at home also contributed to 

Ariella’s decision to drop out of high school and move in with a boyfriend over spring 

break in 11th grade. Ariella remembered, “I was so done with my house. My mother and 

the stepfather, and the kids.” When things did not work out with her boyfriend, Ariella 

asked her mother if she could move back home over the summer, but her mother refused, 

so Ariella lived with friends and worked as a waitress for a year. Later, both Olivia and 
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Ariella expressed gratitude that they could rely on their parents’ financial (Olivia) and 

emotional (Ariella) support while pursuing their postsecondary educations. However, 

both participants indicated that tensions in the home environment during their K-12 years 

significantly complicated their journey through school.  

 Overall, ten participants talked about at least one environmental factor that they 

found challenging during their K-12 schooling, including the overall school climate, their 

interactions with teachers, the social environment, and relationships with parents.  

 Personal characteristics. In addition to experiencing challenges with resources 

and their environment, participants discussed two personal characteristics or internal 

struggles that were challenging during their K-12 years, including (a) feeling different (“I 

wanted to fit in”) and (b) struggling and resisting (“There were so many tears”).  

 Four participants discussed how feeling different affected their experiences during 

their K-12 years. For Daniel and Mia, these feelings were related to the stigma against 

disability they perceived in their school environment. Daniel explained, “The way 

[school staff] gave me the accommodations, they singled me out of the rest of the 

school.” Since he did not want to feel different from the other students, Daniel refused to 

make use of the accommodations. Mia also worried about how others perceived her and 

her disability, saying, “It was just really hard, especially as a kid with no self-confidence 

to begin with. I was totally worried about what other people thought of me, because I was 

disabled.” Both Mia and Daniel struggled with feeling different in an environment where 

they felt negatively labeled or judged due to their disability.  

Riley and Grace recalled how they were challenged by differences in their 

academic performance, when they compared themselves to their peers. Riley shared: 



186 
 

I remember in elementary school, my mom got a phone call from the teacher 

saying, “I’m worried, Riley is cheating off of her peers.” And I was. I do 

remember that. It wasn’t necessarily that I didn’t know the problem. I just didn’t 

have time to do it. … And I didn’t want to tell the teacher that, because I wanted 

to fit in with the rest of my peers. 

 Although the cheating stopped, Riley continued to “hate” the after school tutoring she 

received, because it made her feel different. Grace also described differences in 

achievement, when compared with her peers, as a barrier in high school:  

You know what the barrier was? That magic line of, “Oh I didn’t even study for 

this test!” And yeah, that sucks for anybody else who studied. But it sucks even 

more when you studied so hard for it. And you got a C. And you’re really excited 

about that C. But the person who typically gets an A, they’re complaining about 

their B+. … It’s cringe-worthy.  

These four participants described struggling with feeling different, how these feelings 

were affected by their environments, and how their attempts to fit in could influence the 

academic decisions they made.  

 In addition to feeling different, six participants discussed how their experiences of 

struggling and resisting were a challenge during their K-12 schooling. Participants shared 

personal academic and social struggles as well as their resistance to accepting that they 

could benefit from help. For Riley and Grace, their academic struggles were most salient. 

Both described that it took them significantly longer than their peers to understand 

concepts and complete their homework. Grace explained: 
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There were so many tears when I had to complete any homework. It would take 

me four hours to get through one sheet of math homework. My mom would sit 

there …and switch out with my dad, and it would just be tears. I didn’t understand 

it in class, so I couldn’t do it at home.  

While Riley and Grace struggled academically, Olivia and Ariella experienced 

social and emotional challenges. Olivia found it difficult to adjust when her family 

moved to a new town in elementary school, which had consequences into middle school: 

That move, I didn’t handle that well. As an eight-year-old, I was like, “I don’t 

need new friends, because I have friends.” So, I didn’t make an effort to make 

friends, and I actually wasn’t very nice to the new people I was meeting. That just 

kind of hurt me. When I got to middle school, I didn’t really have any friends. 

And the one friend that I did have wasn’t a good friend. 

While she acknowledged challenges with resources and the environment, Ariella seemed 

to believe that personal struggles were her most significant barrier to college, saying, 

“For me [the barrier] was just getting up and going to school every day. I think it was just 

my personality…I could have done it. I just didn’t.” These four participants described 

their academic, social, and emotional struggles as defining challenges in their K-12 

experience.  

 Participants also described similar challenges in terms of resisting various forms 

of help that they were encouraged to accept. Olivia shared that she resisted the use of 

medication, because she did not understand how the medication would help her. She 

explained, “It took me a long time to get on board with medication, …because when 

you’re young, they kind of tell you, ‘This is going to fix it.’ And it doesn’t. So you have 
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this unrealistic expectation.” Daniel and Ashley resisted making use of accommodations 

during their K-12 schooling.  As mentioned earlier, one reason Daniel refused to make 

use of accommodations, was that he felt that his school was singling him out. At the same 

time, he mentioned, “I didn’t want to use the accommodations given to me, because I 

didn’t understand that I needed them.” Similarly, Ashley shared that she avoided using 

accommodations when she was younger because she did not feel like she needed them. 

Ashley viewed her resistance to the support she received in elementary and middle school 

as a significant internal barrier: 

The barriers I put on myself in elementary and middle school were the shame, 

because that limited my productivity. It’s like, “I don’t want to be here. I don’t 

want to do this.” Because I couldn’t deal with what was going on. I feel lucky I 

was able to overcome those internal barriers at a younger age.  

 Although all three participants later came to feel that these supports were helpful, they 

struggled during their K-12 years to understand and accept this assistance.  

Overall, six participants described how personal experiences, including feeling 

different and struggling and resisting, were challenging during their K-12 years. At the 

same time, participants also described how they were able to address those challenges. 

Often, participants’ perception of feeling different diminished as they moved to more 

accepting postsecondary environments.  Participants also described how they worked 

hard to gain skills and strategies to address academic, social, and emotional challenges. 

Across these personal challenges, participants expressed that developing confidence, 

better self-understanding, and stronger self-acceptance helped them come to terms with 

their feelings of difference, their struggles, and their resistance.  
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In summary, participants’ descriptions of their K-12 experiences suggested eight 

facilitators and 11 challenges that influenced their pursuit of postsecondary education 

after completing high school. In alignment with the conceptual framework for the study, 

facilitators and challenges were classified as resources, environmental factors, and 

personal characteristics. The identified themes illustrated how those resources, 

environmental factors, and personal characteristics shaped participants’ experiences. 

Facilitators and challenges regularly interacted, with access to facilitators often occurring 

due to the challenges participants and their families faced. Although nearly all 

participants remembered experiencing challenges during their K-12 years, support from 

facilitators – including participants’ personal characteristics and actions – reinforced their 

pursuit of postsecondary education.  

 Postsecondary facilitators. While individuals’ K-12 experiences are important in 

shaping their path to postsecondary education, postsecondary experiences also play a 

critical role and influence individuals’ persistence in postsecondary education settings. 

Interviews with participants suggested twelve postsecondary facilitators and ten 

postsecondary challenges that affected their college persistence. Like K-12 themes, these 

postsecondary experiences could be classified as resources, environmental factors, and 

personal characteristics.  

Participants discussed twelve experiences that facilitated their pursuit or 

completion of their postsecondary programs. The four facilitating resources included two 

disability-focused resources (i.e., accommodations/services and a point person), 

institution-wide resources, and external resources. Five facilitating environmental factors 

included (a) personally-invested faculty, (b) connecting socially, (c) accepting attitudes 
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toward disability and all, (d) supportive parents, and (e) experiencing a good match with 

the postsecondary environment. Finally, three personal characteristics included 

confidence (“I can believe in myself, too”), passions (“That’s a big part of who I am”), 

and strategic actions (“I think it was strategic”). These themes are discussed in greater 

detail in the subsections that follow, organized as resources, environmental factors, and 

personal characteristics.  

 Resources. Participants’ responses suggested four resources that facilitated their 

persistence in postsecondary education, including: (a) disability-focused resources: 

accommodations and services, (b) disability-focused resources: point person, (c) 

institution-wide academic resources, and (c) external resources.  

 Consistent with the current focus within the literature, almost all participants 

(eleven) felt that the accommodations or services they received through offices of 

disability resources (ODR) were an important facilitator of their postsecondary success. 

Several participants named specific accommodations they felt were personally important, 

including receiving extra time on tests (Ashley, Daniel, Jay, Lily), being able to take tests 

in a separate location or individual room (Jay, Lily, Mia), prioritized scheduling (Mia), 

specialized equipment (Thomas), and a communication device (Emily). Four participants 

(Grace, James, Olivia, Riley) did not identify specific accommodations but generally 

indicated that the support and services they received from ODR was important to their 

success. Olivia described what happened when she attempted to complete the semester 

without accommodations: “I think every semester I said to myself, ‘Oh, I don’t need 

them. It’s fine. I don’t need it.’ And then halfway through the semester I’m like, ‘I need 

this!’ And [ODR has] always been so supportive.”  
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Only two participants did not explicitly identify accommodations as a facilitator 

of their postsecondary success. Although Dino discussed receiving services from his 

institution’s ODR, his comments regarding the accommodations he received were 

neutral. Ariella, who was diagnosed with ADHD, did not seek or receive services from 

her institutions’ ODR offices, saying, “What I’ve seen in college, there weren’t really a 

lot of avenues. Whenever they say something about helping with a disability, it’s always 

talking about a physical disability.” Ariella’s comments suggest that she may have found 

additional disability-focused support to be helpful, but did not feel that ODR resources 

were meant to address her learning profile.  

 Beyond accommodations and services generally provided by ODR, five 

participants identified a specific point person at their postsecondary institution, such as a 

mentor, tutor, or ODR staff member, who was important to their success. For three 

participants, this point person was an ODR staff member; participants described how 

checking in with a specific person at ODR helped them stay on track with their studies: 

Ashley: I still go [meet with ODR staff person] because having a weekly person 

to review, “What do I have this week?” – even if it’s only ten minutes – is 

important. Because when I didn’t have that, … I missed deadlines.  

Daniel: [ODR staff member] basically checks in with the teachers and checks in 

with me and relays any important messages I may not have heard. So, she’s 

helpful. 

James: I’ve talked to the disabilities counselor. I have to talk to her for 

accommodations for tests. She’s been really great.  
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Grace and Jay described special programs that their institutions offered to students with 

disabilities. Grace’s college provided tutors to students with ADHD to help them with 

their organizational skills, which she found helpful. Jay explained that he was 

participating in a specialized program designed to increase the retention of admitted 

university students diagnosed with autism. All program participants were matched with 

mentors to help with organization and study skills and to serve as a case manager. When 

Jay was struggling his first semester of college, it was his mentor who sat down with him 

to discuss his progress. All five of these participants shared that being able to contact a 

specific person – whether they reached out to the point person or the point person reached 

out to them – helped them navigate through their college careers. 

 In addition to receiving support through ODR or other disability-related programs 

at their institutions, seven participants indicated that accessing institution-wide academic 

resources that were available to all students were also important to their persistence in 

their programs of study. Among these participants, the most frequently identified 

resources included getting academic support through help centers or sessions (Ashley, 

Emily, Lily, Thomas) and office hours (Ashley, Jay, Lily, Riley). Ashley also commented 

that she made appointments with the research librarian her freshman year for help with 

research assignments: “She’d help me find good sources, learning how to use academic 

sources. So, I’m really happy about that resource.” Finally, although James found ODR 

services helpful in the program he attended after receiving his bachelor’s degree, he 

explained that he decided not to access ODR services at the liberal arts college he 

initially attended after high school. Despite finding his high school accommodations 

helpful, he felt that his liberal arts college provided all of the support he needed, 
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explaining, “I didn’t find that I really needed it.” These resourceful participants sought 

out academic support from any of the resources generally available to students on 

campus.  

 Finally, in contrast to participants’ K-12 experiences, when seven participants 

identified facilitating private resources, only three participants identified supportive 

external resources that were not provided by their postsecondary institutions. Mia shared 

that she was connected with the state’s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services. She saw 

this connection as providing financial access to college; prior to connecting with VR, 

college felt out of reach. Mia remembered, “Generally, I thought I couldn’t afford 

[college].” However, through VR, Mia learned she was eligible to attend community 

college with free tuition. As Mia explained, “They helped me realize, ‘Oh, I can get 

tuition paid off.’” Similarly, Ariella identified receiving financial support through a state 

scholarship as important to her facilitating her postsecondary journey. Olivia also 

identified an external resource as critical to her persistence in college. When asked what 

helped her keep going when she felt like giving up, Olivia responded, “A lot of support 

from my therapist. I’m really lucky to have a really amazing therapist, who has sat with 

me in my darkest of times.” While only three participants identified external resources as 

facilitating their success, these resources were viewed as so critical that two of the 

participants, Mia and Olivia, suggested they may not have attended or persisted in college 

without them.  

 Overall, twelve participants identified resources that were important to their 

persistence in postsecondary education. Only Dino did not explicitly identify any 

resources as facilitators. Currently, the literature focuses on receipt of accommodations as 
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being supportive to postsecondary students with disabilities, and eleven participants who 

discussed resources indicated that disability-focused accommodations and services 

facilitated their success. However, they also identified institution-wide and external 

resources that provided critical support, suggesting a need to broaden our understanding 

of the resources students with disabilities access and rely on during their postsecondary 

experiences.  

 Environment. In addition to important resources, participants described 

characteristics of their environments that were important to their success, including (a) 

personally-invested faculty, (b) connecting socially, (c) accepting attitudes toward 

disability and all, (d) supportive parents, and (e) feeling a good match with the 

postsecondary environment. 

 Eight participants described how interactions with personally-invested faculty 

encouraged participants to persist in their programs of study. Ashley and James spoke 

about their interactions with their professors in general. Ashley explained, “I find it really 

helpful to go to teachers and be honest with myself and them.” James felt that his 

relationships with his professors were a crucial element of his liberal arts experience: “I 

had personal relationship with my professors. I thought that was absolutely key to my 

education. … I really connected with a few of my professors in college.” Other 

participants described specific faculty who pushed and inspired them to achieve at high 

levels and pursue their goals: 

Grace: I had a philosophy teacher who was awesome. He would sit me down and 

be like, “So Grace. Thought experiment: Everyone in the world has dyslexia. Go.” 

It was awesome.  
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Riley: Another support here is my running coach. She says, “Family goes before 

school, and school comes before running.” So, if I’m stressed … and come to 

practice, she says, “Go home. Go do your work.”  

Olivia: I took my education 101 class, and I love my professor. I think it just 

made me fall in love with [the idea of being a teacher] all over again.  

Thomas: I went to my computer teacher for support. … He said, “If you want 

some support, I’m always here for you.”  

Jay: Had a really nice teacher. He helped me out when I wasn’t doing my best. I 

didn’t get a good grade on a midterm, so he sat me down.   

Ariella: At the end of my specialist [degree], we had to take three research 

classes. I did have [a professor] that I would talk to all the time. She was really 

great. … She would give me her cell phone number, and I’d be able to call. 

Participants appreciated and valued interactions and relationships with professors who 

encouraged, pushed, and took an interest in participants.   

 While many participants discussed the importance of their interactions with their 

professors, participants most frequently described feeling supported through their social 

connections with peers. Ten participants described different ways their social interactions 

were important in their postsecondary experiences, including connecting them with 

academic support or resources, general social support, and disability community support. 

Four participants (Ashley, Lily, Olivia, Riley) discussed how their relationships with 

peers contributed to participants’ academic success. For example, Riley preferred taking 

classes with friends, so she had study partners, and Ashley asked her sorority sisters to 
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proof-read her papers. Thomas expressed pride when he was able to reciprocate and tutor 

one of his peers in math.  

 Participants also described generally appreciating the social environment in 

college. Mia, Daniel, and Lily felt that college was an improvement over high school, in 

terms of social interactions. As Mia explained, “The social aspect of it really changed my 

mind to the point of where I really liked college. Because, in high school, everyone’s sort 

of judgmental and mean, but college was a lot different.” Jay described joining a 

fraternity as important to his experience. He explained, “I’m in a fraternity now. I’ve got 

some brothers. So, I got a little support system. … It’s really helped me through my 

transition to college. Connect. Get out of my shell, because I don’t really connect much.”  

 Three participants valued the connections they made with peers who had a shared 

experience of disability. Riley described that one of her best friends experienced similar 

academic struggles and valued the support they provided to each other. Dino also 

appreciated discovering other students with learning disabilities on his campus, saying, 

“What’s so sad is I only found these people relatively recently. But discovering other 

people that had disabilities was definitely the best thing that could have happened.” 

While Riley and Dino’s connections were informal, Grace described making her college 

decision based on the opportunity to join a student-led organization for students with 

learning disabilities and differences. She explained, “I got involved…my freshman year. 

It gave me a place where I could be completely ADHD.” Whether relationships with 

peers offered academic support, a general sense of belonging, or a connection to a 

disability community, participants felt this supportive social environment encouraged 

their success in their postsecondary programs.   
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 In alignment with their social experiences, five participants shared that their 

postsecondary environment was generally accepting of disability and all, which they felt 

supported their experiences. James shared that he felt his liberal arts college was 

inclusive of all different perspectives and ways of thinking. Four participants felt 

acceptance specifically in terms of disability: 

Emily: [College B] has excellent support. And I’ve never been discriminated 

against so far.  

Riley: I feel like here, too, it’s okay. I have classmates who are like, “Oh yeah, I 

have a learning disability!”  

Mia: There’s absolutely no stigma in college, which is great!  

Grace shared the sense of relief she felt, having the full support of the institution when 

seeking accommodation from uncooperative professors, saying “[It] is the best feeling in 

the world, to feel like you have this entire institution backing you up.” These participants 

indicated that, in contrast to some of their earlier experiences, the felt they were in an 

environment where individuals with disabilities or other differences were accepted and 

respected.   

 Outside of the school environment, six participants expressed appreciation for the 

support they received from their parents. Olivia and James were grateful for the financial 

support their parents provided in supporting their studies. As Olivia said, “If [my parents] 

were to decide not to help me, I would have been SOL [out of luck].” Thomas described 

the support he received from his parents in terms of helping with transportation to and 

from school. Ashely, Riley, and Ariella, on the other hand, describe the emotional 

support and encouragement they received from their parents as critical. Riley 
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remembered several times throughout her college career when she relied on her parents’ 

emotional support and insights. For example, she described the first time she earned a C: 

I think I got my first C here, my freshman year, in my history class. It was a C+ 

and I was devastated, because I’d never had a C before. But talking to my mom, 

she was like, “Well, it’s not the end of the world.” 

Ariella, who completed her bachelor’s degree over the course of ten years, relied on her 

mother’s guidance to find the right career path, saying, “Luckily for me, at that point my 

mom…was always readily available. She knew all the different degrees, because she was 

a school counselor. She could tell me, ‘Well, try this.’” Although these participants, with 

the exception of Thomas, were living away from home, they continued to value their 

parents’ financial and emotional support.  

 Finally, eight participants indicated that they generally felt that their 

postsecondary environments or their programs of study were well-matched to their 

learning profiles and personalities. One participant felt that the way a university provided 

testing accommodations was fit her needs, two felt the structure of postsecondary 

education fit their learning profiles, two discussed the good fit of their majors, and others 

described that postsecondary institution overall was a good match. Ashely described 

attending an exchange program abroad and found that during testing, “The culture was 

very different. There was a ton of kids in the room and it was very quiet. … I felt very 

comfortable and accommodated.”  Ariella felt that the structure of college, where she was 

only in class for two hours rather than an entire day and where her professors provided 

syllabi that helped her plan out the semester, was well-suited to her learning profile as a 

student with ADHD. Similarly, Daniel appreciated being able to select his classes and 
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schedule them based on his preferences. Olivia and Riley felt that the unique focus of 

classes and the professors in their education majors were critical to their success. Riley 

explained, “Being in the education program, they definitely teach differently. You’re 

doing the teaching, obviously. So it was never hard for me, those classes.”   

Finally, four participants shared that they felt generally that the postsecondary 

program they chose was a good match: 

Olivia: I [think] going to a community college is good, because you have the 

small class sizes and more support from your professors.  

Grace: I came to [College] and I came into the disability office, and they had 

essential oils going, mood lighting, and I was like, “I can actually see myself 

here.”  

James: The best way of describing my college was if you took the morals and 

values that I feel like are in [hometown], that would be my college. So that was 

really heartwarming and made me feel really comfortable.  

Jay: What drew me to the school was how friendly the people were. …Compared 

to other colleges, it is a small to moderate size. Not that big. 

Participants shared that they felt comfortable and that their postsecondary environments 

and programs of studies were well-suited to their individual learning profiles.  

 All thirteen participants discussed environmental factors that facilitated their 

participation and persistence in their postsecondary programs. Many participants viewed 

the postsecondary environment as an improvement over the K-12 environment. Parents, 

who often were the driving force in participants’ early education, took on more of a 

supporting role and continued to provide encouragement and financial assistance. 



200 
 

Overall, participants reported that feeling a sense of acceptance and belonging in their 

postsecondary environments – from peers, faculty, and in general – facilitated their 

persistence in their programs of study. 

 Personal characteristics. Finally, participants discussed personal characteristics 

that they believed were important to their postsecondary success, including (a) 

commitment to passions (“That’s a big part of who I am”), (b) developing confidence (“I 

can believe in myself, too.”), and c) taking strategic action (“I think it was strategic”).  

 Four participants described being committed to passions that were important to 

their sense of identity. James described volunteering with his church community on 

summer service projects in El Salvador, saying, “That’s a big part of who I am.” 

Similarly, Riley felt that participating in sports was important to her sense of self. She 

explained that running provided her with an outlet during stressful times in her life: “I 

think why I’ve always stuck with running is, it’s something that soothes me. … If I have 

a hard day with school, going out and running just clears my mind and keeps me from 

going crazy.” When Ariella discovered her passion for teaching, she finally found the 

excitement and drive to complete her bachelor’s degree. She explained, “When people 

say, ‘This is my calling…’ [with] teaching, I definitely felt that way.” Grace acted on her 

passion for disability advocacy to develop a mentoring program that connects K-12 

students and college students who have similar learning disabilities. The college mentor 

and younger student meet on campus to talk about what it means to have a learning 

disability. Grace described her program saying, “We do a self-advocacy meeting. We 

write a letter to the [student’s] teacher. … It really helps kids come to [College] and see 

themselves in a college setting.” Although only a few participants discussed the 
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importance of their passions, these four participants felt that they were a critical piece of 

their identity and their postsecondary experiences. 

 A second personal characteristic participants felt supported their persistence in 

postsecondary education was their developing confidence. Eight participants discussed 

the importance of believing in themselves. Thomas felt that the self-confidence he 

developed in high school helped him throughout college. Dino, James, and Ariella 

described how various experiences in college helped them become more self-assured. For 

example, Dino remembered how university leaders described him at a luncheon for 

incoming students and felt, “It definitely gave me confidence and motivation, because I 

was like, if all the adults in these powerful positions believe in me, I can believe in 

myself, too.” Jay and Ashley described developing confidence as a process that they were 

continually working on: 

Jay: I just…try to really build myself up. Keep pushing through to hit my goal. Or 

if I don’t, try something different. … Find myself and be better than I was before. 

Ashley: It’s about every day deciding who you’re going to be and what you’re 

going to do. You can’t compare yourself to other people. Gotta compare yourself 

to the best version of yourself.  

Grace and Mia felt that becoming confident helped them be stronger self-advocates. Mia 

described being withdrawn during her K-12 years and getting upset when people made 

decisions for her. She came to a point when she asked herself, “What’s the point of 

getting really upset, when I can just stick up for myself?” Whether participants felt they 

had developed confidence, were continually developing confidence, or felt developing 

confidence provided a pathway to self-advocacy, these participants asserted that learning 
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to believe in themselves was critical to their persistence and success in their 

postsecondary studies.  

  Finally, ten participants shared that their own, strategic actions facilitated their 

persistence in college. Nine participants described learning what academic strategies or 

resources worked best for them and acting to use those strategies or resources: 

Emily: Taking one or two classes per semester.  

Riley: I asked, actually, to get back on a 504 plan.  

Grace: I was unafraid to ask for help. 

Mia: My biggest achievement was learning better study skills and recording 

lectures and listening to them over and over again.  

Ashley: I would go build relationships and I’m an active participant in all my 

classes. Sometimes I’m in some classes where the students really hate to 

participate, but it’s the only way I know that I’ll learn. 

Daniel: I like being able to change my schedule around and decide when I want to 

be in this class, when I don’t want to be in this class.  

Olivia: It wasn’t until this semester that I actually set [accommodations] up at the 

beginning and didn’t wait for things to get bad. … I finally decided to support 

myself the way I needed to.  

Lily: Rewriting notes. I didn’t really have to do this in high school, but I rewrite 

notes constantly, especially for my science courses. … It’s the best way I can 

remember it. 
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Jay: Use the tape recorder. First, listen to the question. Think about the answer. 

Say the answer, and then play the answer. See if you got it right. … I think having 

that method really helped me throughout college.  

Participants recognized and utilized the strategies that worked best for them, even if that 

meant participating in class when no one else was participating, completing their 

programs at a slower pace than their peers, or deciding to proactively access 

accommodations.  

Additionally, Jay, Ashley, Lily, and Ariella discussed how they motivated 

themselves when they felt like giving up. Jay shared, “Sometimes toward the end, it gets 

so difficult. I want to give up. But I try to push myself to go to office hours, get help on 

homework.” Similarly, Lily explained: 

I just try to push through. Be like, “It’s almost summer. You’re going to be done 

soon.” I try not to scare myself with what’s going to happen after [college]. I try 

to remind myself to focus more on this exam or quiz. 

Ariella shared that she felt an internal drive that motivated her to continue pursuing her 

education through the ten years it took to complete her bachelor’s degree. She explained, 

“Everything I’d gone through and how hard it had been – that’s what supported me and 

drove me, is my personality. Is like, ‘I’ve got to finish now.’” Similarly, when Ashley felt 

like giving up, she thought back on her middle school years in a specialized school and 

reminded herself how far she had come. In all of these examples, it was actions and 

decisions of the participants themselves – not their peers, professors, parents, or others – 

that participants internalized as crucial to their postsecondary success.  
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 Overall, all thirteen participants discussed at least one way that they personally 

contributed to their persistence in college. In many ways, these personal characteristics 

interacted with and influenced each other. For example, as participants learned what 

strategies were most effective for them, they developed confidence and gained power to 

drive their own success. Increasing confidence encouraged participants to take risks and 

try new approaches or pursue areas of passion, and in turn, this further boosted their 

belief in themselves. Similarly, participants’ personal characteristics influenced and were 

influenced by their environments and the resources to which they had access. For 

example, participants’ strategic actions often involved seeking additional support; in 

doing so, participants developed relationships with peers, faculty and their point person in 

ODR. At the postsecondary level, more so than at the K-12 level, participants played an 

active role in finding and accessing the environment and resources that supported their 

success. Ashley summarized these interactions, saying, “The biggest part is believing that 

you can do it and that you’re in the environment that’s going to support you to do it. And 

that it’s worth doing. That it’s not worth giving up on.” 

 Postsecondary challenges. All of the individuals who participated in this study 

were either enrolled in or had completed their postsecondary programs, and therefore had 

achieved a certain level of success. Nevertheless, all participants shared that they 

experienced challenges during the course of their postsecondary journeys. Challenges 

with resources included (a) disability-focused resources that were of poor quality or fit 

and (b) resource gaps. Environmental challenges included (a) inflexible professors, (b) 

daunting courses or testing, (c) confusing or isolating social environment, (d) unaware or 

discriminating attitudes toward disability, (e) overprotective parents, and (f) a generally 



205 
 

ill-fitting postsecondary environment. Finally, personal characteristics included (a) self-

doubt (“Maybe this is not for me”) and (b) personal growing pains (“It was a lot of 

trying to figure things out”).  

 Resources. Participants experienced two challenges with resources; the first was a 

challenge in the quality and fit of their disability-focused resources and the second was a 

resource gap.  

 Three participants described several ways that disability-focused resources were 

not the right quality or fit. Lily and Emily described receiving poor quality or 

unacceptable accommodations; Lily decided not to use the accommodation of a note 

taker, because the notes were not what she needed them to be, while Emily received her 

testing accommodation of a “separate location” in a high-traffic room right next to a 

copier. Lily, Ashely, and Emily also felt that some resources were not a good match. 

Ashley and Lily tried a case-management or tutoring resource offered by ODR but 

ultimately concluded it was a “waste of everyone’s time” (Ashely) or “it wasn’t a good 

match” (Lily).  Emily found it especially challenging to find a personal assistant who 

could meet her physical and communication needs. When asked if anything held her back 

in college, she responded: 

Finding a good aide. That was a big one, because I not only need physical help, 

but I need someone to translate for me. I was strongly encouraged to use my 

Dynavox [communication device], but it’s slow.  

Emily’s challenge of finding a good personal assistant was compounded because the 

assistive technology that she relied on for communication was also not adequately 

meeting her needs.  The influence of these poorly fitting resources was different for the 
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different participants; while Ashley and Lily could choose to not access the resources that 

did not match their learning profiles, that was not a possibility for Emily, who had to rely 

on some “weird aides” before finally finding one who has been with her for ten years.  

 A second challenge that participants experienced was a gap in resources. Four 

participants expressed having a need and struggling to find the resources they required to 

meet that need. As described earlier, Ariella did not feel that the postsecondary 

institutions she attended provided disability-focused support that was appropriate for her 

learning profile. She explained, “They always have the disability disclaimers in your 

syllabus. …But I’ve never seen a team that’s like, if you have something. If you need 

help. I think that would be beneficial.” Olivia described nearly dropping out of college 

two weeks before a semester ended because she lost access to a car, her transportation to 

class. James felt that his program of study at the community college he attended did not 

take responsibility in providing the resources or support students needed to pass the 

classes. Finally, Emily experienced resource gaps at the first and third colleges she 

attended. Her first college was a for-profit two-year college that did not have an ODR. 

Though the professors were accommodating, Emily did not receive any support from the 

institution in terms of navigating through or managing the process of ensuring her needs 

were met. Her third college did have an ODR office, but nevertheless Emily described 

her experience there as a “freakin’ disaster” and explained that the college lacked 

academic resources, such as tutoring and help centers.  

 In total, six participants discussed challenges with resources during their 

postsecondary experiences. Some participants received resources, but did not find that the 

resources adequately matched their learning profiles; participants had to decide if they 
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would make do with an inadequate resource or if they could afford to forego using that 

support altogether.  Other participants knew that they needed certain resources to access 

or fully participate in their postsecondary programs, but found it challenging to connect 

with those resources. Again, these findings suggest a need to move beyond a discussion 

of provision of resources to ensuring college students with disabilities are able to connect 

with high-quality resources that match their learning profiles.  

 Environment. In addition to experiencing challenges connecting with and 

receiving appropriate resources, participants also discussed several environmental factors 

that discouraged them in pursuing their postsecondary studies. Environmental challenges 

included (a) inflexible professors, (b) daunting courses or testing, (c) a confusing or 

isolating social environment, (d) unaware or discriminating attitudes toward disability, 

(e) feeling overprotected by parents, and (f) a generally ill-fitting postsecondary 

environment. 

 Five participants shared experiences they had with inflexible professors who were 

unsupportive or who resisted participants’ requests for accommodations. Emily, Olivia, 

and James felt that some of their professors were generally not supportive. Emily shared 

one professor’s response: “I told one professor I needed help, and she said, ‘read the 

book.’” For both Emily and James, the lack of support they experienced in their programs 

contributed to their decisions to transfer to different colleges. Grace and Lily encountered 

professors who refused to honor their accommodations. Lily explained that the 

accommodation allowing her to use a calculator was inconsistently applied throughout 

her program, saying, “It honestly depends on the professor.” Grace described 

approaching one of her professors to inform him of her accommodations for tests and 
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quizzes: “He told me that, no, I only get tests in [the testing center]. And a synopsis of 

what he said was that it was an inconvenience to him.” Although Grace’s college ODR 

supported her and worked to resolve the situation, Grace described how moments like 

that made her feel like a third grader again, when all of her classmates knew, “we’re not 

going to get our ice cream party unless Grace finishes all her math.” While participants 

reported benefiting from working with personally-invested professors, encountering even 

one or two inflexible professors could be discouraging, and the two participants who felt 

an overall lack of support from their professors chose to transfer to different institutions.  

 Daunting courses or tests were the source of frustration participants identified 

most frequently, with eight participants discussing challenges in this area. Four 

participants described struggling with tests, including placement tests (Lily), teacher 

certification tests (Riley), and course exams (Jay, James). As Lily said, “Some of these 

standardized tests were really roadblocks.” At the same time, Riley and Lily also shared 

how they worked around those roadblocks by taking steps to request a 504 plan (Riley) 

and talking to the department chair about enrolling in classes for credit (Lily).  

 Five participants recalled specific classes that were especially challenging for 

them: 

Grace: Last year I was in college algebra and foundations of math. … That was 

the hardest class of my college career. I got a C in it. I. Worked. So. Hard. 

Riley: I remember I took a history class and a lot of our grade was participation. 

… I was always afraid to raise my hand. It takes me longer to process things. So I 

actually ended up dropping that class, ‘cause it just didn’t fit for me, and I took it 

online in the summer.  
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Mia: You would think that remedial math would be easier, but it’s not, because 

everything’s on the computer and nothing is taught in person, unless you have 

questions. But not teaching, teaching.  

Ashley: I failed statistics. Even though I was getting help; I don’t know what 

happened. I put so much time and energy – and when I retook it, I got a C, and it 

was the same material.  

Olivia: English 102…has been the most challenging course for me. I always loved 

English growing up, but for whatever reason, I have dropped the course three 

times. This is my fourth attempt. 

As is evident from these comments, many of these courses were in subject areas that 

participants found challenging as a function of their disability. Participants took several 

approaches when encountering daunting courses, including putting in extra effort 

(Grace), trying again (Ashely, Olivia), trying a different course format (Riley), and 

having the requirement waived (Mia). Although participants reported feeling 

overwhelmed and discouraged by these experiences, they often found ways to effectively 

address the obstacles posed by tests and courses.  

 Some participants shared that they initially found the social environment to be 

confusing or isolating. Emily and Jay described feeling socially isolated when they first 

started college. Emily shared, “I had anxiety. I’ve gotten better, but a lot of my college 

experiences were very lonely. I wanted to socialize.” Emily was eager to develop 

friendships but found it difficult to initiate conversations with her peers, which may have 

been even more challenging because she communicates with a communication device or 
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through her personal assistant. Jay explained how negative social experiences made him 

question his decision to attend his college: 

I encountered problems on campus where I hold the door for a person, and they 

go in a completely different door. … Or I get looks by people, and it turned me 

off; it discouraged me. Like, “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”  

In contrast, Ashley and Dino described themselves as very outgoing, but found it difficult 

to navigate certain elements of the social environment. During a group midterm project, 

Ashley’s group members refused to work with her. She explained, “They didn’t think I 

was pulling my weight. I explained to them that I did [everything] to the best of my 

ability. … And they were not having it.” Dino found it difficult to transition from the 

social environment of his small high school to the large university campus, saying, “I was 

always kind of an extrovert, social butterfly, so it was very easy for me to make friends. 

The issue was the naivety to the big school culture.” All four participants explained that 

they learned from these situations and eventually felt more confident navigating their 

social environment, but this required reflection and patience.  

 Some participants described a lack of awareness or disability discrimination in 

their postsecondary environments. Three participants described that there was a lack of 

awareness about disability in their postsecondary environments: 

Emily: Going to college was a culture shock, because I was no longer with people 

who understood my disability.  

Dino: Disability awareness, especially for invisible disabilities, is next to nothing. 

…I have had one person here, who is in a very powerful leadership position, 

essentially say that I was faking my disability to get a leg up.  
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Lily: People think, “You have all this extra time. You should have gotten an A. 

How could you have not done that?” It’s not like they outright say that, but you 

can pick up on [it].  

Grace and Mia described experiencing discrimination when faculty or the institution 

refused to implement their disability-related accommodations. As reported earlier, one of 

Grace’s professors initially refused to honor her testing accommodations, and she 

explained, “It’s really hard to persist in those places where you feel discriminated 

against.” Similarly, Mia’s request for accessible housing was initially denied because she 

did not use any mobility aids. In response, Mia wrote an “emotionally-fueled letter” to 

the housing department and was eventually assigned to an accessible dorm, but she 

shared, “The fact that they were discriminating against [me] just made me feel horrible.”  

Most participants, with the exception of Lily, described working to improve disability 

awareness and fight discrimination in their postsecondary environments, but they also 

recognized that the need to constantly educate others could take an emotional toll.  

 As noted in the facilitators section, participants’ experiences were not only 

influenced by their college environments but also their home environments. While 

participants valued their parents’ support, three participants reported feeling their parents 

were overprotective. Mia felt that it took time to develop self-advocacy skills as an adult, 

because her mother sheltered her: “I come from an environment where my mom…felt the 

need to put me in a bubble and speak for my disability and what I needed.” Emily 

explained that she decided to transfer to a four-year college as a stepping stone to moving 

out of her parents’ house: “When I was at [a community college], I said to my parents 

that I wanted my own place. They said no. So I had to find a way out.” Similarly, Olivia 
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shared, “My parents didn’t want to send me away [to college] because of my struggles, 

and yet it wasn’t good for me to be at home.” While she knew she relied on her parents’ 

support, Olivia also recognized that tensions at home often exacerbated her cycles of 

depression, so she chose to move in with a friend after high school. Like many young 

adults, these young women valued and sought independence, but felt that parental worries 

and concerns limited their opportunities to speak for themselves and participate fully in 

postsecondary life.  

 Finally, five participants described finding themselves in postsecondary 

environments that were not a good fit. Mia, Emily, and James described attending 

programs that did not match with their learning profiles or personalities. Mia explained, 

“I got into [College G] for one year. …And then after that year, it was too cold and 

isolated from everything else. Really unhappy. … Then I transferred back to [College 

H].” Like Mia, Emily and James also decided to transfer out of their programs. In 

contrast, Riley and Ashley generally felt positively about their postsecondary 

environments but noted certain areas where they also experienced a poor fit. Riley 

explained that she questioned her decision to be an education major when she had a bad 

field placement with a teacher who did not seem to like her job. However, talking with 

her parents and experiencing additional placements reaffirmed her decision to become a 

teacher. Ashley shared that her college had a culture of involvement in internships and 

student organizations. She explained, “I tried to balance all of that, because I wanted to 

be a part of it, and I wanted to be a leader. …And then I had to evaluate – that wasn’t 

going to happen here. I couldn’t handle it all. And I tried to.” Whether they transferred 

schools, sought advice from others, or reexamined their priorities, all participants found 
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ways to persist in pursuing their goals, even when finding themselves in an environment 

that did not match their learning profiles or personalities.  

In all, ten participants discussed environmental challenges that complicated their 

persistence in their postsecondary programs. At the same time, participants also shared 

how they learned and decided to navigate the environmental obstacles they encountered. 

At times, this meant removing themselves from the environment, such as transferring to a 

different school or dropping a class to be taken later. At other times, participants 

evaluated their needs and priorities in the context of the environment and adjusted 

accordingly, seeking help, developing skills and strategies, or finding a different balance. 

While participants’ responses were often shaped in response to their settings, participants 

sometimes sought to influence their environments through disability advocacy. 

Regardless of the challenges they encountered, participants consistently found ways to 

pursue their goal of completing their postsecondary education.  

 Personal characteristics. Finally, participants shared two personal characteristics 

or experiences that they felt were challenging during their postsecondary studies: self-

doubt (“Maybe this is not for me”) and personal growing pains (“It was a lot of trying to 

figure everything out”). 

 Five participants shared that self-doubt sometimes threatened to derail their 

progress toward postsecondary completion: 

Ashley: Every time I’d have a paper, I would [ask], “Why do I want to spend four 

years of my life doing something I’m so bad at?”  

Olivia: There’s definitely been moments where it felt like too much. Like I wasn’t 

going to succeed and there was no point.  
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Lily: You get behind really easily. And when that happens, you just feel like, 

“How can I catch up?”  

Thomas: It’s hard. A lot of times… “Am I going to finish? Am I going to quit?” 

Jay: My first year, …I just didn’t want to do it no more. …I wanted to give up, 

because I was like, “Maybe this is not for me. Maybe I should just do something 

different.  

When the voice of self-doubt crowded their thoughts, some participants found support 

from important people in their lives, such as a therapist (Olivia), a close professor 

(Thomas), or program mentor (Jay). Ashley, Lily, and also Jay encouraged themselves by 

redirecting their focus to manageable tasks and reminding themselves of the importance 

of their goals and how far they have come. As Ashely stated, “Whenever I do that – I feel 

like I can’t – I like to remind myself that I can.” 

 Finally, all thirteen participants described how their postsecondary experiences 

have been a complicated journey of personal growing pains. Some participants (Dino, 

Grace, Lily) described challenges as they learned and adjusted to the social or academic 

expectations of their postsecondary environment. As Lily shared, “It was a learning 

curve. I had to learn how to discipline myself. …I had to create better study habits, and it 

definitely took me a long time to learn how to do that.” Eight participants (Emily, Ashley, 

Daniel, James, Thomas, Lily, Dino, Ariella) described switching majors or programs as 

they developed a better understanding of their own interests and the expectations of their 

programs of study. As Ariella explained, “Trying to figure out what to be was really 

confusing to me. …When I would start the computer, the accounting, the business…I 

kept feeling like I was hitting a road block.” Many participants (Riley, Mia, Olivia, 
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Ashley, Jay) also expressed the importance of developing an understanding of their 

personal priorities. Olivia explained coming to the decisions to include medication in her 

treatment plan and more proactively use accommodations through ODR, saying, “I guess 

what changed is just a lot of growth in myself.” 

As Olivia’s statement suggests, though participants found their personal journeys 

through their programs to be challenging, many of them also recognized the growth and 

opportunities that occurred as a result.  For example, Emily had been working to 

complete her associate degree for ten years. She knew she could have completed her 

degree more quickly if she had not transferred programs multiple times. However, she 

felt this process served a purpose, saying, “If I hadn’t switched schools so many times, I 

would have already graduated. But it got me here [living independently].” Similarly, 

Ashley expressed her gratitude, despite her struggles, saying, “I’ve wanted to drop out a 

few times. I’ve failed four classes. It’s been – a journey. But at the end of the day, I’m 

super grateful to be here, and I’ve learned so much.” Regardless of the many challenges 

these participants encountered throughout their postsecondary experiences, they always 

managed to find a way over, around, or through those obstacles and remained committed 

to their goal of completing their postsecondary education.  

Transition Profiles and Patterns 

All of the individuals who participated in this study demonstrated persistence in 

postsecondary education; all were enrolled in or had completed a postsecondary program 

of study. However, as participants reflected on their educational paths and contexts, it 

seemed that some of them persisted in their studies because of their experiences, while 

others persisted despite their experiences. Broadly, participants’ perceptions of the 
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transition to their postsecondary environments could be grouped into four “profiles”: (a) a 

smooth transition, (b) culture shock, (c) a huge leap, and (d) smooth despite struggles 

(see Table 6). These transition profiles are specific to this group of 13 participants and 

not meant to represent the experiences of all postsecondary students with disabilities.  

After identifying the emergent facilitators and challenges, participants were 

grouped by their transition profile in several data matrices (Tables 6, 7, and 8) to 

investigate if participants with a given transition profile had similar or unique experiences 

compared with other profiles, during their K-12 and postsecondary years. No patterns 

emerged regarding the transition activities in which participants reported engaging nor 

how they remembered making their initial college decision (Table 6). However, 

participants’ responses suggested emerging patterns in how these four groups discussed 

facilitators and challenges across their schooling experiences (Table 7 and 8).  

As reported in the previous section (see “K-12 facilitators: resources”), 

participants participating in varying transition activities, including those that were guided 

by their high school, parents, or a transition program (see Table 7). Participants who 

reported engaging in these transition activities did not show any patterns in how they 

perceived their transition to college; for example, of the four participants who felt their 

high schools facilitated their transition to postsecondary education, two remembered a 

smooth transition, one felt it was culture shock, and the fourth felt it was a huge leap.  

Participants also suggested four pathways in making their initial college decision, 

including strategic, stretching, following, or only option. Participants who indicated their 

decision was strategic shared multiple factors they took into consideration when making 

their initial decision regarding where to attend college. For example, Grace shared, “In 
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the college decision, …on top of the college tour, it was like, we have to figure out who’s 

actually going to accommodate you.” Several participants indicated that they felt they 

were stretching in applying to the program they ultimately attended; as Riley explained, 

“I actually didn’t think I was going to get in here, because I had such [a] low ACT score.” 

Other participants described following the recommendations of the parents or friends: “I 

wasn’t the one who found my liberal arts school. My parents were the ones who said, 

‘Oh, I hear really good things about this school’” (James). Finally, two participants 

indicated that the college they attended was their only option due to their standardized 

test scores or grades. As with their transition activities, participants’ responses did not 

suggest any patterns in how they made their initial college decision and their subsequent 

transition to the postsecondary environment. For example, five participants, who 

characterized their transition in four different ways, indicated that they followed and 

relied on the suggestions of parents or friends in thinking about which college to attend.   

 However, while no patterns emerged among participants’ transition activities, 

initial college decision-making, and perceived transition experience, an analysis of the 

facilitators and challenges endorsed by the participants within each transition profile 

group suggested possible characteristics for different transition profiles.  

 Transition – smooth. The reflections of one group of students suggested that 

they persisted in postsecondary education because of their K-12 and postsecondary 

experiences. Four students, Grace, Riley, James, and Thomas, indicated that their 

transition to their postsecondary programs was smooth and as they expected it to be – in 

some cases, easier than expected: 
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Grace: I expected it to be much harder. I expected to be really struggling 

throughout all of it. And it turns out I was really good at it! …It was surprisingly 

easy.  

Riley: Honestly, high school was harder to me, than college. 

James: I felt like high school was basically a fairly smooth transition into college. 

…I don’t feel like it was a large, steep learning curve.  

In examining the K-12 facilitators and challenges this group of participants discussed, the 

K-12 environment seemed most salient. All participants remembered being encouraged 

by teachers, and nearly all (three of four) described being challenged in their high school 

settings and having parents who expected them to attend college. At the same time, only 

two of these participants discussed challenges in their K-12 environments, and only one 

of these experiences occurred in high school; Thomas remembered a high school teacher 

expressing doubt that he was prepared for postsecondary education. Grace’s experience 

with bullying occurred in elementary school. Overall, participants recalled many K-12 

environmental factors that facilitated their path to postsecondary education, while very 

few discussed any challenges in the K-12 environment. 

 Similarly, participants who experienced a smooth transition endorsed many 

facilitators in their postsecondary environments. All participants in this group expressed 

that they interacted with faculty who were personally invested in the participants’ 

success. Nearly all (three of four) described connecting socially, encountering accepting 

attitudes, feeling supported by their parents, and feeling that the postsecondary setting 

overall was a good match. Again, participants discussed few challenges in their 

postsecondary environment, and many of these challenges were described as unique 
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occurrences. For example, Grace explained that two of her professors had been inflexible 

and discriminatory when she requested accommodations, but she generally felt supported 

by her postsecondary institution. Riley described having a “bad field placement” as part 

of her education coursework, which was discouraging, but she felt that overall the 

education program and college was a good fit. James’ experiences with inflexible 

professors and an ill-fitting postsecondary environment occurred in the program he 

attended after completing his bachelor’s degree in a liberal arts college. The biggest 

challenge for these participants seemed to be daunting courses or testing. However, these 

participants also described how they successfully navigated through these challenges by 

accessing supports in their postsecondary environments, making use of available 

resources, and through their own strategic actions.  

 In general, participants who described a smooth transition experience seemed to 

describe being their persistence in their postsecondary programs as occurring because of 

their experiences. These participants felt encouraged and challenged in their K-12 

environments and recalled few environmental challenges. Similarly, they found their 

postsecondary environments to be a good fit; participants felt accepted and supported as 

they developed relationships with faculty and peers, while knowing they could rely on 

their parents when needed. They expressed confidence in themselves, pursued passions, 

and took action to facilitate their success in their postsecondary programs.  

 Transition – culture shock. A second group of participants, Emily, Dino, and 

Jay, described their transition to the postsecondary environment as socially a culture 

shock. Although they acknowledged that the academics of college were “on completely 
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different levels,” participants’ comments suggested that learning how to navigate socially 

in their postsecondary environment was one of their biggest challenges:  

Emily: Going to college was a culture shock. …I had anxiety. I have gotten better, 

but a lot of my college experiences were very lonely. It was overwhelming. I 

would go home dripping in sweat because I felt so nervous.  

Dino: I didn’t understand how such a large group of people interacted…And I 

never figured that out until recently, how a large group of people interact with 

each other. And that was difficult to cope with.  

Jay: I encountered problems on campus where I hold the door for a person, and 

they go in a completely different door…or I get looks. And it turned me off; it 

discouraged me. Like, “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”  

Like participants in the smooth transition group, participants who experienced culture 

shock generally described positive K-12 experiences, in terms of resources and 

environment. All three participants remembered being encouraged by their teachers. 

Fewer participants described a challenging high school environment and none discussed 

their parents’ expectations that they attend college, although these participants in no way 

suggested that their parents were unsupportive. Participants also described encountering 

few challenges once in high school; Jay’s experience with bullying and Dino’s examples 

of resource gaps and feeling misplaced all occurred in elementary school.  

 Participants experiencing culture shock, like those with a smooth transition, 

generally indicated they had positive high school experiences, suggesting that these 

participants also arrived at college because of their K-12 experiences. However, these 

two groups’ experiences seemed to diverge in their postsecondary settings. Not 
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surprisingly, given the social difficulties participants described regarding their transition 

to college, all participants who experienced culture shock remembered postsecondary 

challenges due to a confusing or isolating social environment, and two of the three 

reported experiences with discrimination or lack of disability awareness. Participants’ 

discussion of postsecondary facilitators tended to focus on how they learned to navigate 

their new social contexts. For example, Dino discussed the importance of discovering and 

connecting with a group of peers who also had learning disabilities, and Jay explained 

that joining a fraternity offered him some social support. Emily expressed appreciating 

the opportunity to bring more disability awareness to her college campus, saying, “[A 

professor] asked me to speak in her special education class, and I loved it. I love 

educating people. The more I educate people, the less discrimination there will be.”   

 Participants who experienced culture shock expressed positive high school 

experiences, yet still struggled with the social transition to college. Jay found the 

transition so discouraging that he considered withdrawing from college. Fortunately, 

these participants learned how to navigate the social environment, developing 

friendships, connecting with like-minded individuals, and finding a voice to increase 

disability awareness. When asked what could have prepared them for this transition, 

Emily replied, “You can’t prepare unless you get shoved into it.” Similarly, Dino 

reflected, “I don’t think there’s anything that can prepare…” These participants did not 

seem to believe that gaps in their K-12 education influenced their difficult transition, but 

rather viewed these challenges as occurring because they were encountering and 

adjusting to a new social environment.  
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 Transition – huge leap. Three participants, Lily, Mia, and Ashley, described 

their transition to college as a huge leap. While participants who experienced culture 

shock struggled with navigating the social environment, participants who felt college was 

a huge leap emphasized their difficulty with the academic adjustment to college: 

Mia: That’s why the transition was really tough, because college was just, go, go, 

go. High school was like, take your sweet time. …Academically, it wasn’t too 

great. 

Ashley: Coming here, I was so ill-prepared. I’m still spelling atrociously, and it 

was a big adjustment. It felt really overwhelming.  

Lily: I knew it was going to be hard. But I think the transition between high 

school and college was kind of a huge leap for me. 

Unlike participants who had a smooth transition or experienced culture shock, 

participants who felt college was a huge leap described encountering many challenges 

during their K-12 years, including feeling misplaced, interacting with judgmental or 

discouraging teachers, and encountering bullying or stigma. In particular, Lily, Mia, and 

Ashley all described their high schools as coddling them and providing them with too 

much support. Additionally, although all three participants described how participating in 

challenging AP classes facilitated their paths to postsecondary education, the three 

participants also characterized those AP classes as aberrations in their overall high school 

experience. For example, Ashley explained that she was the first student receiving special 

education services who also took an AP course, though her school did not allow her to 

take the AP exam for credit.  Mia described how her two AP courses were a welcome 
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change from the low expectations she encountered in most of her other classes, and Lily 

remembered being discouraged from taking advanced courses.  

 Not surprisingly, participants who described the transition to college as a huge 

leap all indicated feeling challenged and daunted by coursework and tests at the 

postsecondary level. At the same time, all three participants reported coping with these 

overwhelming academic demands by explicitly describing the strategic actions they took 

to strengthen their skills or to work around areas that were difficult. Mia described 

developing better study skills as her “biggest achievement,” and explained that listening 

to recorded lectures repeatedly helped her internalize content. Lily explained that she 

learned the importance of putting all of her assignments in her calendar, so she could plan 

ahead and avoid surprises. Ashley reevaluated her decision to major in political science, 

saying, “I changed my major to be a less writing-intensive major. …I’d rather build 

relationships and be in small classes than feel overwhelmed by it all.”  

Participants’ responses also suggested that they found ways to draw on their 

social connections to support their academic needs. While these participants did not 

discuss many environmental facilitators in their postsecondary environment, all three 

indicated that the social environment facilitated their persistence in their postsecondary 

programs. Mia spoke generally about how her social interactions “changed my mind to 

the point of where I really liked college.” Lily and Ashley spoke specifically about how 

their friends were also a source of academic support; Lily explained that recopying her 

notes helped her master content, a strategy which she learned from watching her friends. 

Ashley explained that she relied on her friends to proofread her papers and sometimes 

dictated assignments to them.   
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 Participants who felt college was a huge leap might be characterized as persisting 

in college despite high school experiences that did not set them up with the skills and 

knowledge they needed to be independent learners in college. Although they indicated 

the importance of having opportunities to participate in academically rigorous high 

school coursework, those opportunities were not typical of their overall high school 

experiences, which participants tended to describe as overly-supportive and 

unchallenging. Upon encountering the academic expectations in their postsecondary 

environments, these participants worked to rise to those expectations by drawing on their 

social connections and developing strategies to support their academic achievement.  

 Transition – smooth despite struggles. Finally, one group of participants 

described their transitions to their postsecondary programs as smooth despite struggles 

during their high school years. When asked if college was the way he expected to be, 

Daniel answered, “Yup,” and indicated that he felt academically prepared, earning A’s 

and B’s. Ariella and Olivia also felt the transition to college went smoothly: 

Ariella: College was so much easier for me. 

Olivia: It didn't feel much different. I guess I was expecting it to be worse than it 

was. It was better than expected, for the most part.  

However, in contrast to other participants who experienced a smooth transition, Daniel, 

Ariella, and Olivia overwhelmingly recalled challenges they encountered during their K-

12 years. These participants remembered feeling misplaced, interacting with judgmental 

or discouraging teachers, and encountering bullying and stigma. Both Ariella and Olivia 

indicated that their high schools did not challenge them academically and felt tension at 

home contributed to their struggles.  
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All three of these participants also experienced significant emotional challenges. 

Ariella described herself as depressed in middle school and received treatment from a 

specialized program for several months. Her junior year of high school, she dropped out 

of high school to escape tensions at home and eventually earned her GED after an 

attempt to return to school was not successful. Daniel explained that he had several 

“emotional breakdowns and suicide attempts” in high school. Despite transferring to a 

new high school his senior year, he experienced another breakdown in April, at which 

point the high school allowed him to take his final exams so that he could graduate 

without returning to school. Oliva also attempted suicide in middle school and described 

a series of hospitalizations and receiving her education in specialized day treatment or 

residential programs. Although she was grateful for the therapy she received, saying that 

it was a “key point in my journey,” she was also frustrated that these programs failed to 

provide her with academically rigorous coursework when she was emotionally stable and 

available to be challenged.  

 Despite all of these challenges, all three characterized their transition to the 

postsecondary programs as smooth and as expected. All three felt that the postsecondary 

environment was well-matched to their learning profiles. Olivia valued the attention she 

received in her small classes at her community college. Daniel appreciated being able to 

choose and schedule his classes based on his preferences and what worked best for him. 

Similarly, Ariella felt she did better in a two-hour class compared to the eight-hour 

school day required in high school, and valued the structure provided by college course 

syllabi.   
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 Additionally, these three participants seemed to feel that they had someone who 

helped them navigate challenges that arose in their postsecondary environments. Despite 

the tension she experienced with her mother in high school, Ariella seemed to draw much 

of her support from her mother: 

[My mom] was always readily available at that point, and she knew all the 

different degrees, because she was a school counselor. So, she could tell me, 

“Well, try this, try this." And basically, that’s what she’d do every time I called.  

Olivia also valued the financial support her parents provided, but felt the emotional 

support she received from her therapist helped her make it through dark times when she 

considered withdrawing from college. Daniel identified a point person at ODR as helping 

him stay on top of his school work and helping him to understand professors’ 

expectations. He said, “If I do need any help, she goes and contacts the teachers and tries 

to figure out what needs to be done if I can't reach them...” Whether the support came 

from a parent, private therapist, or the postsecondary institution, all three participants 

indicated that they had someone they could rely on for advice and support when they 

encountered challenges.  

 Finally, all three of these participants saw strategic actions as facilitating their 

persistence in college. For Daniel, these actions were pragmatic in terms of creating a 

class schedule that worked for him. Ariella and Olivia felt that working through their 

personal struggles was what made a difference in college. Ariella felt that overcoming so 

many difficult experiences motivated her to complete her bachelor’s degree, saying, 

“Everything I’d gone through and how hard it had been – that’s what supported me and 

drove me.” Olivia described how she had to work through the negative beliefs she held 
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about herself for accessing disability-related services in her community college. She 

explained, “Before it was kind of like a self-judgement of, ‘Why do you need that? 

You’re better than that. You can do without.’ …I guess what changed is just a lot of 

growth in myself.” These participants, especially Ariella and Oliva, saw themselves as 

driving their own persistence and success in their postsecondary programs.  

 Participants who indicated that their transition was smooth despite struggles 

seemed to persist in postsecondary education despite many challenging experiences. 

These participants reported many negative experiences and emotional challenges during 

their K-12 years, yet indicated that the transition to college was smooth and neither 

academically nor socially difficult. Participants’ responses suggested that experiencing a 

good fit with their postsecondary environments, knowing they had personal support, and 

their own strategic actions may have been especially helpful as they adjusted to their 

postsecondary programs.  
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Table 6 
Retrospective Patterns in Participants High School to Postsecondary Experiences 

 HS Setting HS Experience Transition activities 
Initial 

College 
Decision 

Transition Initial  
Postsecondary Program 

Grace Private Academically 
supportive Parents Strategic Smooth Liberal arts 

Riley General 
education 

Academically 
supportive High school Stretching Smooth Liberal arts 

James Accommodations Academically 
supportive None reported Following Smooth Liberal arts 

Thomas Private 
specialized Encouraging High school Strategic Smooth Certificate 

Emily Private 
specialized Leader None reported Following Culture Shock For-profit 2-year 

Dino Private 
specialized 

Academically 
supportive None reported Stretching Culture Shock 4-year university 

Jay Charter Encouraging High school Strategic Culture Shock  4-year university 

Lily Resource room Enabling High school Following Huge leap Community college 

Mia Special class Enabling; 
Low expectations Program Only option Huge leap 4-year university 

Ashley Resource room  Enabling; 
Leader Parents  Stretching Huge leap 4-year university 

Daniel Special class Low expectations Program Only option Smooth Community college 

Olivia Private 
specialized Low expectations None reported Following Smooth Community college 

Ariella Accommodations Overlooked High school Following Smooth Technical college 
Note. HS = High school; PSE = postsecondary education  
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Table 7 
Participant Endorsement of K-12 Facilitators/Challenges by Transition Profile 
   K-12: Facilitators K-12: Challenges 

  Resources Environment Personal Resources Environment Personal 
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Smooth 

Grace • • • • • •  • • •      •  • • 
Riley • • • • • • •   • •       • • 
James •   • • •      •        
Thomas   • •           •     

Culture 
Shock 

Emily    •                
Dino • •  •   •   • •  •       
Jay •  • • •  • •      •  •    

Huge 
Leap 

Lily • • • • • •  • •     • •     
Mia   •  • •   • • •  • • • •  •  
Ashley • • • • • • • • • •   • •     • 

Smooth 
Despite 
Struggle 

Daniel   •   •   •   • •  • •  • • 
Olivia  •    •    •  • • • • • •  • 
Ariella  •  •  •  • • • •  • • • • •  • 

Notes. • = participant endorsed facilitator or challenge; HS = high school; Acc. = Accommodations 
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Table 8 
Participant Endorsement of Postsecondary Facilitators/Challenges by Transition Profile 
  Postsecondary: Facilitators Postsecondary: Challenges 
  Resources Environment Personal Resources Environment Personal 
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Grace • •   • • •  • • • •   • •  •    • 
Riley •  •  • • • • •  • •    •    •  • 
James • • •  •  • • • • •   • • •    •  • 
Thomas •  •  • •  •  •           • • 

Culture 
Shock 

Emily •  •    •     • • • •  • • • •  • 
Dino      •    •       • •    • 
Jay • • •  • •   • •  •    • •    • • 

Huge 
Leap 

Lily •  •   •      • •  • •  •   • • 
Mia •   •  • •   •  •    •  • • •  • 
Ashley • • •  • •  • • •  • •   • •   • • • 

Smooth 
Despite 
Struggle 

Daniel • •    •   •   •          • 
Olivia •   • • •  • •   •  • • •   •  • • 
Ariella    • •   • • • • •  •        • 

Notes. • = participant endorsed facilitator or challenge; HS = high school; Env. = Environment.
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Quantitative Findings 

Research question 2: What are the relationships among participants’ postsecondary 

GPA, levels of self-determination, and strength of disability identification?  

 All thirteen participants responded fully to the demographic information, high 

school transition programming, self-determination, and disability identification sections 

of the survey. Twelve participants responded to the question of about postsecondary 

program GPA; for one participant who completed a certificate program, this question was 

not applicable. I analyzed participants responses descriptively; results for each section of 

the scale are presented below. Additionally, correlations among constructs were 

calculated, as appropriate.  

High School Transition Programming 

As described in chapter 3, participants responded to nine items based on the 

Predictor Implementation School/District Self-Assessment (NTACT, 2015) to determine 

their self-reported opportunity to access or their involvement in experiences predicting 

participation in postsecondary education. Figures 5 to 8 illustrate participants’ responses 

to these items. Participants most frequently reported receiving an appropriate amount of 

support from their parents (9 participants; Figure 8), followed by appropriate support 

from a network of people at their schools and classes that included some instruction in 

self-determination (8 participants; Figure 8 and Figure 6, respectively).  Seven 

participants reported being involved in transition planning, although five participants 

reported that their schools did not offer transition planning (Figure 5). The fewest number 

of participants (5 each) reported taking classes that included any instruction in social 
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skills (Figure 6), or communication between an outside agency and their school that 

occurred at least once per year (Figure 7). 

Figure 5. Self-reported Participation in Internships or Transition Planning 

 

Figure 5. Graph illustrating participants’ self-reported participation in internships or 
transition planning during high school.  
 

 After analyzing responses for each item, responses were dichotomized to 

determine a count of how many predictors participants reported experiencing. For items 

regarding internships or transition planning, a response of “yes” was counted as 

experiencing the predictor; responses of “no” or “not applicable” were not counted. 

Participants were considered to have experienced instruction in career awareness, 

independent living, self-determination, or social skills if they reported any instruction 

(i.e., “less than half,” “about half,” or “more than half”) in the predictor. Experience with 

interagency collaboration was counted if participants reported communication occurring 

about once per year or more often; responses of “very rarely or never” and “not 

applicable” were not counted. Support from parents or a network of people was counted 
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if participants responded that they received the “right amount” of support; responses of 

“too much” or “too little” support were not counted because either could hinder the 

transition to postsecondary education. Based on this dichotomization of responses, 

participants reported involvement in a mean of M = 4.69 predictor activities (median = 5, 

range = 1 – 9, SD = 2.29). (Means, ranges, and standard deviations for all sections of the 

survey are summarized in Table 9.)  

 

Figure 6. Estimate of High School Classes Including Instruction in the Predictor 

 

Figure 6. Graph illustrating participants’ self-reported estimate of high school classes 
including instruction in career awareness, independent living, self-determination and 
social skills.  
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Figure 7. Collaboration Between Outside Agencies and School 

 

Figure 7. Graph illustrating participants’ self-report of how frequently outside agencies 
communicated with their high school.  
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Figure 8. Perception of Support Received 

 

Figure 8. Participants’ perceptions regarding the amount of support they received from 
their parents and from a network of people at their schools (e.g., teachers, service 
providers, counselors).  
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Postsecondary GPA 

 Twelve participants responded to the item regarding their GPA in their 

postsecondary programs. As explained earlier, one participant who completed a 

certificate program indicated that GPA was not applicable. Participants reported a mean 

GPA of M = 3.32 (median = 3.29, range = 2.97 – 3.80, SD = 0.29). (See Table 9.) 

Table 9 
Descriptive Statistics of Participants’ Responses to Survey Sections or Scales 

Scale or Section Mean Median Standard 
Deviation Range 

High School Predictors 4.69 5 2.29 1 - 9 
Postsecondary GPA (n = 12) 3.32 3.29 0.29 2.97 – 3.80 
Self-determination (total) 3.83 4.11 0.68 2.89 – 4.72 

Capacity 3.96 4.08 0.66 2.83 – 5.00  
Opportunity 3.56 4.00 0.85 2.17 – 4.67  
Think 4.12 4.33 0.66 3.00 – 5.00  
Do 3.72 4.00 0.84 2.33 – 4.83 
Adjust 3.63 4.00 0.74 2.17 – 4.67 

Disability Identification 4.75 5.40 2.00 1.40 – 7.00 
Note. n = 13, unless otherwise specified; High school predictors, 9 possible; 
postsecondary GPA, scale of up to 4.00; Self-determination (total and subscales), scale of 
1 – 5; Disability identification, scale of 1 – 7.  
 
Self-Determination 

 All participants responded to all included items from the AIR Self-Determination 

Scale (Wolman et al., 1994). Internal consistency for this scale was high (α = 0.94). The 

mean score for the total 18-items was M = 3.82 (median = 4.11, range = 2.89 – 4.72, SD 

= 0.68), indicating that participants tended to report engaging in self-determined behavior 

more often than not (1 = never; 5 = always). In addition to overall self-determination, 

scores were calculated for the Capacity subscale (M = 3.98, median = 4.08, SD = 0.66), 

which measures the respondent’s self-reported personal engagement in self-determined 
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behavior, and the Opportunity subscale (M = 3.56, median = 4.00, SD = 0.85), which 

measures the opportunities for self-determined actions respondents perceive in their 

school environment. Additionally, items can be scored as Think (self-determined 

thoughts; M = 4.12, median = 4.33, SD = 0.66), Do (self-determined actions; M = 3.72, 

median = 4.00, SD = 0.84), and Adjust (adjustments to plans or goals based on feedback; 

M = 3.63, median = 4.00, SD = 0.74) subscales.  

Overall, participants responses to the AIR Self-Determination Scale suggested 

that participants felt they often have the ability and opportunity to engage in self-

determined behaviors, across their thoughts, actions, and adjustments. Participants’ 

median scores were consistently higher than the mean scores, suggesting that the mean 

scores were influenced by lower-scoring participants and that generally participants’ 

levels of self-determination may be slightly higher than suggested by the mean scores. 

While participants reported generally high levels of self-determination, it is important to 

remember that their responses reflect their levels of self-determination at a time when 

they were persisting in or had completed their postsecondary studies. It is not possible to 

determine how participants’ self-determination levels in high school or in the first few 

semesters of their programs may have differed from this time point.  

Disability Identification 

 All participants responded to the 5-item disability identification scale. Internal 

consistency for this scale was also high (α = 0.94). Participants’ mean score on this scale 

was M = 4.75 (median = 5.40, SD = 2.00). While the mean score indicated that 

participants were fairly neutral in their agreement that being part of a disability 

community is important to them (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly agree), the median 
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score revealed that at least half of the participants identified more strongly with a 

disability community than not. However, the range of scores (1.40 – 7.00) show that 

responses were mixed, and some participants did not want to be associated with a 

disability community.  

Correlations 

Correlations among postsecondary GPA, self-determination, and disability 

identification were also calculated (see Table 10). (Correlations with GPA were 

calculated for only the 12 participants reporting postsecondary GPA.) Only the 

correlation between self-determination and disability identification was statistically 

significant (r = 0.62, p = 0.02). Correlations between GPA and self-determination (r = 

0.56, p = 0.058), as well as between GPA and disability identification (r = 0.56, p = 

0.059), were not statistically significant, but may be considered a large effect size 

(Cohen, 1988).  

Table 10 
Correlations among Postsecondary GPA, Self-determination, and Disability 
Identification  

GPA Self-determination Disability Identification 

GPA (n = 12) 1.00 
  

Self-determination 0.56 1.00 
 

Disability Identification 0.56 0.62* 1.00 
Note. *p = 0.02; n = 13 unless otherwise specified.  

Integrated Findings 

Research Question 3: How do integrated findings enhance our understanding of factors 

influencing postsecondary education persistence for young adults with disabilities? 

 After conducting qualitative and quantitative analyses, findings were integrated to 

support a more comprehensive understanding of participants’ responses and experiences. 
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First, participants responses to qualitative and quantitative measures were compared to 

explore how responses converged and diverged. Next, qualitative findings and 

quantitative responses were combined in two data matrices. The first data matrix 

examined participants’ reported access to high school predictors by their described 

transition experience. The second data matrix explored participants’ self-determination 

and disability identification by their transition experiences.  

Integration Across Data Collection Methods 

 As described in Chapter 3, the purpose of this mixed methods study was to 

support complementarity (i.e., enhancement) of qualitative and quantitative findings. 

Therefore, participants responses were analyzed to explore if and how the use of both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods provided a more comprehensive 

understanding of their experiences. Specifically, I looked for areas of overlap between 

interview responses regarding high school experiences and responses to the high school 

predictors section of the survey. Although many participants reported access to high 

school predictors on the survey, only three of these predictors were directly discussed as 

a facilitator or challenge during the K-12 years: transition planning, parent support, and 

the support of a network of school professionals. Therefore, participants’ responses to 

interview questions and to survey items regarding these three areas were compared to 

explore the complementarity of findings.  

It is important to note that participants were not asked about specific predictors 

during the interview; their discussion of transition planning, parent support, or school 

support emerged through their discussion of things they found helpful or challenging in 

high school. In contrast, participants responding to survey items were indicating if they 
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had access to a specific high school predictor, but did not indicate if they found the high 

school experience to be helpful in preparing for postsecondary education. Greene et al. 

(1989) assert that asking different questions regarding the same phenomenon is 

characteristic of a complementarity mixed-methods purpose, when researchers mix 

qualitative and quantitative methods to investigate different facets of a phenomenon.   

 Transition planning. On the survey, participants were asked to respond to the 

question, “Did you participate in transition planning that helped you prepare for 

achieving your post-high school goals, including postsecondary education, employment 

or independent living?” Seven participants responded yes, one responded no, and five 

indicated that the question was not applicable because their school did not offer transition 

planning. During interviews, eight participants expressed that they felt transition 

resources facilitated their path to postsecondary education, with four describing resources 

provided by their high schools, two indicating they received support through their 

parents, and two indicating they participated in a transition-focused program between 

high school and college.  

 Table 11 provides a comparison of how participants responded to the survey and 

during the interview. Of the seven participants who indicated that they did participate in 

transition planning, three expressed during interviews that their high school helped them 

with transition activities, one indicated that s/he received support through a transition 

program, and three did not discuss transition resources as a facilitator during their K-12 

years. The five participants who indicated that their high schools did not offer transition 

planning also discussed varying experiences with transition resources during their 

interviews, including receiving support from their high schools, parents, and a transition 
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program; two participants who indicated this item was not applicable also did not discuss 

transition resources as a facilitator. Finally, the one participant responding on the survey 

that she did not participate in transition planning indicated in her interview that her 

parents supported transition activities.  

Table 11 
Comparison of Responses Regarding Transition Across Interview and Survey 

 Interview Responses  

Survey Responses High School Parents Program Not Reported 

Yes 3  1 3 
No  1   
Not applicable 1 1 1 2 

Note. n = 13. Number of participants responding as indicated to the survey and during the 
interview.  
 
 Only one response appears potentially inconsistent, the participant who discussed 

receiving high school support during the transition to postsecondary education (interview 

response) but responded that his/her high school did not offer transition planning (survey 

response). However, during the interview this participant described receiving help with 

the college application process, which was important to that participant, but did not 

discuss planning for the transition to college. Therefore, these responses reflect the 

different questions posed during the interview and survey.  

 Overall, Table 11 illustrates how the integration of both qualitative interview data 

and quantitative survey data provide a more comprehensive understanding of 

participants’ transition experiences. On one hand, if participants had only responded to 

interview questions, it would not be possible to know that an additional three individuals 

participated in transition planning. On the other hand, if participants had only responded 

to the survey, it would not be possible to know that four participants who did not 
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participate in school-based transition planning did receive other transition resources that 

they found helpful. Finally, the participant who responded that transition planning was 

not offered in school, but who found high school transition resources helpful, is a useful 

illustration of how integration of these data sources provides a more detailed 

understanding of participants’ transition-related experiences.  

 Parent support. On the survey, participants responded to the question, “How 

involved were your parents or caregivers in working with the school to help you plan for 

your transition to postsecondary education (e.g., providing support, attending meetings, 

advocating)?” Nine participants indicated that they felt their parents were involved at the 

right level for them, two felt their parents were too involved, and two wished that their 

parents had been more involved. During interviews, nine participants described the 

importance of their parents’ support during the K-12 years, while two participants 

expressed that tensions at home were a challenge during their K-12 journey to 

postsecondary education. Additionally, three participants described having overprotective 

parents as a challenge during their postsecondary education experiences. Although 

overprotective parents were considered a postsecondary challenge, it was included in this 

comparison, because it is related to participants’ perceptions of parental emotional 

support. The postsecondary facilitator of supportive parents was not included in this 

analysis, because several students discussed the importance of their parents’ financial 

support.  

 Table 12 provides a comparison of participants’ responses to the survey item and 

interview questions. In many cases, participants’ responses to the survey seemed 

consistent with their interview responses; however, one participant indicated on her 
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survey that she wished her parents had been more involved, although this was not 

reflected in any of her interview responses. Additionally, one participant who described 

her parents as overprotective in college reported that they provided an appropriate 

amount of support in high school. As with the transition planning, this participant’s 

responses highlight that questions posed in the interview and survey were not identical.  

Table 12 
Comparison of Responses Regarding Parent Support Across Interview and Survey 
 K-12 Facilitator K-12 Challenge PSE Challenge 

Survey 
Responses 

Parent 
Support 

of 
College 

Not 
Reported 

Tensions 
at Home 

Not 
Reported 

Over-
protect. 
Parents 

Not 
Reported 

They were 
involved at the 
right level for 
me. 

5 4  9 1 8 

They were too 
involved; I felt 
like I couldn’t 
make my own 
decisions. 

2  1 1 2  

I wish they 
had been more 
involved 

2  1 1  2 

Note. n = 13 for K-12 facilitator, K-12 challenge, and PSE challenge; PSE = 
postsecondary education; overprotect. = overprotective. Number of participants 
responding as indicated to the survey and during the interview.  
 
 Together, the quantitative and qualitative findings provide a multifaceted 

understanding of how participants experienced parental support in their K-12 and 

postsecondary education journeys. While nine individuals reported on the survey that 

their parents were involved at the right level for them, and nine participants indicated that 

their parents’ support of college was a K-12 facilitator in their journey, only five of these 

participants overlapped. Given that most participants identified parent support of college 
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as a K-12 facilitator, it is important to understand how young adults experience this 

support in high school and beyond. Including both survey items and interview questions 

provide a more comprehensive picture of parental support during these years. 

School support. Finally, participants responded to the survey question, “How 

much support did you receive from a network of people (e.g., teachers, service providers, 

counselors)?” Eight participants responded that they received the right amount of support, 

one participant indicated receiving too much support, and four wished they had received 

more support. Although the survey question did not specify that the network of people 

was school related, the examples provided in the survey item were school professionals. 

Therefore responses to this item were compared with interview responses related to 

support from professionals at school. During interviews, ten participants identified 

encouragement from teachers as a K-12 facilitator, while six identified judgmental or 

discouraging teachers as a K-12 challenge.  

 Table 13 compares participants’ responses regarding support from school 

professionals across the survey and interview. Overall, participants’ responses seemed to 

suggest that participants who reported encouraging interactions with teachers felt they 

received an appropriate among of support from a “network of people.” Not surprisingly, 

few participants who wished they had received more support described encouraging 

teachers as a facilitator, and all of them expressed challenges with judgmental or 

discouraging teachers. However, these results indicate that even individuals who felt they 

received an appropriate amount of support could experience challenges with teachers. 

Additionally, these results raise the question of whether it is possible for individuals to 

receive too much encouragement from school professionals.  
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 Table 14 compares survey responses with participants’ discussion of the academic 

rigor of their school environment. Although many participants who reported receiving 

appropriate support discussed a challenging high school environment, not all of them 

identified this as a facilitator during their interviews, in contrast to comments about 

teacher encouragement. However, participants who felt they did not receive an 

appropriate level of support showed similar patterns in responses in their discussion of 

teacher encouragement and academic rigor; few participants reporting inappropriate 

support identified a challenging high school environment as a facilitator and nearly all 

felt that a coddling or unchallenging environment hindered their progress.  

 In contrast to findings regarding transition planning and parent support, where 

integrated findings provided information about participants experiences that otherwise 

would have been unknown, integrated findings regarding support from school 

professionals provide insights into different facets of this experience. While “support” 

can include academic support, such as challenging instruction, these results suggest that 

participants also perceive encouragement to be an important component of appropriate 

school support. Participants who felt professionals in their schools did not provide 

enough support also tended to report negative interactions with teachers and staff. These 

integrated findings indicate that positive and negative relationships may be an important 

dimension in how these participants experienced support in their K-12 environments. 
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Table 13 
Comparison of Responses Regarding School Support Across Interview and Survey: 
Teacher Encouragement 
 K-12 Facilitator K-12 Challenge 

Survey Responses 

Encouraging 
Teachers Not Reported 

Judgmental / 
Discouraging 

Teachers 
Not Reported 

The right amount of 
support 8  2 6 

Too much support 1   1 
I wish I had 
received more 
support 

1 3 4  

Note. n = 13. Number of participants responding as indicated to the survey and during the 
interview.  
 
Table 14 
Comparison of Responses Regarding School Support Across Interview and Survey: 
Academic Rigor 
 K-12 Facilitator K-12 Challenge 

Survey Responses 

Challenging 
HS Not Reported 

Coddling/ 
Unchallenging 

HS 
Not Reported 

The right amount of 
support 5 3 2 6 

Too much support 1  1  
I wish I had 
received more 
support 

1 3 3 1 

Note. n = 13. Number of participants responding as indicated to the survey and during the 
interview. 
  
High School Predictors by Transition Experience 

 After integrating finding across data collection methods, participants’ survey 

responses regarding their access to high school predictors were organized based on their 

perceived transition experience (see Table 15). This data matrix suggests several patterns 

regarding the number of predictors participants reported accessing, the level of support 
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they received from their parents, and the amount of support they received from school 

professionals. Due to the small number of participants, tests of statistical significance 

(e.g., t-tests, ANOVA) were not conducted. Instead, patterns were analyzed visually and 

provided emergent findings that may warrant further investigation.  

 First, participants with a positive K-12 experience and a smooth transition to 

postsecondary education tended to report access to a greater number of high school 

predictors. Participants perceiving a “smooth transition” reported access to a mean of M = 

4.50 predictors, while those describing “culture shock” reported access to a mean of M = 

3.67 predictors, “huge leap” a mean of M = 3.33, and “smooth despite struggle” a mean 

of M = 1.67. These results may suggest that participants who experienced generally 

positive experiences in high school tended to also access a greater number of high school 

predictors. Although participants who accessed the greatest mean number of predictors 

experienced a smooth transition, the group of participants reporting accessing the lowest 

mean number of predictors also described their transition as smooth, despite struggles in 

high school. Though these predictors have been individually linked with participation in 

postsecondary education, additional research is needed to better understand how these 

predictors function together to support a smooth transition or if these predictors might 

reflect other, positive high school experiences.  
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Table 15 
Integration of Perceived Transition Experience with Reported Access to High School 
Predictors 
Perceived 
Transition 
Experience 

Mean Number of 
Predictors Accessed 

(Range) 

Percent “Right” 
Parent Support 

Percent “Right” 
School Professional 

Support 

Smooth (n = 4) 4.50 (2-7) 100% 100% 
Culture Shock 3.67 (3-5) 100% 100% 
Huge Leap 3.33 (2-4) 33% 33% 
Smooth Despite 
Struggle 1.67 (1-3) 33% 0% 

Note. n = 3 for each group, unless otherwise indicated.  

 In addition to the mean number of predictors accessed, patterns emerged 

regarding the level of support participants received, based on perceived transition 

experience. All participants who described a smooth transition to postsecondary 

education indicated they received an appropriate level of support from parents and school 

professionals. Although none of the participants who expressed the transition to college 

was “culture shock” identified parent support of college as a K-12 facilitator during 

interviews, all of these participants reported receiving the right amount of support from 

parents in their responses to the survey. They also all indicated they received the right 

amount of support from school professionals.  

In contrast, few participants who described the transition as a “huge leap” or 

“smooth, despite the struggle” felt that they received an appropriate level of support from 

their parents or school professionals. Within each of these groups, only one participant 

felt s/he received the right level of support, and none of the participants who felt the 

transition was “smooth, despite the struggle” felt they received enough support from their 

school. Again, participants in the “smooth, despite the struggle” went on to describe their 

transition as generally unproblematic, suggesting that appropriate support levels may also 
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be more reflective of positive high school experiences than predictive of smooth 

transitions. More research is needed to understand the importance of support in the high 

school and transition experiences of youth and young adults with disabilities.  

Personal Characteristics by Transition Experience 

 Finally, participants’ scores on measures of self-determination and disability 

identification were integrated with participants’ perceived transition experiences (see 

Table 16). As reported in the quantitative results, all participants tended to report 

engaging in self-determined behaviors more often than not. Consistent with this finding, 

across all perceived transition experience groups, participants reported similarly high, 

mean levels of self-determination, ranging from a mean of 3.59 for the “huge leap” group 

and a mean of 4.02 for the “smooth” group. Given all of these participants are currently 

persisting in, or have completed, postsecondary education, this finding is not surprising 

and supports existing literature that has identified self-determination as a characteristic 

that supports college persistence.   

Table 16 
Integration of Perceived Transition Experience with Self-Determination and Disability 
Identification 
Perceived Transition 
Experience 

Mean Self-Determination 
(Range) 

Mean Disability 
Identification (Range) 

Smooth (n = 4) 4.02 (2.89 – 4.67) 5.45 (2.40 – 7.00) 
Culture Shock 3.93 (3.28 – 4.39) 6.40 (5.60 – 7.00) 
Huge Leap 3.59 (2.94 – 4.72) 4.30 (2.60 – 5.80) 
Smooth Despite Struggle 3.72 (3.06 – 4.17) 2.60 (1.40 – 3.80)  

Note. n = 3 for each group, unless otherwise indicated.  

 Participants’ responses to the disability identification scale, on the other hand, 

suggest some possible patterns based on participants’ perceived transition experiences. 

Participants who described their transition to college as “culture shock” reported the 
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highest mean disability identification3 (M = 6.40, range = 5.60 – 7.00), while those in the 

“smooth, despite the struggle” group reported the lowest mean disability identification 

(M = 2.60, range = 1.40 – 3.80). Although the number of participants is too small to 

calculate statistical significance, these findings suggest an area for further exploration. It 

is possible that individuals who identify with a disability group find the transition to 

postsecondary education to be especially challenging from a social perspective (“culture 

shock”), as they learn to navigate an environment where it may be difficult to connect 

with others with disabilities. Alternatively, individuals who struggle socially may develop 

a stronger disability identity in response to those challenges, as they connect with others 

who share similar experiences. The participants in the “smooth, despite the struggle” 

group, on the other hand, did not report experiencing social challenges in postsecondary 

education. These participants described significant emotional challenges in high school. 

Half of college students with mental health conditions choose not to disclose their 

condition to their university (Gruttadaro & Crudo, 2012). Although there are many 

reasons individuals choose not to disclose a disability, it is possible that the low disability 

identification of the “smooth, despite the struggle” group reflects a desire to distance 

themselves from experiences that could draw attention to a disability that they prefer to 

remain private. More research is needed to understand the development and importance 

of disability identification in the college experience of students with disabilities.   

                                                 
 

 

3 One participant in the “culture shock” group indicated in the demographic section of the survey that he 
does not consider himself to currently have a disability. However, his score on the disability identification 
scale fell within the reported range. It is not possible to determine the reason for this apparent discrepancy.  
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Crossover Analysis 

Research Question 4: What are the underlying dimensions of participants’ experiences 

and how do personal characteristics relate to these dimensions? 

 Finally, a crossover analysis was conducted to integrate qualitative and 

quantitative findings using adjusted multiple correspondence analysis (MCA). MCA is 

most appropriately conducted on a set of variables that use the same response scale and 

are concerned with one issue (Greenacre, 2016). Therefore, four analyses were conducted 

to explore relationships among quantitative variables and (a) K-12 facilitators, (b) K-12 

challenges, (c) postsecondary facilitators, and (d) postsecondary challenges. These 

analyses resulted in four maps that illustrate how the set of variables (e.g., K-12 

facilitators) are related to each other.  

 In order to conduct the adjusted MCA, qualitative findings were quantitized into 

binary variables; if a participant discussed a specific facilitator/challenge during the 

interview, it was coded “yes,” and if s/he did not discuss the facilitator/challenge, it was 

coded “no.” Similarly, the experience of a smooth transition was coded as “yes” if the 

participant reported having a smooth transition (including those who experienced 

struggles in their K-12 years) and “no” if they felt their transition was culture shock or a 

huge leap. Given that 12 of the 13 participants identified as having a hidden disability, 

such as a learning disability, ADHD, or autism, the demographic characteristic of 

disability was coded as “yes” if the participant reported a physical disability (as co-

occurring with or independent of a hidden disability) and “no” if the participant did not 

report a physical disability.  
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Finally, self-determination and disability identification were also converted into 

binary variables. “High” levels of self-determination or disability identification were 

defined as an overall score that fell between the two highest values on each scale (i.e., 

between 4.00 and 5.00 on the AIR or between 6.00 and 7.00 on the disability 

identification scale). This definition was chosen because participants scoring within those 

ranges indicated the strongest agreement with given statements. Specifically, participants 

who reported self-determination levels that were 4.00 or above (on a 5-point scale) were 

considered to have “high” self-determination; levels below 4.00 were considered 

“moderate.”  Because participants tended to report high levels of self-determination, this 

approach resulted in a larger “high” self-determination group (by one participant) than if 

the alternative of setting a cut score at the median (median = 4.11) were used.  

Participants with disability identification levels of 6.00 and above (on a 7-point 

scale) were considered to have “high” disability identification and those below 6.00 were 

considered “low to moderate.” Scores on the disability identification scale showed greater 

variability than on the self-determination scale. Setting the cut point at the median on the 

disability identification scale (median = 5.40) would have resulted in an additional two 

participants being included in the “high” group. However, the decision was made to 

identify those who most strongly endorsed items as demonstrating “high” levels of the 

characteristic, regardless of where such a response fell within the group of responses (see 

Appendix D for an example data matrix of how data were quantitized).  

MCA can be considered analogous to factor analysis, but using categorical 

variables (Greenacre, 2016). The total inertia of the MCA is a measure of variability 

across the responses; high inertia indicates that responses are clustered in highly 
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dispersed groups, while inertias close to zero indicate small differences between 

responses. Greenacre (2016) developed an approach, called adjusted MCA, which uses 

adjusted inertia to better account for inertia explained by the solution. In adjusted MCA, 

as in MCA, the locations of categorical variables, or profile points, are mapped in 

dimensional space using χ2-distances. The first principal axis is defined as “the straight 

line that comes closest to the profile points in the sense of least square” (p. 83-4, 

Greenacre, 2016). The first principal axis accounts for the greatest proportion of the 

overall inertia. The dimension that accounts for the greatest proportion of the remaining 

inertia is the second principal axis, followed by the third principal axis, and so on.  

Each axis contributes to the inertia of a given profile point (i.e., variable location), 

relative to the overall inertia for that axis. Using trigonometry and the Pythagorean 

theorem, the relative contribution can be calculated as the squared angle cosines between 

the profile point and the axis. Squared angle cosines can be used as a measure of the 

quality of profile points mapped into two-dimensional maps; profile points that are well-

represented in a given, two-dimensional map have more than 50% of their inertia 

represented by the two axes (i.e., the sum of the squared cosines for a profile point on the 

two axes is greater than 0.50.). Profile points that have less than 50% of their inertia 

represented on the two axes are not well-represented and their location in the map may 

not accurately represent their actual location (Greenacre, 2016).  

In addition, the angle cosines for each profile point can be interpreted as a 

correlation coefficient (Greenacre, 2016). Profile points with an angle cosine, or 

correlation, of 1.0 fall along the given axis, while points with an angle cosine of zero lie 

perpendicular to the axis. Profile points with correlations of 0.70 have a high correlation 
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with the axis. The angle cosine, with the sign of the profile point’s coordinate, is 

considered analogous to a factor loading in factor analysis (Greenacre, 2016).  

In MCA, demographic or other variables (e.g., age, gender) can be included as 

supplementary categories that are superimposed on the map to explore their associations 

with the mapped profile points (Greenacre, 2016). In the current analysis, responses 

regarding K-12 and postsecondary facilitators and challenges were mapped using 

adjusted MCA. Perceived transition (smooth/not smooth), disability (physical 

disability/no physical disability), self-determination level (high/moderate), and disability 

identification (high/low to moderate) were included as supplementary points on each of 

the four adjusted MCA maps. The resulting maps illustrate patterns among emergent 

interview themes and how the supplementary points are related to those patterns. 

K-12 Facilitators 

 The total inertia of the adjusted MCA for K-12 facilitators was 0.13, indicating 

that there were few differences among profile points, or responses to interviews regarding 

K-12 facilitators. The first principal axis, or first dimension, accounted for 68.07% of the 

total inertia, and the second principal axis accounted for 8.07% of the inertia, resulting in 

a two-dimensional solution representing 76.14% of the total inertia. The sum of the 

squared angle cosines for the profile points (i.e., K-12 facilitators) and supplementary 

points (i.e., transition, disability, self-determination, and disability identification) indicate 

that this solution appropriately represented all variables (i.e., summed squared angle 

cosines above 0.50), with the exception of self-determination, which had a summed 

squared angle cosine of 0.31 (see Table 17). 
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 The map for the adjusted MCA of K-12 facilitators can be seen in Figure 9. When 

interpreting MCA maps, dimensions must be interpreted independently (Greenacre, 

2016). The correlations for dimension 1 (i.e., the horizontal axis) show that all high 

school facilitators were highly correlated with the first dimension, with the exception of 

parent support of college (see Table 17). When variables are binary, an artifact in MCA is 

that the positive and negative points will be located 180° from each other on a line 

running through the map’s origin; therefore, it is of interest on which side of the origin 

variables fall, relative to other variables (Sourial et al., 2010). For K-12 facilitators, 

discussion of the facilitator (“yes”) mapped to the positive side of the horizontal axis, 

while not discussing the facilitator (“no”) fell on the negative side. This indicates that 

dimension 1 can be interpreted as representing the discussion (or not) of K-12 facilitators 

and suggests that these facilitators are positively correlated with each other; participants 

who discussed one K-12 facilitator were more likely to discuss other K-12 facilitators, as 

well.  

Among the supplemental variables included in this analysis, transition and 

physical disability showed a strong correlation with dimension 1 (see Table 17). By 

examining the adjusted MCA map, we see that the presence of a physical disability fell 

on the negative side of dimension 1 (i.e., the horizontal axis), suggesting that individuals 

with physical disabilities were less likely to discuss high school facilitators. This finding 

may reflect that the participants with physical disabilities were older than the other 

participants; therefore, participants with physical disabilities might not remember as 

many details from their K-12 experiences, or those experiences might not be as salient as 

they were for younger participants. 
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Similarly, reporting a smooth transition fell on the negative side of dimension 1, 

indicating that individuals who described their transition to college as smooth were also 

less likely to discuss high school facilitators, while those who experienced a more 

challenging transition were more likely to discuss K-12 facilitators during their 

interviews. Although this may seem surprising, this likely reflects the experience of the 

“smooth, despite struggles” group, which described a smooth transition despite reporting 

few K-12 facilitators. This finding suggests a need to better understand how K-12 

facilitators contribute to young adults’ postsecondary education experiences.  

 In terms of dimension 2, having parents who supported the pursuit of college was 

the only facilitator showing a medium correlation with this dimension. The weak 

correlations between dimension 2 and the other facilitators indicate that these facilitators 

are not well-represented along this dimension. Therefore dimension 2 seems to best 

represent parent support, although this relationship is not as strong as the relationships for 

dimension 1. In examining the supplementary variables, disability identification showed a 

high correlation with dimension 2 and suggests that participants with a high disability 

identification were less likely to discuss parent support.  
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Figure 9. Adjusted MCA Map of K-12 Facilitators and Supplementary Variables 

  

Figure 9. DI = disability identification; SD = self-determination; mod. = moderate. 
Adjusted MCA map of K-12 facilitators (black) and supplementary variables (orange). 
Variables with less than 50% of their inertia explained by these two dimensions are 
displayed in gray.  
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Table 17 
Correlations (Angle Cosines) of K-12 Facilitators and Supplementary Variables for 
Dimensions 1 and 2 
Variables Dimension 

1 
Dimension 

2 
Summed Squared 

Angle Cosines 

K-12 Facilitators    
Strategic Resources 0.90 0.07 0.81 
Private Resources 0.79 0.07 0.64 
Transition Resources 0.75 0.35 0.68 
Encouraging Teachers 0.81 0.36 0.78 
Challenging High School 0.85 0.21 0.77 
Parents Supporting College 0.26 0.67 0.52 
Interests 0.87 0.28 0.83 
Realizations 0.93 0.10 0.88 

Supplementary Variables    
Smooth Transition 0.71 0.54 0.80 
Self-determination1 0.55 0.06 0.31 
Disability Identification 0.29 0.95 0.99 
Physical Disability 0.86 0.16 0.77 

Note. 1 = summed squared angle cosines for dimensions 1 and 2 were below 0.50, 
indicating the variable is not well-represented in the adjusted MCA map.  
 
K-12 Challenges 

 The total inertia for K-12 challenges was 0.14, indicating that there were few 

differences in participants’ discussion of challenges. Dimension 1 accounted for 65.05% 

and dimension 2 accounted for 8.42% of the inertia, with the two-dimensional map 

representing 73.46% of the total inertia. Most challenges and supplementary variables 

were appropriately represented in this solution, with the exceptions of teacher training 

(sum of squared angle cosines for dimensions 1 and 2 equal to 0.40), feeling different 

(0.45), and experiencing a smooth transition (0.22).  
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 The adjusted MCA map for K-12 challenges is shown in Figure 10. As with K-12 

facilitators, dimension 1 seemed to represent the discussion (or not) of K-12 challenges, 

with all points representing the discussion of challenges falling on the positive side of the 

adjusted MCA map and points representing the lack of discussion on the negative side of 

the map. The supplementary variables of disability and disability identification were also 

strongly correlated with dimension 1 (see Table 18). Examination of the adjusted MCA 

map indicates that participants with physical disabilities were less likely to discuss K-12 

challenges. Similarly, participants with high disability identification were less likely to 

discuss challenges.  

 None of the K-12 challenges showed strong correlations with dimension 2. Of the 

challenges that were well-represented in the map, parent knowledge showed the strongest 

correlation with dimension 2 (0.50). Although this correlation was not strong (dimension 

2 accounted for only 25% of the inertia in parent knowledge), it is interesting that 

variables concerning parents (i.e., parent support and gap in parent knowledge) in both 

the K-12 facilitators and K-12 challenges analyses had relatively strong contributions 

along the second dimension. More research is needed to understand if parent or caregiver 

support contributes differently to young adults’ experience of facilitators and challenges 

to postsecondary success. None of the supplementary variables showed strong 

correlations with dimension 2.  
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Figure 10. Adjusted MCA Map of K-12 Challenges and Supplementary Variables 

Figure 10. DI = disability identification; SD = self-determination; mod. = moderate; 
Physical = physical disability reported; Acc/Instr. = resource gap in accommodations or 
instruction; Teacher Train. = teacher training. Adjusted MCA map of K-12 challenges 
(black) and supplementary variables (orange). Variables with less than 50% of their 
inertia explained by these two dimensions are displayed in gray.  
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Table 18 
Correlations (Angle Cosines) of K-12 Challenges and Supplementary Variables for 
Dimensions 1 and 2 
Variables Dimension 

1 
Dimension 

2 
Summed Squared 

Angle Cosines 

K-12 Challenges    
Nonspecific Resources 0.86 0.09 0.74 
Gap: Accommodations or 
Instruction 0.80 0.32 0.75 
Gap: Parent Knowledge 0.64 0.50 0.65 
Gap: Teacher Training1 0.26 0.57 0.40 
Misplaced at School 0.93 0.02 0.87 
Coddling/Unchallenging High 
School 0.80 0.24 0.71 
Judgmental/Discouraging 
Teachers 0.82 0.37 0.80 
Bullying & Stigmatizing 
School 0.92 0.11 0.85 
Tension at Home 0.83 0.25 0.75 
Feeling Different1 0.48 0.46 0.44 
Struggle & Resistance 0.87 0.10 0.77 

Supplementary Variables    
Smooth Transition1 0.44 0.18 0.22 
Self-determination 0.69 0.64 0.89 
Disability Identification 0.80 0.45 0.85 
Physical Disability 0.77 0.07 0.60 

Note. 1 = summed squared angle cosines for dimension 1 and 2 were below 0.50, 
indicating the variable is not well-represented in the adjusted MCA map.  
 
Postsecondary Facilitators 

 Consistent with the K-12 analyses, the total inertia for the adjusted MCA for 

postsecondary facilitators was low (0.08), indicating few differences among participants’ 

discussion of facilitators at the postsecondary level. The first dimension accounted for 

40.34% and the second dimension accounted for 15.62% of the total inertia, with the two 
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dimensions accounting for 55.97% of overall inertia. Five postsecondary facilitators had 

less than 50% of their inertia explained by the two dimensions, including institution-wide 

resources, connecting socially, accepting attitudes, confidence, and strategic actions.  

 Four postsecondary facilitators were highly correlated with dimension 1, 

including personally-invested faculty, supportive parents, finding a good match, and 

having passions (see Figure 11, Table 19). Points representing the discussion of these 

facilitators are located on the positive side of the map, suggesting that dimension 1 

primarily represents discussion (or not) of facilitators concerning the environment (i.e., 

faculty, parents, and finding a good match). Having a passion, which implies being in an 

environment that allows for the pursuit of that passion, was also located on the positive 

side of the map. The supplementary variables of disability and transition experience were 

also highly correlated with dimension 1 (see Table 19). The location of these variables on 

the map indicates that participants who discussed these environmental facilitators were 

less likely to identify as having a physical disability and more likely to describe a smooth 

transition to their postsecondary programs.  

 Two postsecondary facilitators, accommodations and external resources, were 

correlated with dimension 2. Discussing accommodations was located in the positive 

direction of dimension 2, while discussing external resources was located in the negative 

direction. This suggests that individuals who discussed external resources as a facilitator 

were less likely to discuss the importance of accommodations. Dimension 2 also 

accounted for the highest percentage of inertia in the variable of institution-wide 

resources (40%), although only 46% of the inertia for this variable was accounted for in 

this two-dimensional map. Interacting with a point person, which could be considered 
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both a resource and an environmental facilitator, was represented on both dimension 1 

(35% of its inertia) and dimension 2 (22%). While recognizing some of these facilitators 

are better represented on dimension 2 than others, inspection of the adjusted MCA map 

suggests that participants who discussed accommodations were also more likely to 

discuss institution-wide resources and having a point person, and less likely to discuss the 

importance of external resources. None of the supplementary variables were highly 

correlated or well-represented on this dimension.  

Overall, findings regarding postsecondary facilitators support an interpretation of 

the adjusted MCA map in which the first dimension represents several environmental 

factors while the second dimension represents discussion of important resources. 

Although in their interviews participants also emphasized the importance of various 

resources, in this analysis, reporting a smooth transition to postsecondary education was 

most closely associated with dimension 1, or the environmental facilitators.  
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Figure 11.  Adjusted MCA Map of Postsecondary Facilitators and Supplementary 
Variables 

 

Figure 11. DI = disability identification; SD = self-determination; mod. = moderate; 
Physical = physical disability reported; Acc. = accommodations; Institution R. = 
institution-wide resources; External R. = external resources. Adjusted MCA map of 
postsecondary facilitators (black) and supplementary variables (orange). Variables with 
less than 50% of their inertia explained by these two dimensions are displayed in gray.  
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Table 19 
Correlations (Angle Cosines) of Postsecondary Facilitators and Supplementary 
Variables for Dimensions 1 and 2 
Variables Dimension 

1 
Dimension 

2 
Summed Squared 

Angle Cosines 

Postsecondary Facilitators    
Accommodations 0.07 0.78 0.62 
Point Person  0.59 0.47 0.57 
Institution-wide 
Resources1 0.25 0.63 0.46 
External Resources 0.01 0.70 0.50 
Personally-invested 
Faculty 0.85 0.00 0.73 
Connecting Socially1 0.57 0.38 0.47 
Accepting Attitudes1 0.35 0.23 0.18 
Supportive Parents 0.79 0.19 0.66 
Good Match 0.79 0.08 0.63 
Confidence1 0.55 0.35 0.43 
Passions 0.82 0.16 0.70 
Strategic Actions1 0.12 0.21 0.06 

Supplementary Variables    
Smooth Transition 0.94 0.23 0.93 
Self-determination1 0.08 0.55 0.31 
Disability Identification1 0.45 0.03 0.20 
Physical Disability 0.75 0.02 0.57 

Note. 1 = summed squared angle cosines for dimension 1 and 2 were below 0.50, 
indicating the variable is not well-represented in the adjusted MCA map.  
 
Postsecondary Challenges 

 As with previous analyses, the adjusted MCA for postsecondary challenges had a 

low total inertia (0.06). The proportion of inertia accounted for in the two-dimensional 

analysis was 51.84%, with the first dimension accounting for 39.69% and the second 

dimension accounting for 12.15%. The locations of four postsecondary challenges are not 
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well-represented in this analysis (i.e., less than 50% of their inertia explained by the two 

dimensions), including daunting courses, confusing or isolating social environment, 

discriminating/unaware attitudes, and self-doubt.  

 As with the adjusted MCA for postsecondary facilitators, the postsecondary 

challenges most strongly associated the first dimension were environmental; the three 

postsecondary challenges showing the highest correlations with dimension 1 were 

inflexible professors, overprotective parents, and ill-fitting postsecondary environment 

(see Figure 12, Table 20). However, in contrast to the facilitators analysis, challenges 

with resources (i.e., quality and fit and resource gap) were more strongly associated with 

dimension 1 than dimension 2 in the adjusted MCA for postsecondary challenges.  

Discussion of these environmental and resource challenges are all located on the positive 

side of the map, indicating that participants who discussed challenges were more likely to 

discuss other challenges. Self-determination and disability also showed a strong 

correlation with dimension 1; based on the location of these supplementary variables in 

the adjusted MCA map, participants with high self-determination, as well as those 

identifying with physical disabilities, were more likely to discuss challenges.  

 None of the postsecondary challenges showed strong correlations with the second 

dimension. Confusing/isolating socially and self-doubt were the two challenges that had 

the greatest proportion of their inertia explained by dimension 2 (40.2% and 28.7%, 

respectively), although neither were will-represented in the overall model (i.e., neither 

had more than 50% of their inertia explained by the two-dimensional solution). It is 

possible that dimension 2 represents social or affective challenges in postsecondary 

education, but more information is needed. The supplementary variable of transition is 
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most strongly associated with dimension 2. If social challenges and self-doubt are 

accurately represented on dimension 2, the adjusted MCA map indicates that participants 

who discussed those two challenges were more likely to report having a transition that 

was not smooth. However, this conclusion is preliminary, since these challenges are not 

strongly associated with dimension 2.  

Figure 12. Adjusted MCA Map of Postsecondary Challenges and Supplementary 
Variables 

 

Figure 12. DI = disability identification; SD = self-determination; mod. = moderate; 
Physical = physical disability reported. Adjusted MCA map of postsecondary challenges 
(black) and supplementary variables (orange). Variables with less than 50% of their 
inertia explained by these two dimensions are displayed in gray.  
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Table 20 
Correlations (Angle Cosines) of Postsecondary Challenges and Supplementary Variables 
for Dimensions 1 and 2 
Variables Dimension 

1 
Dimension 

2 
Summed Squared 

Angle Cosines 

Postsecondary Challenges    
Quality & Fit 0.64 0.47 0.64 
Resource Gap 0.61 0.41 0.54 
Inflexible Professors 0.76 0.11 0.59 
Daunting Courses/Testing1 0.36 0.23 0.18 
Confusing/Isolating Socially1 0.24 0.63 0.46 
Unaware/Discriminating1 
Attitudes 0.65 0.11 0.43 

Overprotective Parents 0.87 0.16 0.79 
Ill-fitting Postsecondary 
Environment 0.70 0.05 0.50 

Self-doubt1 0.16 0.54 0.31 
Supplementary Variables    

Smooth Transition 0.45 0.81 0.85 
Self-determination 0.71 0.29 0.58 
Disability Identification1 0.03 0.08 0.01 
Physical Disability 0.75 0.08 0.56 

Note. 1 = summed squared angle cosines for dimension 1 and 2 were below 0.50, 
indicating the variable is not well-represented in the adjusted MCA map.  
 

Summary 

The purpose of this mixed methods study was to investigate the K-12 and 

postsecondary experiences influencing the persistence of young adults with disabilities in 

postsecondary education. A total of 13 individuals participated in an interview and 

completed the survey measures, providing insights into their K-12, transition, and 

postsecondary experiences. Several findings emerged from qualitative, quantitative, 

integrated, and crossover analyses. 
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Findings from qualitative analyses suggested a total of 41 K-12 and 

postsecondary facilitators and challenges that influenced the experiences of students with 

disabilities persisting in postsecondary education. Of the eight K-12 facilitators 

identified, participants most frequently discussed the importance of interacting with 

encouraging teachers (10 participants). Participants also discussed 11 challenges during 

their K-12 years, most frequently identifying gaps in accommodations or instruction as a 

challenge (seven participants). Accommodations also played an important role in 

postsecondary education, with 11 participants identifying disability-focused 

accommodations (e.g., accommodations provided through ODR) as one of 12 important 

postsecondary facilitators. Finally, interviews suggested 10 postsecondary challenges 

encountered by participants. From these challenges, all 13 participants shared how 

“growing pains” (i.e., the process of learning what worked best for them, often through 

trial and error) was a significant challenge as they pursued their postsecondary education. 

Participants’ experiences could be grouped into four transition profiles: smooth, 

culture shock, huge leap, and smooth despite struggles. Participants describing a smooth 

transition tended to discuss many facilitators and fewer challenges during both their K-12 

and postsecondary years. Participants who felt the transition to postsecondary education 

was culture shock also described a generally positive K-12 experience, but struggled with 

navigating new social expectations in the postsecondary environment. In contrast, 

participants who felt postsecondary education was a huge leap often relied on their social 

connections to help mitigate the academic challenges they experienced as they 

transitioned from high school. These participants discussed more K-12 challenges than 

the smooth and culture shock groups and described their high schools as unchallenging or 
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providing too much support. Finally, one group described their transition as smooth, 

despite struggles they experienced during their K-12 years. These participants generally 

described their K-12 years as negative and unsupportive, yet they felt the transition to 

postsecondary education was unproblematic.  

In response to the survey measure, participants indicated that they accessed a 

mean of 4.69 (median = 5) predictors of postsecondary education participation while they 

were in high school. Results indicated that participants reported engaging in self-

determined behaviors more often than not (M = 3.82, median = 4.11), and their 

identification with a disability group was neutral (M = 4.75) to positive (median = 5.40). 

The correlation between participants’ self-determination levels and their disability 

identification was statistically significant (r = 0.62; p = 0.02).  

Integrated findings indicated how the use of qualitative and quantitative data 

analysis allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of participants’ K-12, 

transition, and postsecondary experiences, supporting the purpose of complementarity. 

Additionally, emergent patterns were found among the four transition profiles and their 

responses to quantitative measures. Participants reporting a smooth transition reported 

accessing the highest mean number of high school predictors (M = 4.50, range = 2 – 7) 

while those reporting a transition that was smooth despite struggles reported accessing 

the fewest (M = 1.67, range = 1 – 3). Two groups, those describing a smooth transition 

and culture shock, felt that they received an appropriate level of support from their 

parents and school professionals, while participants in the huge leap and smooth despite 

struggles groups often reported receiving too much or too little support. In terms of 

disability identification, participants who experienced culture shock reported the highest 
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mean disability identification (M = 6.40, range = 5.60 – 7.00) and those describing the 

transition as smooth despite struggles reported the lowest (M = 2.60, range = 1.40 – 

3.80). In contrast, mean levels of self-determination were similar across all four transition 

profiles (ranging from a mean of 3.72 to 4.02).  

Finally, crossover analyses illustrated several patterns in the interview and survey 

responses for this group of participants. Adjusted MCA maps for both K-12 facilitators 

and K-12 challenges suggested that the first dimension represented the discussion (or not) 

of facilitators or challenges. The second dimension best accounted for the facilitator and 

the challenge regarding parent support, although this relationship was not as strong as 

those for first dimension. In terms of postsecondary facilitators and challenges, adjusted 

MCA maps suggested that the first dimension represented environmental factors (i.e., 

support from professors, parents, and environmental fit). Additionally, passions were 

represented on dimension 1 for postsecondary facilitators, and resources were associated 

with dimension 1 for postsecondary challenges. For postsecondary facilitators, the second 

dimension best represented resources. In contrast, the second dimension for 

postsecondary challenges seemed to best represent social experiences, although this 

relationship was not strong.  

Analysis of supplementary variables also revealed interesting patterns. 

Experiencing a smooth transition was associated with dimension 1 for K-12 and 

postsecondary facilitators, but was not associated with the first dimension for challenges. 

However, the direction of this association was not always as expected; although 

participants who experienced a smooth transition were more likely to discuss 

postsecondary facilitators, they were also less likely to discuss K-12 facilitators. In terms 
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of K-12 challenges, disability identification was associated with the first dimension; 

participants with high disability identification were less likely to discuss K-12 challenges. 

In contrast, self-determination levels were associated with dimension 1 for postsecondary 

challenges, but participants with high levels of self-determination were more likely to 

discuss postsecondary challenges.  

Qualitative, quantitative, integrated, and crossover analyses allowed for the 

investigation of different facets of postsecondary persistence among this group of 

participants with disabilities. Qualitative analyses revealed emergent facilitators and 

challenges, while quantitative analyses connected findings with current literature and 

theory; these data strands were merged through integrated and crossover analyses. 

Together, the findings presented here provide a multidimensional perspective of the 

persistence of individuals with disabilities in postsecondary education programs.  
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CHAPTER 5 

 Completing a postsecondary education program is an important milestone in a 

person’s life journey. Unfortunately, young adults with disabilities are at risk for 

completing their postsecondary programs at lower rates that their peers (Newman et al., 

2011). High schools are tasked with preparing students with disabilities for the transition 

to postsecondary life, including further education (IDEA, 2004), and researchers have 

identified predictors that are associated with participation in postsecondary education 

(NTACT, 2016). Likewise, the field of postsecondary education and disability has 

investigated student-focused, faculty and staff-focused, and program and institutional-

focused support of students with disabilities in postsecondary education (Dukes et al., 

2017). However, few studies have explored how students’ experiences from early 

schooling, through high school, and into postsecondary programs interact to influence 

their persistence in their studies.  

 In this study, thirteen participants described experiences they felt positively and 

negatively influenced their persistence in postsecondary education, leading to the 

emergence of 41 K-12 and postsecondary facilitators of and challenges to persistence. 

Participants also completed quantitative measures, providing insights into important 

predictors and constructs identified through prior research. Independently, emergent 

qualitative findings and theory-driven quantitative findings provided separate windows 

onto the experience of persistence in postsecondary education. However, the integration 

of these findings opened the door to a multidimensional perspective of postsecondary 

persistence for these participants.  
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This chapter examines what we can learn from these new perspectives and 

discusses the following: (a) five multidimensional findings and implications; (b) 

contributions of and revisions to the conceptual framework; (c) the influence of the 

transformative framework; (d) limitations and considerations for transferability; and (e) 

recommendations for policy, research, and practice.  

Multidimensional Findings and Implications 

As described in Chapter 3, this study was designed using a transformative 

framework. Mertens (2012) asserted that the results of a transformative study should 

elucidate power relationships and facilitate social change. In this section, I discuss five 

multidimensional findings and examine the implications of these findings for social 

change. These findings, developed across multiple analyses (i.e., qualitative, quantitative, 

integrated, or crossover) and contextualized in existing research, are as follows: a) current 

definitions of established high school predictors are incomplete; b) positive K-12 

experiences do not necessarily lead to smooth transitions; c) postsecondary experiences 

unique to students with disabilities and universal to all students are intertwined; d) 

parents fill educational gaps in K-12 years and beyond, but support is complex; and e) 

disability identification and self-determination are nuanced across groups (i.e., transition 

profiles, disability characteristics, and gender).   

Current Definitions of Established High School Predictors Are Incomplete 

 The findings of this study reveal that participants’ perceived K-12 experiences 

overlap with and expand on established high school predictors. Table 21 compares 

facilitators and challenges described by participants with the high school predictors 

identified and defined through prior research (NTACT, 2016; Rowe et al., 2014). This 
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section a) uses three examples to describe how emergent themes deepen our 

understanding of predictors in areas of overlap and b) identifies additional influences that 

could inform future investigations. 

 Deepened understanding of identified predictors. Emergent themes overlapped 

with six established predictors: transition program, parent involvement, student support, 

self-determination (including youth autonomy/decision making), inclusion in general 

education, and interagency collaboration. Participants’ discussion of these influences 

provides further evidence of the importance of these predictors in supporting 

participation in postsecondary education. At the same time, three examples demonstrate 

that current definitions of these predictors may be incomplete.  

 The NTACT (2016) “student support” predictor provides one example of how 

findings reveal a more nuanced understanding of students’ experience of established 

predictors. While the formal definition of student support focuses on the services 

professionals provide to students (Rowe et al., 2014; see Table 14), participants indicated 

that positive and negative relationships with their teachers were extremely salient as they 

prepared for postsecondary education (i.e., “encouraging teachers” and 

“judgmental/discouraging teachers” themes). As described in the integrated findings (see 

Table 14), participants who reported receiving an appropriate amount of support on the 

survey tended to also discuss interactions with encouraging teachers in interviews. In 

contrast, those who wished they had received more support tended to describe 

interactions that were judgmental or discouraging. Such findings suggest that the quality 

of interactions with a network of professionals is an important dimension in how students 

experience support while in school.  
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Table 21 

Comparison of Emergent Themes with NTACT Predictors 
NTACT Predictor 

Rowe et al. (2014) Definition 
Emergent Themes  

Definitions 

Transition Program 
“A transition program prepares 
students to move from secondary 
settings …to adult life, utilizing 
comprehensive transition planning 
and education that creates 
individualized opportunities, services, 
and supports to help students achieve 
their post-school goals” (p. 123). 

Facilitator: Transition Resources 
High school or parent supported college 
exploration/application activities or bridge 
program between high school and first year of 
college 

Parental Involvement 
“Parents/families/guardians are active 
and knowledgeable participants in all 
aspects of transition planning” (p. 
122). 

Facilitator: Parents Supportive of College 
Parents expected or encouraged pursuit of 
college 
Challenge: Tensions at Home 
Tensions between participant and parents made 
it difficult for participant to remain in school 
Challenge: Gap in Parent 
Knowledge/Resources 
Parents lacked knowledge or resources needed 
to support participant 

Student Support 
“A network of people…who provide 
services in multiple environments to 
prepare students to obtain their 
annual transition and post-secondary 
goals aligned with their preferences, 
interests, and needs” (p. 123). 

Facilitator: Encouraging Teachers 
Interactions with teachers who were supportive 
and believed in participant’s ability to succeed 
Challenge: Judgmental/Discouraging 
Teachers 
Interactions with teachers who were 
disparaging and discouraged participant from 
pursuing goals 
Challenge: Gap in Teacher Training 
Teachers lacked skills to effectively support 
students 

Self-Determination  
“The ability to make choices, solve 
problems, set goals, evaluate options, 
take initiative to reach one’s goals, 
and accept the consequences of one’s 
actions” (p. 121). 

Challenge: Struggle and Resistance 
Academic and social struggles; not wanting to 
accept that they could benefit from help  
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NTACT Predictor 
Rowe et al. (2014) Definition 

Emergent Themes  
Definitions 

Youth Autonomy/Decision Making1 

Student’s belief in his or her ability to 
attain personally-determined and 
freely chosen goals (Shogren et al., 
2015) 

Facilitator: Personal Realizations 
Moments when participants realized they 
needed to change their approach or that they 
were capable of more than they previously 
believed 

Inclusion in General Education 
“Inclusion in general education 
requires students with disabilities to 
have access to general education 
curriculum and be engaged in regular 
education classes with peers without 
disabilities” (p. 120). 

Facilitator: Challenging High School 
Rigorous instruction that was available to the 
general student body (e.g., AP classes) 
Challenge: Coddling/Unchallenging High 
School 
Instruction was not rigorous or environment 
was overly supportive 
Challenge: Misplaced at School 
Sense that school setting was inappropriate or 
undesirable  

Interagency Collaboration 
“A clear, purposeful, and carefully 
designed process that promotes cross-
agency, cross-program, and cross-
disciplinary efforts leading to 
tangible transition outcomes for 
youth” (p. 122) 

Facilitator: Private Resources 
Private tutoring, evaluations, specialized 
schools, or health insurance or health care 

Career Awareness2 

Occupational Courses2 

Vocational Education2 
Work Experience/Internships2 
Independent Living2 
Social Skills2 

Facilitator: Strategic Resources 
Targeted instruction or accommodations 
strategically designed to address a participant’s 
learning profile 
Challenge: Nonspecific Resources 
Receiving disability-related resources that did 
not match learning needs 
Challenge: Gap in 
Accommodations/Instruction 
Not receiving resources needed to address 
learning needs 

 Facilitator: Extracurricular Interests 
Hobbies or passions that developed 
participants’ confidence and understanding of 
their goals 
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NTACT Predictor 
Rowe et al. (2014) Definition 

Emergent Themes  
Definitions 

 Challenge: Bullying and Stigma at School 
Interactions with peers who ostracized or 
bullied participant 
Challenge: Feeling Different 
Wanting to “fit in” with peers 

Note. 1 = Youth autonomy/decision making was not defined by Rowe et al. (2014); 2 = 
Rowe et al. definitions are not included for these predictors, because participants did not 
discuss the importance of instruction in these specific areas. 
  

The “transition program” predictor provides a second example of how more 

nuanced understandings of these predictors can support transition efforts of students, 

teachers, and families. The formal definition of this predictor emphasizes the importance 

of transition planning. However, participants shared many transition-related activities that 

they felt were critical to their journey to postsecondary education, including high school 

or parent-supported college exploration activities and bridge programs (i.e., “transition 

resources” theme). Six participants’ survey responses indicated that they did not 

participate in transition planning, yet four of the six discussed the importance of 

transition-related resources to their success (see Table 12). Such findings suggest an 

expanded understanding of the kinds of transition-related activities that could be included 

in an effective transition program.  

Similarly, “interagency collaboration” provides a third example of a need for 

more complete understandings of predictors. The definition of interagency collaboration 

describes the importance of the process of collaboration among various agencies; implicit 

within this definition is the assumption that students work with multiple agencies to 

support their transition to postsecondary education. Participants indicated that, consistent 

with this assumption, they did access resources privately and through outside agencies 
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(i.e., “private resources” theme). However, none of the participants discussed any 

collaboration that occurred between these private resources and their school. In fact, in 

many cases families turned to these resources because schools were not providing the 

services that participants needed to be successful. Interagency collaboration requires 

structure, time, and a willingness to collaborate on the part of outside agencies and 

schools, factors over which students and families have little control. Understanding the 

kinds of supplemental resources that are supportive, regardless of the level of interagency 

collaboration, can be useful to students and family in need of additional assistance. 

Policymakers can also act on such findings to ensure that all students have access to 

services outside of school that can support ongoing success (e.g., health insurance and 

health care).  

These three examples – student support, transition program, and interagency 

collaboration – illustrate how emergent themes and integrated analyses provide insights 

into additional facets of the previously-identified and defined predictors. Developing a 

more nuanced understanding of identified predictors can better inform the efforts of 

students, families, and other stakeholders. 

 Emergent influences. In addition to areas of overlap, emergent themes reveal 

new ways to think about predictors (i.e., strategic instruction) and additional areas of 

influence to be explored, including the importance of extracurricular activities and peer 

interactions.  

Currently, established predictors focus on specific areas of instruction (e.g., social 

skills, independent living, occupational courses). Participants, on the other hand, 

generally did not identify specific areas of instruction that they felt were important. 
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Instead, they discussed the importance of instruction matching their learning needs (i.e., 

“strategic resources” theme). In fact, participants who received resources that did not 

appropriately match their learning profile perceived this to be a challenge (i.e., 

“nonspecific resources” theme). Although special education services, by federal 

definition, are determined by the needs of the individual student (IDEA, 2004), it may be 

tempting to view instruction-focused predictors as a checklist of knowledge or skills that 

all students must learn. Beyond considering what to teach, participants’ responses are a 

reminder that teachers must strategically determine how instruction meets an individual 

student’s learning profile.  

 Emergent themes also reveal influences that have yet to be investigated in the 

context of postsecondary education participation. Several participants indicated that 

extracurricular interests provided them with opportunities to learn about themselves and 

their potential and could function as an outlet as they faced academic challenges in 

school. Among the general population of high school students, research has connected 

extracurricular participation with educational attainment two years later (Fredricks & 

Eccles, 2006) and found that high schoolers who are passionate and absorbed in activities 

report higher levels of academic achievement and life satisfaction (Froh et al., 2010). 

However, extracurricular experiences have yet to be identified within the special 

education transition literature as a potential contributor to postsecondary success.  

 Emergent themes also suggested that bullying, stigma, and feeling different were 

challenges to participants during their K-12 years. Two established predictors – 

“inclusion in general education” and “social skills” – allude to peer interactions, but a 

predictor explicitly addressing peer relationships has yet to be identified. In the general 
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population, being a victim of bullying has been linked with lower educational attainment 

and poorer relationships in adulthood (Brown & Taylor, 2008; Wolke, Copeland, Angold, 

& Costello, 2013). Youth with disabilities may be vulnerable to bullying, with one study 

finding that 68.4% of postsecondary students with disabilities recalled experiencing peer 

victimization in middle or high school (McNicholas, Orpinas, & Raczynski, 2017). 

“Feeling different,” or students’ sense of belonging, can play a similarly important role in 

postsecondary outcomes; for example, college students’ reported sense of belonging in 

high school and college is associated with college grade point average (Pittman & 

Richmond, 2007). The emergent themes of “bullying and stigma” and “feeling different” 

indicate a need for investigations into the influences of social relationships on the 

postsecondary trajectories of students with disabilities.  

 Implications. Developing knowledge of high school predictors of participation in 

postsecondary education for students with disabilities is an ongoing process (Test, 2016). 

The emergent themes and integrated analyses provide new insights while highlighting 

that current definitions remain incomplete. However, progress in understanding important 

influences on postsecondary outcomes may be inhibited by current power relationships in 

how predictors are identified and defined. Definitions of predictors were developed by 

expert researchers and practitioners (i.e., more than ten years of experience teaching in 

the field of special education transition). These experts thoughtfully and systematically 

developed predictor definitions with the important goal of clarifying the characteristics of 

transition programs so that educators “understand what is necessary to develop, 

implement, and evaluate secondary transition programs based on predictor research” 

(Rowe et al., 2014, p. 113). 
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However, at the current point in time, established predictors do not include the 

expertise and perspectives of the students themselves. Despite good intentions, when 

researchers do not include students’ contributions to understandings of postsecondary 

transition, researchers perpetuate power relationships in which they speak for and silence 

students with disabilities. This study prioritized the voices of young adults with 

disabilities, who – through their discussion of facilitators and challenges – revealed 

additional dimensions to existing predictors and new areas for exploration. Researchers 

and practitioners have identified characteristics of predictors, but participants shared 

insights into important qualities of their experiences. While still incomplete, these 

multidimensional perspectives describe different ways educators might understand and 

use these predictors to support students in pursuing their postsecondary goals.  

Positive K-12 Experiences Do Not Necessarily Lead to Smooth Transitions 

 A second multidimensional finding is that participants who reported many 

positive experiences during their K-12 years did not necessarily describe the transition to 

postsecondary education as smooth, nor did those who reported many negative 

experiences describe their transition as challenging. This suggests a need to better 

understand how identified high school predictors and other experiences interact to 

support a smooth transition to postsecondary education. 

 Experiences associated with a smooth transition. One might expect that young 

adults who discuss many K-12 facilitators and few challenges would be more likely to 

experience a smooth transition to postsecondary education than those who described few 

facilitators and many challenges. However, qualitative, integrated, and crossover findings 

indicate that this was not the case among the participants in this study. As illustrated in 
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Table 22, the transition profile discussing the highest percentage of facilitators also 

characterized their transition to college as a huge leap, and those describing the transition 

as smooth, despite struggles, discussed the fewest. It is possible that the students who 

described more facilitators also had greater needs, which would explain why the 

transition was more difficult. However, participants with a huge leap transition profile 

reported receiving services in slightly more inclusive settings (two received resource 

room support and one a special class) than those with the smooth despite struggle profile 

(one received resource room support, one participated in a special class/program, and one 

was in a specialized school). This suggests that the difficult transition reported by some 

participants was not related to more significant disability-related needs.  

 Responses regarding K-12 challenges show a similar pattern, with participants 

who discussed the highest percentage of challenges reporting a smooth transition, despite 

the struggles. Participants who discussed the lowest percentage of challenges during their 

K-12 years, on the other hand, reported that the transition to college was a culture shock. 

Participants in the culture shock group attended private schools that served students with 

specific disabilities (two participants) or a public charter school with a distinctive, 

academically rigorous school culture (one participant). It is possible that these 

participants experienced few challenges during their K-12 years, because these 

specialized high school settings successfully met the needs of these students. However, 

participants’ experiences in these highly individualized environments, while supportive 

during the high school years, may have made the transition to postsecondary education 

more challenging. These results from participants’ interviews suggest that supporting a 
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smooth transition to college is more complex than simply providing access to facilitators 

and limiting challenges.  

Table 22 

Comparison of the Percentage of Participants Endorsing K-12 Facilitators and 
Challenges by Transition Profile 

Transition Profile 
K-12 Facilitators 

Percentage 
(number endorsed/total) 

K-12 Challenges 
Percentage 

(number endorsed/total) 

Smooth Transition (n = 4) 62.5% (20/32) 25.0% (11/44) 
Culture Shock 45.8% (11/24) 15.2% (5/33) 
Huge Leap 75% (18/24) 48.5% (16/33) 
Smooth Despite Struggle 33.3% (8/24) 72.7% (24/33) 

Note. Number of participants in each transition profile was n = 3, unless otherwise 
indicated. Eight facilitators and 11 challenges were identified through interviews. For 
each transition profile, the number of endorsed facilitators/challenges was counted and 
divided by the total possible if all participants in the profile had endorsed every 
facilitator/challenge.  
 
 Integrated findings also suggest a complex relationship between participants’ 

access to predictors identified by the literature and their subsequent transition. As 

expected, participants who reported generally positive K-12 experiences and smooth 

transition to postsecondary education recalled receiving access to the highest number of 

predictors (M = 4.50, range = 2-7). However, participants who reported generally 

negative K-12 experiences, but a smooth transition despite struggles, reported access to 

the fewest number of predictors (M = 1.67, range = 1-2). While each predictor has been 

individually associated with participation in postsecondary education for students with 

disabilities, few studies have investigated the effect of multiple predictors.  

 Finally, crossover findings further highlight the complexity of the relationship 

between discussion of K-12 facilitators or challenges and the experience of a smooth 

transition. Consistent with the analysis of the interview results, the MCA results for the 
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K-12 challenges suggested that the report of a smooth transition was unrelated to 

discussion of challenges during interviews. Just as the two profiles reporting smooth 

transitions discussed very high and low percentages of challenges (i.e., 25% for smooth 

and 72.7% for smooth despite struggles), points representing a smooth/not smooth 

transition were not well-represented in the 2-dimensional MCA map for K-12 challenges.  

In contrast, the results of the MCA for K-12 facilitators suggested a relationship 

between discussion of facilitators and participants’ transition experience (i.e., smooth or 

not smooth). However, contrary to expectations, participants who discussed facilitators 

were less likely to report having a smooth transition to postsecondary education. It is 

possible these results are a reflection of how qualitative themes were defined. Participants 

who characterized their transition as a huge leap discussed a significant percentage of 

facilitators (75.0%), but they described two facilitators – challenging high school 

environment and parents supportive of college – differently from participants reflecting 

the other transition profiles.  

Specifically, the three participants in the huge leap profile viewed challenging 

coursework as important to their preparation for college, but felt access to advanced 

coursework was an anomaly in an otherwise unchallenging or overly supportive high 

school environment. In contrast, other participants who endorsed this theme described a 

consistently challenging high school environment. Additionally, one participant in the 

huge leap profile described the importance of her parents’ support of college, while all 

other participants discussing this facilitator explicitly discussed their parents’ expectation 

that they attend college. If the two themes were redefined to exclude these different 

experiences, the percentage of facilitators endorsed by the huge leap profile would drop 
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from 75.0% to 58.3%, which would likely also affect the results of the MCA. However, 

given participants’ assertion of the importance of these experiences, it does not seem 

appropriate to redefine these themes. Instead, these results suggest that the quality of 

students’ interaction with facilitators may also play an important role in their later 

transition experiences.  

 Implications. The results of this study suggest a need to better understand how 

emergent facilitators and challenges, in combination with identified predictors, together 

contribute to students’ transition experiences. Although these participants represent a 

small sample of young adults with disabilities, their experiences indicate that access to 

predictors or facilitators did not seem to additively benefit students; participants did not 

report increasingly positive advantages as they described a greater number of facilitators 

or with reported access to a higher number or predictors. In fact, the MCA results 

revealed that participants who described K-12 facilitators were less likely to report a 

smooth transition to postsecondary education, indicating a need to better understand how 

access to facilitators and predictors influence students’ transition experiences. 

 It is important to note that NTACT (2016) identified predictors that were 

associated with participation in postsecondary education, not an individual’s transition 

experience nor his or her persistence in postsecondary education. All of the participants 

in this study were enrolled in or had completed postsecondary education programs, and 

all of them accessed at least one predictor. Therefore, one could conclude that these 

results affirm that access to predictors is connected with postsecondary education 

participation. However, this study reveals the importance of looking beyond participation 

to understand the experiences that support students in persisting in their programs of 
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study. College students who do not feel socially or academically integrated are at-risk for 

leaving their programs prior to completion (Tinto, 1993). It is critical for K-12 schools to 

provide students with appropriate resources and experiences that support enrollment in 

and positive adjustment to college.  

 In some ways, the findings of this study complicate the task of supporting smooth 

transitions. Often, predictors and practices are presented within checklists or “how-to” 

guides that lead practitioners through the “maze of evidence-based practices” (e.g., 

Mazzotti, Rowe, & Test, 2013; Test, Bartholomew, & Bethune, 2015). Such checklists 

are critical tools, but the findings of this study indicate that simply providing access to 

several identified predictors or facilitators is not enough to support positive transition 

experiences. Educators must additionally consider the quality of the provided learning 

experiences and how those predictors or facilitators interact with the student’s unique 

learning profile, the environment in which the student lives and learns, and the resources 

available to the student and his or her family.  

PSE Experiences “Unique to Disability” and “Universal to All” Are Intertwined  

As described in Chapter 2, our understanding of experiences associated with 

persistence in postsecondary education for students with disabilities is in the beginning 

stages of development (Dukes et al., 2017), and potential facilitators of persistence have 

only recently been identified (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018). Researchers have 

investigated the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities through multiple 

lenses, including through theoretical frameworks applied to the general student 

population (e.g., Duquette, 2000), as a complex phenomenon that cannot be fully 

explained by those theories (e.g., Hong, 2015), or as unique experiences that are better 
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explained by other theories (e.g., Fichten et al., 2014). Because knowledge of factors 

associated with postsecondary education persistence for students with disabilities is 

currently limited, it is helpful to better understand how students discuss experiences that 

may be similar to or diverge from those of other student groups. This section discusses a) 

connections between findings and emergent literature-based facilitators and b) the 

distinctiveness of those experiences to having a disability.   

Connections with postsecondary education and disability literature. Unlike 

the field of special education transition, which has explicitly defined predictors of 

participation in postsecondary education, the field of postsecondary education and 

disability is only beginning to identify factors that may be associated with persistence. A 

recent review of the literature suggested 13 postsecondary facilitators of persistence for 

students with disabilities, although the authors noted the facilitators were preliminary, 

given the limited number of studies meeting the review’s inclusion criteria (Kutscher & 

Tuckwiller, 2018). Because identified postsecondary facilitators are not as developed as 

identified high school predictors, it is important to understand how findings from the 

current study corroborate and expand upon these literature-based facilitators. 

Tables 23 to 25 illustrate connections between literature-based facilitators and the 

themes emerging from this study. Themes regarding “resources” aligned most closely 

with the literature-based domain of “accommodations” (see Table 23). Consistent with 

prior research, the participants in this study discussed the importance of disability-

specific services or accommodations to their postsecondary success. Participants also 

indicated that low-quality services or accommodations that did not fit or match with their 

needs could hamper their progress. Although none of the emergent themes connected 



289 
 

with the literature-based facilitator of “accommodation awareness,” the comments of one 

participant who did not access ODR services suggested a lack of communication about 

how ODR services could benefit students with invisible disabilities.  

In addition to the literature-based facilitators, interviews with participants 

revealed three further considerations regarding resources. Several participants discussed 

the importance of having a point-person on campus who helped them navigate the 

accommodation process and other academic challenges, while others shared the 

importance of disability-specific resources they accessed outside of the postsecondary 

setting (e.g., a therapist or vocational rehabilitation). However, the resources participants 

accessed did not only include disability-specific services or accommodations. They also 

reported that institution-wide resources available to all students facilitated their success. 

Likewise, participants shared that gaps in disability-specific and institution-wide 

resources (e.g., lack of study centers) could challenge their progress in their programs of 

study. These emergent findings suggest a need to take a broader view of the types of 

resources that can support students with disabilities throughout their postsecondary 

experience.  
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Table 23 

Comparison of Emergent Resources Themes with Literature-based Facilitators of 
Postsecondary Persistence 

Literature-based Facilitator: 
Accommodations 

Characteristics 

Emergent Themes: 
Resources 
Definitions 

Accommodation Awareness 
Students are aware of disability-related 
services or accommodations 

 

Accommodation Use 
Students make use of disability-related 
services or accommodations 

Facilitator: Accommodations & Services 
Accommodations or services received 
through offices of disability resources 
(ODR) 

Accommodation Quality 
Accommodations are of an appropriate 
quality 
Accommodation Match 
Accommodations appropriately address 
students’ individual learning profiles  

Challenge: Quality and Fit 
Disability-focused resources that were of 
unacceptable quality or did not match the 
participant’s learning profile 

 Facilitator: Point Person  
Faculty or staff providing academic 
support (e.g., mentor, tutor, or ODR staff) 
Facilitator: External Resources 
Resources that were not provided by the 
postsecondary institution (i.e., vocational 
rehabilitation, private therapist) 
Facilitator: Institution-wide Resources 
Academic resources available to all 
students (e.g., help centers, office hours) 
Challenge: Resource Gap 
Lack of needed resources (e.g., disability-
related services, institution-wide 
resources, transportation, etc.) 

Note. ODR = office of disability resources. Italicized text signifies resources that are 
unique to students with disabilities. Non-italicized text signifies resources that may be 
accessed by any postsecondary student.  
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Table 24 

Comparison of Emergent Environment Themes with Literature-based Facilitators of 
Postsecondary Persistence 

Literature-based Facilitator:  
Academic & Social Engagement 

Characteristics 

Emergent Themes: 
Environment 

Definitions 
Faculty Interactions 
Students utilize office hours, 
advising, etc., or feel supported by 
faculty 

Facilitator: Personally-invested Faculty 
Interactions with faculty who encouraged 
participants to persist in their programs of study 
Challenge: Inflexible Professors 
Interactions with professors who were 
unsupportive or resisted participant’s request for 
accommodations 

Peer Interactions  
Students participate in 
extracurricular activities or are 
satisfied with social support  
Disability-specific Social Support 
Students express importance of 
connecting with other students 
with disabilities  

Facilitator: Connecting Socially 
Supportive interactions with peers or friends, 
including those who had a shared experience of 
disability 
Challenge: Confusing/Isolating Social 
Environment 
Feeling socially isolated or finding it difficult to 
navigate the social environment 

Family and Outside Support 
Students feel supported by family, 
friends, and church members 

Facilitator: Supportive Parents 
Parent financial or emotional support  
Challenge: Overprotective Parents 
Parent concerns limited participant’s 
independence (e.g., development of self-advocacy 
skills, living independently) 

 Facilitator: Accepting Attitudes 
Participant felt PSE environment was inclusive, 
accepting 
Challenge: Unaware/Discriminating Attitudes 
Participant encountered lack of disability 
awareness or discrimination due to disability  

 Facilitator: Good match 
Participant felt PSE program or environment was 
a good match to his or her learning profile 
Challenge: Ill-fitting PSE Environment 
Participant felt PSE program or environment was 
not a good match to his or her learning 
profile/personality  
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Literature-based Facilitator:  
Academic & Social Engagement 

Characteristics 

Emergent Themes: 
Environment 

Definitions 
 Challenge: Daunting Courses/Tests 

Courses or standardized tests that were an 
obstacle to postsecondary progress, often in 
subject areas that participant found challenging 
as a function of his or her disability 

Note. Italicized text signifies environmental experiences that are unique to students with 
disabilities. Non-italicized text signifies environmental factors that may be experienced 
by any postsecondary student.  
 

Emergent themes regarding the “environment” aligned with the literature-based 

domain of “academic and social engagement” (see Table 24). Participants in the current 

study shared the importance of interactions with faculty, peers, and their outside network 

of support. While none of the emergent themes explicitly addressed the literature-based 

facilitator of “disability-specific social support,” several participants who discussed the 

importance of social connections described their friendships with other students with 

disabilities. At the same time, emergent themes suggested several areas for additional 

exploration, including the barriers posed by particularly challenging coursework, the 

social climate of the postsecondary setting (i.e., attitudes), and the overall fit of the 

postsecondary environment with students’ learning profiles.  
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Table 25 

Comparison of Emergent Personal Characteristics with Literature-based Facilitators of 
Postsecondary Persistence 

Literature-based Facilitators:  
Personal Characteristics 

Characteristics 

Emergent Themes:  
Personal Characteristics  

Definitions 
Self-efficacy/Confidence 
Students express confidence in their 
ability to experience academic or social 
success  
Self-advocacy 
Students take action to connect with 
resources that will support their success 
Self-awareness 
Students understand their own strengths, 
weaknesses, and values 
Autonomy & Goal-setting 
Students have established goals or strive 
to achieve those goals independently 
Empowerment & Perseverance 
Students believe that it is within their 
power to achieve success, and do not give 
up on their goals 

Facilitator: Developing Confidence 
Participant gained confidence, which 
strengthened self-advocacy 
Challenge: Self-doubt 
Participant questioned him or herself and 
expressed thoughts about leaving the 
program  
Facilitator: Strategic Actions 
Participant learned what academic 
strategies worked best for him or her and 
made use of those strategies  
Challenge: Growing Pains 
Process of learning about and adjusting to 
postsecondary academic and social 
expectations (e.g., transferring schools, 
switching majors, reassessing priorities) 
Facilitator: Passions 
Participant was committed to areas of 
interest that were central to his or her 
identity (e.g., volunteering, vocational 
calling, sports) 

Note. Elements of the literature-based facilitators can be seen throughout the emergent 
themes regarding personal characteristics. None of these personal characteristics are 
unique to students with disabilities.   

 

Finally, although less obviously aligned than emergent resources and 

environmental themes, emergent themes regarding participants’ “personal characteristics” 

encompassed many “personal characteristics” identified in the literature (Table 25). For 

example, the theme of “strategic actions” (i.e., participant learned what academic 

strategies worked best for them and made use of those strategies) includes elements of 

self-awareness, self-efficacy/confidence, and empowerment/perseverance. Similarly, the 
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theme of “growing pains” (i.e., process of learning about and adjusting to postsecondary 

academic and social expectations) includes autonomy/goal-setting, confidence/self-

efficacy, self-advocacy, and empowerment/perseverance. These emergent themes 

illustrate how the literature-based personal characteristics are of combined importance in 

the postsecondary experiences of students with disabilities.  

Given the limited knowledge of influences associated with persistence in 

postsecondary education for students with disabilities, it is important to understand new 

findings within the context of existing research. Together, the results of this study support 

the preliminary facilitators identified through a review of the literature. Additionally, 

findings suggest several areas for future exploration, including the importance of broader 

institutional characteristics, such as generally-available resources, the social climate, and 

the overall fit of the institution with students’ individual profiles.  

Distinctiveness of the disability experience. Given the limited research on the 

persistence of students with disabilities in postsecondary education, it could be helpful to 

consider how the experiences of these students are distinct from or similar to the 

experiences of other postsecondary students. If students with disabilities share 

experiences that are similar to other student groups, it may be possible for research on 

these broadly-shared experiences to guide our understanding of postsecondary 

persistence among students with disabilities.  

In order to identify areas of potential convergence and divergence of experiences, 

Tables 23 to 25 were reviewed, and experiences unique to students with disabilities were 

identified using italicized text. Among literature-based facilitators, all of the 

accommodations-related facilitators and disability-focused social support were specific to 
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postsecondary students with disabilities. Similarly, most of the emergent resources 

themes addressed a disability-related need (i.e., accommodations and services, point 

person, external resources, quality and fit, and elements of resource gaps). Among the 

emergent environmental themes, only one facilitator included elements that were specific 

to students with disabilities (i.e., making social connections through a shared experience 

of disability). However, three challenges were related to having a disability. Participants 

discussed inflexible professors within the context of those who resisted providing 

disability-related accommodations. Parents were described as overprotective because 

they were concerned about the impact of their child’s disability (e.g., wanting the 

participant to live at home because of the participant’s mental health condition). Finally, 

participants described encountering lack of awareness or discrimination in terms of 

disability. However, facilitators such as supportive faculty, climate, parental 

encouragement, and program match were not described as uniquely important in the 

context of participants’ disabilities. None of the personal characteristics were particular to 

students with disabilities; any successful postsecondary student is likely to exhibit the 

identified characteristics (Patton et al., 2016).  

The crossover findings from the current study provide additional insights. The 

MCA map for postsecondary facilitators revealed that themes reflecting experiences that 

tend to be universal (i.e., personally-invested faculty, supportive parents, good fit) were 

correlated with dimension 1. Experiencing a smooth transition was also related to 

dimension 1 (i.e., the dimension accounting for the greatest proportion of variability); 

participants who discussed these widely-applicable facilitators were more likely to report 

a smooth transition to postsecondary education. Resources that addressed disability-
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related needs, on the other hand (i.e., accommodations and external resources), were 

associated with dimension 2 (i.e., the dimension accounting for the second greatest 

proportion of variability).  

In contrast to the crossover analysis for postsecondary facilitators, the MCA map 

for postsecondary challenges revealed that many themes influenced by participants’ 

disabilities (i.e., inflexible professors, overprotective parents, quality and fit, and resource 

gap) were most strongly associated with dimension 1. The widely-applicable theme of an 

ill-fitting postsecondary environment was also associated with dimension 1. Although 

these findings reflect the experiences of a small group of students and must be interpreted 

with caution, results suggest that broadly-applicable and disability-specific experiences 

may contribute to students’ postsecondary transition in different ways. Because students 

with disabilities feel they benefit from personally-invested faculty, supportive parents, 

and a good fit, our understanding of their persistence may be enhanced by considering the 

application of broader research on these experiences that any postsecondary student 

might value. At the same time, some facilitators and many challenges are unique to the 

experience of having a disability and require more focused attention. These findings 

illustrate that experiences unique to students with disabilities and universally applicable 

to any student have an intertwined influence on students’ persistence in their 

postsecondary programs.   

Implications. The intertwined experiences of students with disabilities have 

several implications. First, participants’ emphasis on the importance of widely-applicable 

experiences speaks to the importance of Universal Design, when spaces and programs are 

intentionally created to maximize accessibility to all students (Leake & Stodden, 2014). 
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While participants valued the services they received through ODR, many participants 

also described the importance of accessing resources that were generally-available to 

students. In addition to institution-wide resources, however, findings suggest the 

importance of cultivating postsecondary environments that foster a sense of academic and 

social belonging for all students. Results suggest that students with disabilities feel they 

benefit from the same kinds of facilitative experiences that any postsecondary student 

might value. Students with disabilities may gain important support from systems and 

resources that are put in place to encourage positive relationships with faculty and peers 

and a good overall fit with the postsecondary program.  

 While it is important to recognize and leverage understanding of common 

postsecondary experiences among students with disabilities and their peers, however, 

there is a danger in claiming that their experiences are no different from those of students 

without disabilities. If there were no differences in the experiences or needs of students 

with and without disabilities, there would be no need for the rights of students with 

disabilities to be protected under the ADA. The participants in this study described many 

experiences common to many postsecondary students, but they also discussed the 

importance of disability-specific resources and the disability-related, environmental 

challenges they encountered. Institutions must ensure they are serving the needs of their 

students with disabilities through access to appropriate resources and by breaking down 

barriers that prevent students with disabilities from feeling fully accepted within the 

postsecondary community.  

 Provision of disability-specific services through ODR have been critiqued as 

being driven by a medical model of disability (Hutcheon & Wolbring, 2012; Leake & 
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Stodden, 2014); the deficit is located in the individual, and postsecondary institutions 

offer accommodations or services to address that deficit. When driven by the medical 

model, institutions and their ODRs hold the power to determine if a student has provided 

sufficient evidence of a disability, and if so, the accommodations or supports to which 

they are entitled. This is especially concerning given that some research in the field of 

postsecondary education and disability critiques postsecondary institutions for allowing 

students who do not meet “objective criteria” (i.e., standardized metrics on psychometric 

measures) for diagnosis or accommodations to receive services through ODR (Weis, 

Erickson, & Till, 2017). Such research perpetuates the medical model perspective that 

“disability” can be objectively diagnosed by a professional through assessment of an 

individual’s deficits, and promotes stigma and suspicion that students with disabilities are 

attempting to obtain an unfair advantage rather than the reasonable accommodations to 

which they are legally entitled.   

The results of this study indicate that for many of these participants, the deficit 

was located in the resources and the environment. The participants demonstrated that 

they have the personal characteristics and skills necessary to persist in postsecondary 

education, but often still felt challenged by characteristics of the environment or 

inappropriate resources. While some participants expressed that challenges associated 

with their disability could make certain tasks more difficult, they also described how they 

strategically took action to accomplish those tasks based on available resources and 

within their postsecondary education contexts. Such experiences are aligned the 

interactional model of disability, discussed in Chapter 2, in which disability is viewed as 

an interaction between biological differences and the environment (Shakespeare, 2014). 
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Postsecondary institutions should critically examine the assumptions that drive their 

approach to addressing the needs of students with disabilities and challenge perspectives 

that view services as addressing student deficits.  

 There is a need to explore the significance of the distinctive and common 

experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities. On one hand, it is important to 

understand if and how students with disabilities benefit from programs or approaches 

designed to support general student populations. On the other hand, more research is 

needed to inform effective practices and policies that specifically protect the rights and 

meet the individual learning profiles of students with disabilities. The findings in this 

study indicate that both general and disability-focused resources and environmental 

factors are important to the persistence of students with disabilities; additional research is 

needed to understand these connections and their role in supporting postsecondary 

success.   

Parents Fill Educational Gaps in K-12 Years and Beyond, But Support Is Complex 

 Parent or caregiver involvement has been identified as a high school predictor of 

postsecondary participation (NTACT, 2016) and as a facilitator of postsecondary 

persistence as students move on to college (e.g., Anctil et al., 2008; Duquette, 2000; 

Getzel & Thoma, 2008; McCall, 2015). Findings from the current study are consistent 

with this research; nearly all participants shared that their parents were critical in 

facilitating their persistence. Parents often filled educational gaps during the K-12 years 

and beyond, although their roles seemed to shift during the postsecondary years. 

Additionally, integrated evidence suggested that optimal parent support could be complex 
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to balance. This section discusses a) how parents filled educational gaps, b) their shifting 

roles during postsecondary education years, and c) the importance of balanced support. 

Filling gaps. Qualitative findings revealed that many parents filled educational 

gaps, through their knowledge, advocacy, access to resources, and expectations. Several 

participants discussed how their parents used their knowledge or gained the knowledge 

they needed to effectively advocate for their children, especially when it became apparent 

that schools were not meeting the participants’ needs. For example, Daniel’s parents 

advocated to have Daniel transferred to a new high school because of Daniel’s struggles 

in his existing setting. Often, advocacy went hand-in-hand with the access these families 

had to additional resources. For example, when Grace’s school wanted to discontinue 

Grace’s IEP, her parents paid for an independent evaluation to support their assertion that 

Grace continued to require additional support. Dino’s parents sued the school district, 

which resulted in Dino’s transfer to a private, specialized school. Parents also provided 

access to many of the supplemental resources participants felt supported their success, 

including health insurance, private tutoring or coaching, and financial support for college 

tuition. Additionally, parents’ expectations could fill the gap when schools expressed 

doubt in the ability of participants to pursue postsecondary education. Both Daniel and 

Olivia described how their parents refused to accept the low expectations of their high 

schools. When their K-12 schools fell short, participants described how their parents 

stepped in to ensure participants were receiving the best possible support.  

In contrast, a few participants indicated that their parents lacked the resources to 

provide supplemental support. Ariella expressed that her mother, a single working parent 

raising five children, did not have the bandwidth to support Ariella’s academic or 
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emotional needs for a period of time in high school. Lacking encouragement at school 

and at home, Ariella dropped out of school until she found the internal motivation to 

return and complete her GED. While Mia felt encouraged by her mother, Mia believed 

that she was placed in an unchallenging school environment in part due to her mother’s 

difficulty with language and understanding the special education system. Mia’s family 

lacked financial resources for private tutoring or college tuition; it was not until Mia 

connected with Vocational Rehabilitation that she felt college was financially a 

possibility. Almost all participants reported experiencing educational gaps, and most 

participants were fortunate to have parents who could find ways to bridge those gaps; 

those participants who did not have their parents’ emotional or financial support had to 

connect with other resources or rely on their own resourcefulness as they pursued their 

postsecondary goals.  

Continuing but shifting roles. Parents often played a central role during 

participants’ K-12 experiences, and participants continued to discuss the importance of 

parental support during their postsecondary years. The findings of the MCAs support this 

observation; across K-12 and postsecondary facilitators and challenges, parent-related 

themes were generally well-represented in MCA solutions, suggesting their contribution 

to the underlying dimensions.   

However, parents’ roles often seemed to shift during the postsecondary years. 

During the K-12 years, participants discussed how their parents’ advocacy, access to 

resources, and encouragement were facilitative. However, gaps in parent knowledge and 

tensions at home could create educational barriers. This suggests that participants felt 

challenged when they felt they were not receiving enough support, although participants 
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generally did not perceive this to be the fault of their parents. Participants recognized the 

complexity of the education system and often felt that schools “took advantage” of their 

parents’ lack of knowledge; in most cases, parents eventually gained the knowledge 

needed to successfully advocate for their children. Similarly, participants could 

understand tensions at home through the lens of other challenges parents were 

experiencing.  

Similar to the K-12 years, participants valued their parents’ emotional and 

financial support during their postsecondary experiences. However, in contrast to K-12 

experiences, participants reported challenges when their parents provided too much 

support and were overprotective during their postsecondary years. Although they 

understood their parents’ concerns, participants pushed against these boundaries and 

asserted their independence by finding ways to move out of their parents’ homes and 

finding their voices in advocating for themselves. This shift is consistent with theories of 

college student development (e.g., Chickering & Reisser, 1993; Forber-Pratt & Aragon, 

2013), as young adults work towards individual competence and independence. 

Participants appreciated their parents’ support, but could also feel stifled when parents’ 

concerns prevented them from accessing opportunities to develop and establish their 

autonomy. 

Finding balance. Finally, integrated findings indicate that parent support 

contributes to postsecondary persistence among young adults with disabilities in complex 

ways. In responding to the survey question, “How involved were your parents or 

caregivers in working with the school to help you plan for your transition to 

postsecondary education (e.g., providing support, attending meetings, advocating)?” four 
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participants felt they did not receive an optimal level of support from their parents (i.e., 

two reported they received too much support and two reported they received too little). 

Despite this, all four participants discussed their parents’ support of college as a 

facilitator of persistence and nearly all (three of four) shared that access to private 

resources provided through their parents supported their success (see Table 26). The only 

K-12 theme that appeared potentially unique to the group of participants receiving too 

much or too little support was experiencing challenges due to tensions at home. Among 

postsecondary experiences, participants reporting all three levels of support (i.e., right, 

too much, too little) discussed the importance of parent support at similar rates. However, 

those who reported that they received too much support from their parents in high school 

discussed that their parents could be overprotective at the postsecondary level. Overall, 

these findings highlight the complexity of parent support and the difficulty in finding an 

appropriate balance at both the K-12 and postsecondary levels.  
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Table 26 

Percentage of Participants Endorsing Parent-related Themes by Reported Level of 
Parental Support in High School 
 K-12 Themes PSE Themes 
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Right Amount  
(n = 9) 

56%  
(5) 

44%  
(4) 

22% 
(2) 

0% 
(0) 

44%  
(4) 

11%  
(1) 

Too Much 
(n = 2) 

100% 
(2) 

50% 
(1) 

50% 
(1) 

50% 
(1) 

50% 
(1) 

100% 
(2) 

Too Little 
(n = 2) 

100% 
(2) 

100% 
(2) 

50% 
(1) 

50% 
(1) 

50% 
(1) 

0% 
(0) 

Note. PSE = postsecondary education; Right Amount = “[My parents] were involved at 
the right level for me”; Too Much = “They were too involved; I felt like I couldn’t make 
my own decisions”; Too Little = “I wish they had been more involved.”  

 

Implications. Findings regarding the role of parents have two, connected 

implications. First, these findings highlight the power dynamics between families and 

schools, in which schools are the primary decision-makers and parents must fight to 

ensure their children’s needs are met. Second, participants’ experiences illustrate how 

their families’ position of privilege – through socioeconomic status, level of education, 

and race or ethnicity – afforded parents the knowledge, skills, and resources to 

successfully challenge power structures and advocate for their children.   

Parent involvement has been identified as a critical contributor to a student’s 

academic success (Murray et al., 2014). However, conceptualizations of parent 
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involvement in special education transition often rest on an assumption that schools 

possess expertise and parents may require interventions to promote participation (e.g., 

Hirano & Rowe, 2016). Contrary to this perspective, the experiences of these participants 

indicate that many gained access to necessary educational services only after their parents 

challenged the recommendations of their schools. Three participants shared that their 

parents at least initially trusted the expertise of school professionals and expressed that 

this was detrimental to their progress. These findings are aligned with recent observations 

that although IDEA sets parents forth as equal partners in the special education process, 

decision-making power rests primarily with education professionals (Connor & 

Cavendish, 2018).  

With school systems and processes that require parents to challenge power 

structures in order to meet their children’s needs, students whose families are less 

privileged are at-risk for not receiving appropriate services. Most participants’ 

experiences reflected a white, middle-class, college-educated background. These parents 

had the capital to recognize when their children’s needs were not being met, to 

understand options and steps they could take to address gaps, and to financially afford 

supplemental resources or lawsuits against school systems. However, even privileged 

families experienced challenges within this system; Riley described how her school 

pushed to end her 504 accommodations in high school, a decision that her mother later 

realized could and should have been challenged. Participants with different family 

backgrounds experienced additional barriers. For example, Dino was placed in an ESL 

class because one of his parents spoke a language other than English. Although Dino’s 

middle-class, college-educated parents had the resources to legally challenge the school 
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district when it became apparent this placement was not meeting his needs, he spent 

formative elementary school years receiving inappropriate services. Mia, who identified 

as Asian, expressed that school professionals “took advantage of” her mother’s language 

barrier, resulting in Mia’s inappropriate placement in classes with low academic 

expectations. Because Mia’s family also had limited financial resources, unlike other 

participants, she did not receive supplemental tutoring or support during her K-12 years. 

Mia viewed her connection with Vocational Rehabilitation as the service that ultimately 

made college a financial possibility.  

As previously noted, researchers emphasize the importance of parents and 

caregivers in students’ postsecondary success; parent involvement has been identified as 

a predictor of participation in postsecondary education for students with disabilities 

(NTACT, 2016; Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009). Within this framework, parent involvement 

is often viewed from a deficit perspective, as an area for intervention among those 

parents who demonstrate “low” involvement (Goldman & Burke, 2017). However, such 

interventions fail to consider the experiences of families from diverse racial, ethnic, 

socioeconomic, and other minority backgrounds (Goldman & Burke, 2017) and often 

perpetuate dominant culture assumptions about what it means to be an “involved” parent 

(Fennimore, 2017). While schools are required to inform parents of their rights and 

procedural safeguards, few schools would choose to train parents how to dispute 

professional judgements or decisions; parents who are concerned about the progress of 

their children must rely on their own network of resources and support as they navigate 

and challenge the special education system.  
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Researchers assert that implementation of evidence-based high school practices to 

develop predictors of participation in postsecondary education is necessary to promote 

equitable outcomes between students with and without disabilities (Mazzotti et al., 2013; 

Test et al., 2015). Because most of the predictors identified by NTACT are related to 

services or programming at the school level, application of such research may be viewed 

as an opportunity to improve outcomes among students whose families have less social, 

cultural, or economic capital. However, the results of this study suggest that, despite 

having access to many of the predictors identified by NTACT, participants’ parents 

played a critical role in ensuring participants received necessary services and support. 

Although the school systems seemed to believe they were providing appropriate levels of 

support, parents were key advocates in participants’ experiences, often challenging the 

assertions and decisions of school professionals. Findings from this study highlight the 

need for significantly more attention to the contributions of privilege and social capital in 

the postsecondary outcomes of students with disabilities.  

Disability Identification and Self-determination Are Nuanced Across Groups 

 Finally, disability identification and self-determination have been identified as 

important in the development of postsecondary students with disabilities (Anctil et al., 

2008; Getzel, 2014; Patton et al., 2016). However, while students with disabilities are 

often viewed as a homogenous group, differences within this group of participants serve 

as an important reminder that the experiences of students with disabilities are diverse. 

This section discusses a) how the findings from this study support existing models of 

disability identity in college students and b) potential patterns in disability identification 
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and self-determination within this group of participants, by disability type, transition 

profile, and gender.  

Connections with disability identity models. As discussed in Chapter 2, several 

models of disability identity describe contextual and personal influences as young adults 

with disabilities develop their sense of self. Seven common themes across four models of 

disability identity were suggested: disability identity, support, self-awareness, stigma, 

disability culture, disclosure, and self-determination. Findings from this study can be 

interpreted within the context these themes (see Table 27). 

First, although all participants self-identified as someone who was eligible to 

participate in this study (i.e., a young adult with a disability or learning difference), 

participants reported differences in the importance of disability in their sense of identity. 

Some participants discussed how their understanding of themselves as “different” began 

in their K-12 years. However, overall participants reported moderate identification with a 

disability group (M = 4.75, median = 5.40, range = 1.4 – 7.0). Responses to item one (i.e., 

“Being a member of the disabled community is central to my identity”) reflected a similar 

average and range as the overall score for the 5-item scale (M = 4.85, median = 5.00, 

range = 2.0 – 7.0). These responses indicate that some participants disagreed that being 

part of a disability community was central to their identity, while others strongly agreed.  

Consistent with existing models of disability identity, sources of support, 

including parents, teachers, professors, and peers, were important in participants’ 

experiences. Similarly, participants’ responses reflected self-awareness, another 

important theme in models of disability identity; within the “strategic actions” theme, 
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participants described learning which approaches, strategies, and learning environments 

worked best given their personal strengths and needs.  

Participants also discussed feeling a stigma associated with having a disability, 

which was also a theme across disability identity models. Some participants described 

times when they were bullied or judged by K-12 peers. Similarly, participants could 

encounter discrimination and lack of disability awareness in their postsecondary settings. 

At the same time, almost all participants described their postsecondary environments as 

equally or more accepting of students with disabilities, when compared to their high 

school settings. The only participants who suggested their postsecondary environments 

posed more challenges with disability awareness were two who attended specialized high 

schools that served a targeted population of students with disabilities. However, while 

their postsecondary environments may have felt like a stark contrast, their experiences in 

these supportive, disability-focused school environments may have contributed to the 

development of a stronger disability identity. These two participants reported high levels 

of overall disability identification (greater than 6.50) and described the importance of 

connecting with peers who also had disabilities or engaging in advocacy to educate their 

peers about what it means to have a disability.  

Two themes across models of disability identity, disability culture and disclosure, 

were not explicitly addressed in the themes emerging from this study. However, 

participants’ individual interviews, as well as responses to two items on the disability 

identification scale, provide insights into these themes. Individually, several participants 

described engaging in disability advocacy, such as developing a mentoring program for 

children with learning disabilities or volunteering as a guest speaker in teacher education 
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courses. Although these participants did not explicitly describe these experiences as 

contributing to their postsecondary persistence, they believed in the importance of their 

actions as contributing to a larger purpose. Similarly, the item “I’m glad to be a member 

of the disability community,” was the item with the highest mean response on the 

disability identification scale (M = 5.38, range = 1.0 – 7.0). The median response on this 

item was 7.0, the highest possible score, and 69% of participants selected 6.0 or 7.0 to 

indicate their level of agreement with this item. This indicates that most participants felt 

positively about being part of the disability community.  

At the same time, the item “I want other people to know that I’m a person with a 

disability” was the item with the lowest level of agreement (M = 4.08, median = 4.00, 

range = 1.0 – 7.0). When considered with participants’ strong endorsement of being part 

of a disability community, this response reveals the complexity of a disability identity. 

Although the majority of participants reported disabilities that were not visible (e.g., 

learning disabilities, ADHD, autism), only a few alluded to the issue of disclosure. One 

participant mentioned that it could be awkward when she had to tell her classmates why 

she was apparently absent during exam days (i.e., she took her exams at a testing center). 

Another participant described that it was difficult to connect with other students with 

learning disabilities because they were reluctant to disclose. Finally, a third participant 

explained that none of his friends knew he had a disability, which he felt was an 

advantage of the college setting. These responses suggest that concerns about disclosure 

are important, although not necessarily seen as a key facilitator or challenge of 

postsecondary persistence. 
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Finally, as discussed previously, participants reported generally high levels of 

self-determination (M = 3.83, median = 4.11, range = 2.89 – 4.72), an important theme in 

the disability identity literature. In fact, the correlation between self-determination and 

disability identification was statistically significant (r = 0.62, p = 0.23), which was a 

surprising finding. Based on the literature one would expect individuals with a strong 

disability identity to also experience high levels of self-determination; it is likely that 

individuals who have a stronger disability identity are self-aware and feel confident in 

who they are as a person with a disability. At the same time, there is no reason to believe 

that a person who does not identify with a disability community would report lower self-

determined thoughts, actions, and opportunities.  

However, for almost all of these students, having a disability was a defining 

characteristic in their childhood experiences. It is possible that students who do not have 

positive connections with a disability community view having a disability as a negative 

characteristic, and this influences their belief in their ability to engage in self-determined 

behavior. This is important, because the correlations of self-determination and disability 

identification with self-reported GPA (both r = 0.56; p = 0.058 and p = 0.059, 

respectively), while not statistically significant, suggest that disability identification and 

self-determination may be associated with the postsecondary achievement of students 

with disabilities. Additional research is needed to better understand the relationships 

among self-determination, disability identification, and postsecondary achievement.  

While the results of this study overlapped with the themes from existing models 

of disability identity, findings were not as well-aligned with the identity literature as they 

were with research on high school predictors and postsecondary facilitators of 
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persistence. In many cases, elements of disability identity were present in the emergent 

themes, but participants did not explicitly identify the issue as a facilitator or challenge to 

postsecondary persistence. This suggests that these experiences are important, but may 

not be viewed by participants as directly influencing their postsecondary persistence. 

Given that the understanding of disability identity among college students has lagged 

behind that of other minority groups (Patton et al., 2016), there is a need for additional 

investigations of the role of identity in the postsecondary education experiences of 

students with disabilities.  
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Table 27 

Emergent Themes by Common Themes in Models of Disability Identity 
Theme K-12 Findings PSE Findings 

Disability 
Identity 

Challenge: Feeling Different 
Feeling different and wanting to 
“fit in” with peers 

Disability Identification 
Mean = 4.75 
Median = 5.40 
Range = 1.4 – 7.0  

Item 1: Central to Identity 
Mean = 4.83 
Median = 5.00 
Range = 2.0 – 7.0 

Support Facilitator: Parents Supportive 
of College 
Parents expected or encouraged 
pursuit of college 
Facilitator: Encouraging 
Teachers 
Interactions with teachers who 
were supportive and believed in 
participant’s ability to succeed 

Facilitator: Personally-invested 
Faculty 
Interactions with faculty who 
encouraged participants to persist 
in their programs of study 
Facilitator: Connecting Socially 
Supportive interactions with 
peers or friends, including those 
who had a shared experience of 
disability 
Facilitator: Supportive Parents 
Parent financial or emotional 
support  

Stigma Challenge: Bullying and Stigma 
at School 
Interactions with peers who 
ostracized or bullied participant 
 

Facilitator: Accepting Attitudes 
Participant felt PSE environment 
was inclusive, accepting 
Challenge: Unaware/ 
Discriminating Attitudes 
Participant encountered lack of 
disability awareness or 
discrimination due to disability  

Self-
awareness  

 Facilitator: Strategic Actions 
Participant learned what 
academic strategies worked best 
for them and made use of those 
strategies  
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Theme K-12 Findings PSE Findings 
Disability 
Culture 

 Item 3: Glad to be member 
Mean = 5.38 
Median = 7.00 
Range = 1.0 – 7.0  

Disclosure  Item 5: Want people to know 
Mean = 4.08 
Median = 4.00 
Range = 1.0 – 7.0 

Self-
determination 

 AIR Scale 
Mean = 3.83 
Median = 4.11 
Range = 2.89 – 4.72  

Note. PSE = postsecondary education. Item 1: Being a member of the disabled 
community is central to my identity. Item 3: I’m glad to be a member of the disability 
community. Item 5: I want other people to know that I’m a person with a disability.  

 

Disability identification and self-determination overall and by group. Within 

the context of this study, relationships among disability identification, self-determination, 

and emergent themes showed interesting patterns for all participants and by group (i.e., 

participants with different types of disabilities, transition profiles, and genders).  

The MCA maps revealed interesting relationships among disability identification, 

self-determination, and emergent facilitators and challenges for all participants. 

Participants with high disability identification were less likely to discuss parent 

expectations as a K-12 facilitator, suggesting that parent influences may be less salient to 

students with a strong disability identity who are looking back on their experiences. 

Participants with high disability identification or high self-determination were also less 

likely to discuss K-12 challenges, again suggesting that individuals reporting high levels 

of those characteristics may be less likely to recall K-12 challenges as significantly 

affecting their pursuit of postsecondary education. The MCA did not reveal a relationship 
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between self-determination or disability identification and postsecondary facilitators. 

However, participants with high levels of self-determination were more likely to discuss 

postsecondary challenges. It is possible that students who find ways to persist in 

postsecondary education, despite encountering challenges, supports the development of 

self-determined thoughts and actions. Students who encounter few challenges as they 

progress through their postsecondary programs may have few opportunities to develop or 

understand their own capacity for self-determination. However, additional research is 

needed to better understand how postsecondary experiences can influence the 

development of self-determination in students with disabilities.  

Additionally, MCA illustrated associations among these characteristics for 

participants who reported having a physical disability. Although disability type was not 

related to self-determination or disability identification for maps of facilitators, patterns 

emerged in MCA maps for challenges. Participants with a physical disability were more 

likely to have a high disability identification or high self-determination and less likely to 

discuss K-12 challenges. Having a physical disability was also associated with high 

levels of self-determination and an increased likelihood of discussing postsecondary 

challenges. These findings must be interpreted with caution, though, because only three 

participants reported a physical disability and these participants were older than most 

other participants. It is possible that participants with physical disabilities experience a 

stronger identification with a disability community than those with disabilities that are 

not visible, which is consistent with research (Nario-Redmond et al. 2013). However, it is 

also possible that the higher levels of self-determination and disability identification 

among these participants reflect experiences that come with age.  
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A second group of participants whose responses reflected a distinctive pattern, 

was the “culture shock” transition profile group. As described in Chapter 4, this group of 

participants reported the highest level of disability identification (M = 6.40, range = 5.60 

– 7.00), in comparison to the other transition profiles (M = 5.45 for smooth transition, M 

= 4.30 for huge leap, and M = 2.60 for smooth despite struggle). There are several 

possible explanations for this finding. Participants who begin college with a strong 

disability identity may find the postsecondary environment to be a culture shock, if the 

environment reflects a lack of disability-awareness. Alternatively, students who 

experience culture shock when adjusting to college may turn to their peers with 

disabilities and the disability community for support, strengthening their disability 

identity. Due to the design of this study, it is not possible to determine if either of these 

explanations, or a different one, reflect participants’ experiences.  

Finally, although not explicitly discussed by participants, this study’s findings 

suggest that gender may influence opportunities students receive to develop self-

determination and independence. All three participants who reported feeling 

overprotected by their parents – Emily, Mia, and Olivia – were female. Similarly, within 

the “coddling/unchallenging high school” theme, four participants indicated their high 

school was overly-supportive, three of whom were female (i.e., Mia, Lily, and Ashley). 

The one male participant who suggested his high school may have provided too much 

support described this in terms of the moment he realized he had to take responsibility for 

his own future, and no one had asked him to do that before that point. The three females, 

on the other hand, used the words “coddled,” “babied,” and “enabled” to describe their 

high school experiences. Altogether, five of the eight female participants described being 
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overprotected or coddled by their parents or school, while only one of the five male 

participants discussed similar experiences. Despite this, female participants reported 

higher levels of self-determination (M = 4.12, median = 4.12, range = 3.11 – 4.72) than 

males (M = 3.37, median = 3.06, range = 2.89 – 4.67), which is consistent with prior 

research (Cavendish, 2017; Lee et al., 2012; Shogren et al., 2007); statistical significance 

was not calculated due to the small sample size. Although this sample of participants is 

too small for generalizations, these results warrant additional investigation into the effect 

of gender on the development of self-determination in young adults with disabilities.  

Implications. The findings on disability identification and self-determination 

have several implications. Identity development has been an important focus of student 

affairs and scholarship in college student development since the first half of the 20th 

century (Patton et al., 2016). However, research on and understanding of disability 

identity lags behind that of other minoritized identities. Understanding of disability 

identity is complex, due to differences in experiences across disabilities (although such 

complexity is inherent in any social identity theory), and a widely accepted model of 

disability identity development for college students does not exist (Patton et al., 2016). In 

this study, participants alluded to some of the themes commonly raised across models of 

disability identity, but did not explicitly describe them as linked to their persistence in 

postsecondary education. However, participants’ discussion of identity-related ideas and 

their responses to the disability identification scale indicate that their experiences as an 

individual with a disability contribute significantly to their sense of self. Additional 

research is needed to better understand the contribution of identity to the postsecondary 

experiences of students with disabilities.   
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While disability may be an important element of an individual’s identity, it is 

important to recognize that it is only one dimension of a person’s social identity. 

Unfortunately, processes and policies within postsecondary institutions are often 

designed such that disability is presumed to be the only, or most significant, part of a 

student’s identity (Evans, Broido, Brown, & Wilke, 2017). However, the comments of 

participants in this study speak to the importance of their intersecting social identities. 

For example, Mia was the only participant who shared her family had few financial 

resources; she described limitations due to this socioeconomic status as her biggest 

barrier to attending college, not her disability. For Dino, who was attending a highly-

competitive university and had been advised to not disclose his disability during his job 

search, disability was a silenced part of his identity. He shared, “I can’t believe I can’t 

speak about it. It’s literally next to name, race, and gender. I was also born this way.”  At 

the same time, other participants with minoritized identities (e.g., Jay and Daniel, who 

both identified as African American males) did not discuss other aspects of their 

identities, which was likely due to the structure of the interview questions and a reflection 

of the social assumptions that separate dimensions of identity. Very little research has 

explored how intersecting identities shape the experiences of individuals with disabilities. 

More importantly, there is a need to create K-12 and postsecondary environments that 

honor and allow space for students to value and develop all dimensions of their social 

identities.  

Although none of the participants discussed gender as a dimension of their 

identity (i.e., participants did not talk specifically about their experiences as a female, 

male, or other gender identity), findings suggested the possibility that gender plays a role 
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in a student’s opportunities to develop independence or self-determination. Within the 

context of this study, it is possible that young women with disabilities who persist in 

college require higher levels of self-determination than young men, because of the limits 

they have encountered in their environments. However, this conclusion is not fully 

supported by the existing research. On one hand, a limited number of studies have 

explored the experiences of transition-age women with disabilities and found that these 

young women were limited by a lack of opportunities and that their self-determination 

skills were underdeveloped (Lindstrom, Harwick, Poppen, & Doren, 2012; Trainor, 

2007). On the other hand, studies comparing the experiences of female and male youth or 

young adults with disabilities have generally found that females report higher levels of 

self-determination using both qualitative (Lindstrom et al., 2011) and quantitative (e.g., 

Cavendish, 2017) measures. These conflicting findings require additional investigation to 

understand how gender expectations and experiences influence the development of a 

student’s identity as an independent, self-determined individual.  

Summary 

Together, these five findings provide a multidimensional understanding of 

persistence among young adults with disabilities, within the context of existing research, 

with several implications for social justice regarding power relationships, privilege, and 

whose voices are prioritized. First, these findings reveal extensive networks of power 

relationships underlying participants’ experiences. Researchers exert significant power in 

identifying what is worthy of study, evaluating practices and predictors as evidence-

based, and determining and defining predictors. This places researchers in a position of 

power relative to educators, families, and students. Schools also are in positions of 
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power, relative to families and students, as school professionals make determinations 

about the resources and environments to which students have access; families who 

disagree have to challenge the school system. Similarly, postsecondary institutions 

establish eligibility criteria for disability-related services, evaluate students for eligibility, 

and determine which accommodations are considered reasonable. While students are 

encouraged and required to advocate for themselves as part of this process, postsecondary 

institutions ultimately have the power in these interactions. Researchers, schools, and 

postsecondary institutions must recognize their positions of power, interrogate policies 

and practices to determine how they may perpetuate power relationships, and act to 

empower and promote more equitable relationships with those who have less power.  

In addition to power relationships, findings revealed how privilege has supported 

the successful outcomes experienced by many of these participants. Most participants 

came from white, middle class, and college educated families. Those participants who did 

not experience all of these areas of privilege often encountered additional barriers in their 

pursuit of postsecondary education. Policymakers and schools must consider how 

policies and practices can be structured and implemented to ensures that students do not 

experience limitations on their futures if their families have less cultural, social, or 

financial capital. 

Finally, findings emphasize the importance of prioritizing the voices of young 

adults with disabilities. Participants’ perspectives contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of persistence in postsecondary education, especially within a literature 

base that is predominantly researcher-driven. It is critical that future research is informed 

by the young adults who are living these experiences.  



321 
 

Revised Conceptual Framework 

 The capability approach, as applied by Mitra (2006) to disability, served as the 

conceptual framework for this study (see Figure 13). In the original conceptual 

framework, it was anticipated that high school experiences would shape individuals’ 

personal characteristics, which would then interact with available postsecondary 

resources and environmental factors, which could include peers, professors, and policy 

differences. Together, resources, personal characteristics, and the environment would 

determine the available capabilities or opportunities an individual perceived as available 

in terms of participating in postsecondary education, from which the individual would 

choose the functioning, or actual experience, of persistence. In turn, the decision to 

persist could influence perceptions regarding future possibilities to continue pursuing 

postsecondary goals.  

 Although the themes identified through qualitative analysis were emergent, the 

capability approach served as an organizing framework for those themes. Emergent 

facilitators and challenges were categorized as resources, personal characteristics, and 

environmental.  The MCA analyses suggested that resources and environmental themes 

may be especially important to participants’ overall experiences at the postsecondary 

level. At the K-12 level, almost all facilitators and challenges were well represented in 

the MCA maps, suggesting that participants who discussed facilitators or challenges were 

likely to discuss other facilitators or challenges. In contrast, at the postsecondary level, 

fewer themes were well-represented in MCA maps. Despite this, themes reflecting access 

to resources, and parent-, faculty-, and fit-related facilitators or challenges were 

consistently well-represented. This indicated that these themes, in particular, were more 
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likely to be discussed together and likely played an important role in participants’ 

experiences. Finding the right environmental fit seemed to be especially important; of the 

13 participants, nine transferred schools, changed majors, or both. Interestingly, of the 

four participants who did not change majors or postsecondary institutions, three were 

majoring in education.  

Figure 13. Original Conceptual Framework for the Study 

Resources:

High school experiences

Postsecondary 
education resources 

(e.g., accommodations)

Personal Characteristics: Environment:

Capabilities:

Opportunities to participate in 
postsecondary education 

programs

Functionings:

Persistence in 
postsecondary education

Identity

Disability

Peers

Professors

Policy Differences

 

Figure 13. Application of the capability approach to factors that may impact the 
persistence of young adults with disabilities in postsecondary education programs. 
Adapted from “The Capability Approach and Disability,” by S. Mitra, 2006, Journal of 
Disability Policy Studies, 16, p. 240. Copyright 2006 by PRO-ED. 
 
 While the conceptual framework contributed to the analysis, findings from this 

study have also informed a revised conceptual framework (see Figure 14). In this 

revision, K-12 experiences have been expanded and encompass resources, personal 

characteristics, and environmental factors the emerged from the study, many of which are 

consistent with existing research. These K-12 experiences influence not only personal 

characteristics at the postsecondary level, but also available postsecondary resources and 
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environments (e.g., parent financial resources can influence the type of postsecondary 

institution a student can afford to attend, which affects the resources available to that 

student). Consistent with the original conceptual framework, postsecondary resources, 

personal characteristics and the environment interact to affect capabilities, but examples 

within each area were refined. For example, postsecondary resources were expanded 

from accommodations to also include institution-wide resources and external resources. 

Personal characteristics included academic achievement, self-determination, disability 

identification, confidence and self-doubt, and passions. Social climate, parent support, 

and institutional fit were added to the important environmental factors of faculty and peer 

interactions; participants did not describe the effect of policy differences between K-12 

and postsecondary settings on their experiences, so this influence was removed.   

 Finally, although the postsecondary challenge of growing pains and facilitator of 

strategic actions were originally categorized as personal characteristics, upon further 

consideration of the conceptual framework, it seems these themes are more appropriately 

classified as capabilities. The path towards program completion was often challenging, 

and within these two themes, participants described the process through which they made 

decisions and took actions that supported their perceived opportunity to persist in their 

programs. When encountering challenges, participants considered options such as 

transferring institutions, changing their major or career goals, finding another way to 

achieve their goals (e.g., taking a class in a different format, taking extra time to complete 

credits), accessing resources, developing skills, or talking themselves through the 

situation. From these possibilities and others, participants chose the course of action they 

felt best suited their situation at the time, facilitating their persistence in their 



324 
 

postsecondary programs. In turn, participants’ continued persistence influenced their 

understanding of the available opportunities that could support their path to program 

completion. Together with existing research, the findings of this study informed a more 

detailed conceptualization of how the capability approach can be applied to the 

experience of persisting in postsecondary education for young adults with disabilities.   

Figure 14. Revised Conceptual Framework 

 

Figure 14. PSE = postsecondary education. Conceptual framework revised to reflect 
study findings. Double lines signify the importance of resources (e.g., accommodations) 
and the environment matching the individual’s specific learning profile (personal 
characteristics).  
 

Transformative Framework 

 I conducted this study using a transformative framework (Mertens, 2012; Mertens 

et al., 2011). Often studies that are conducted within a transformative paradigm use a 

participatory design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; Mertens, 2012). Because 

participants were not involved in the development or implementation of this project, it 
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was important for me to consider if it was appropriate for me to claim use of a 

transformative approach as I designed the study and interpreted results. Therefore, I 

continually referred to the criteria for rigorous application of a transformative framework 

in research. These criteria include that the research originates from a problem within the 

community and includes the participation of the community, the research purpose is 

formulated from an advocacy perspective, and reviewed literature discusses contexts of 

diversity and oppression. Additionally, researchers state their theoretical lens and use of 

the transformative framework, discuss the labeling of participants, examine power 

relationships, and interpret the results to inform social change (Creswell & Plano Clark, 

2011; Sweetman et al., 2010). 

Use of a transformative lens influenced my methodological decision-making in 

several ways. First, the purpose of this study emerged from the concerns of high schools 

serving youth with disabilities. These schools expressed a strong commitment to their 

graduates and wanted to learn how they could better prepare students to persist in 

postsecondary education. Recognizing the importance of context in an individual’s 

experience, I used the capability approach to frame the study and reviewed existing 

research to understand the social and environmental barriers and inequitable outcomes 

experienced by young adults with disabilities.  

 Second, I chose to take a strengths-based approach, focusing on participants who 

were already persisting in or who had completed their postsecondary programs of study. 

The exclusion of individuals who did not persist in postsecondary education means that 

emergent themes and findings cannot be characterized as unique to students who persist 

in their programs of study. However, given the deficit-based assumptions of much 
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disability research and the understanding that students with disabilities are a marginalized 

group, it was important to understand the experiences of those individuals who should be 

considered “successful.”  

 Additionally, in analyzing the data, I prioritized the participants’ voices. 

Therefore, the design of this study was qualitative-dominant, and quantitative analyses 

were not strongly emphasized. Rather than driving analysis based on existing research, 

findings emerged through participants’ perspectives. I deliberately did not examine 

participants’ experiences for deficits (e.g., lack of self-awareness, underdeveloped self-

determination), but instead focused on deficits and gaps in the resources and 

environments accessed by participants. While this can be considered a limiting bias, this 

decision was driven by the belief that a deficit-focused approach would perpetuate 

medical model understandings of disability, in which students with disabilities are 

considered deficient and exhibit characteristics that are in need of remediation.  

 Finally, I considered how this research revealed power relationships and strove to 

interpret findings from a social justice perspective. Findings of a study can be interpreted 

in many ways and through different lenses. In alignment with the axiological assumptions 

that drive the transformative framework, I sought to highlight the implications of findings 

for promoting social justice. These findings will be shared with the school communities 

who originally expressed interest in this research.  

 While it was my goal to conduct this study using a transformative approach, its 

use in this study would have been strengthened through greater inclusion of participants 

in the research process. In many ways, this research perpetuates the same power 

relationships it critiques. Although I conducted member checks and prioritized the voices 
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of participants, they were not involved in making meaning of the findings. Additionally, 

the purpose of this study was driven by the concerns of school professionals, not the 

participants themselves. Like most other researchers, I have assumed a position of power 

in analyzing and interpreting findings; while I endeavored to amplify participants’ words, 

I ultimately am speaking for the participants.  

 Use of the transformative framework required critical reflection throughout the 

research process. Although I strove to address the criteria of a transformative approach, 

its application could have been deepened through greater participation and stronger 

connections with the community this research sought to serve.   

Limitations and Transferability  

 There are limitations to interpreting the findings of this study, including 

limitations of the sample, research design and the data collection process. These 

limitations inform additional considerations for transferability.  

Limitations of the Sample 

 There are several limitations due to characteristics of the sample of participants 

who contributed to this study. First, young adults with disabilities who persisted in 

postsecondary education were purposively recruited using snowball sampling. The 

participants in this sample had high school experiences reflecting a full continuum of 

services, from general education (no special education services) to a specialized 

residential program, and postsecondary experiences including a certificate, 2-year, and 4-

year programs; however, they did not reflect diversity in terms of race/ethnicity, 

socioeconomic status, or disability type. Therefore the conclusions I was able to draw 

regarding differences in experiences across disability type or other intersecting identities 
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were limited. Additionally, despite a greater proportion of male students who receive 

special education services (Lipscomb et al., 2017), a greater percentage of participants 

were female, indicating that this group was not reflective of the larger population of 

young adults with disabilities in terms of gender. 

 The sample was also limited because participants self-identified as a young adult 

with a disability and chose to participate in this study. Only 35% of students who 

received special education services in high school choose to disclose a disability to their 

postsecondary institutions (Newman & Madaus, 2015). Therefore, the experiences of a 

sample of young adults who chose to disclose and speak to an unfamiliar researcher may 

not reflect the experiences of other postsecondary students with disabilities, who prefer 

not to participate in a research study.  

Limitations of the Research Design 

 There were also several limitations to the research design. First, the quantitative 

component was limited by changes made to the recruitment process; I was unable to 

obtain transcripts and gather data on high school GPA and vocational coursework. The 

survey of high school predictors relied on participants’ recall of their high school 

experiences. It is possible that participants, especially those who graduated from high 

school many years prior, no longer accurately remembered the services they accessed or 

activities in which they participated. Additionally, while the high school predictors items 

were based on an existing measure, these items had not been previously used to assess 

predictor access among individuals, nor had they been validated. Finally, this was a 

qualitative-dominant, convergent design, and the same sample of individuals participated 

in both qualitative and quantitative components. While this was a strength for the purpose 
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of data integration, the sample size was too small to make generalizations to a larger 

population or to reliability detect statistically significant relationships in quantitative data.  

 Second, as discussed in the previous section, the use of a transformative 

framework influenced how I analyzed and identified emergent facilitators and challenges 

to persistence in postsecondary education for this group of participants. Although 

emergent themes were supported through thick description and were consistent with prior 

research, a researcher using a different framework may have identified other themes. 

Finally, the strength of the MCA rested on the consistency of the emergent themes; 

inconsistent application of the themes could significantly alter the results. Although I was 

not able to calculate intercoder agreement with a second coder, I developed and then used 

a code list to consistently apply codes across all transcripts. Results were also reviewed 

by the dissertation committee.  

Limitations of the Data Collection Process 

 There were also limitations to the data collection process. First, I had originally 

planned to interview graduates of two schools, where I had established relationships with 

the school professionals. I anticipated that since those school professionals, with whom 

graduates also had good relationships, would be serving as the gatekeepers to these 

graduates, those participants might be less hesitant to speak with me. However, this did 

not occur, and participants contacted me through a variety of professional networks. 

Therefore, in many cases, participants had no connection with me when I met with them 

for the interview. This may have influenced the types of experiences they chose to share 

or the extent to which they were willing to describe various experiences.  
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An additional limitation to the data collection process was that participants 

completed the survey component after the interview. This was done intentionally, with 

the thought that participants would be more comfortable completing the survey after the 

interview and that responses to items about high school might be more accurate after 

having spent time reflecting on high school experiences during the interview. However, it 

is possible that taking part in the interview negatively influenced the validity of 

participants’ responses, for example, by increasing social desirability bias.  

Considerations for Transferability 

Careful considerations of the limitations of a study can inform thoughts about 

transferability. Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) described four different types of 

transferability, including population transferability, ecological transferability, temporal 

transferability, and theoretical/conceptual transferability. Population transferability refers 

to the extent to which findings are applicable to groups of individuals who are similar to 

participants. Because the participants in this study were not randomly selected, inferences 

cannot be made about the general population of young adults with disabilities. Findings 

may not be relevant for individuals with different types of disabilities, those who do not 

persist in postsecondary education, those who return to postsecondary education after 

time away, or those who chose not to participate in a study. However, as described in this 

chapter, the results of this study are aligned with prior research, which suggests that the 

experiences of these participants contribute to the landscape of what is known about the 

experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities more generally.  

Ecological transferability refers to the extent to which findings are relevant to new 

contexts. Most of these participants attended K-12 schools and postsecondary institutions 
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in metropolitan areas along the east coast, although four attended schools or 

postsecondary institutions in the Midwest or on the west coast. Therefore, these findings 

may be less applicable to individuals located in rural settings or other regions of the 

United States. In terms of educational contexts, participants’ experiences were diverse. 

K-12 experiences took place in private and public general education settings, resource 

rooms, special classes, specialized schools, and a residential school. Similarly, 

participants enrolled in private and public certificate, 2-year, and 4-year programs. 

Because participants did not attend similar educational settings, it may be difficult for 

schools or institutions to determine how relevant these findings are to their context. At 

the same time, because these findings emerged from participants who attended a variety 

of educational settings, they may be considered more broadly informative to a range of 

contexts. Given the small sample of participants and even smaller subsamples attending 

each type of school or institution, it was not possible to investigate distinctions in 

experiences by educational context.  

Temporal transferability refers to the extent to which findings can be interpreted 

within a specific time frame. Many, although not all, of the participants were recent high 

school graduates, which supports the interpretation of findings within the current time 

period. These participants received the majority of their education after the passage of the 

No Child Left Behind Act (2001). This is important given that much of the literature 

connecting high school experiences with postsecondary education participation relies on 

populations of students who finished high school prior to or shortly after 2002. At the 

same time, with the passage of ESSA (2015), the education landscape will undergo new 

shifts, and these findings will need to be interpreted within these new contexts. 
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Finally, the theoretical or conceptual transferability of the study refers to the 

extent to which findings are consistent if different definitions of constructs are utilized. 

This study used multiple understandings of many constructs. For example, parent 

involvement was understood as defined by Rowe et al. (2014), as an item on the survey, 

and as described by participants. Disability identification was understood through survey 

items and through links to existing literature. This suggests that, for this group of 

participants, findings would likely have been fairly consistent if other definitions of 

constructs were used. For a different group of participants, however, it is possible that 

different themes or definitions of constructs may have emerged, which could affect 

theoretical or conceptual transferability. 

I have endeavored to provide thick descriptions so that readers have enough 

information to make determinations about the transferability of the findings to other 

contexts. It is my goal that findings from this study will add to the current body of 

literature and provide insights regarding individuals’ experiences within the framework 

of this study. Understood within the context of existing literature, findings could help 

researchers and other stakeholders begin to gain a better understanding of factors that 

may support some groups of young adults with disabilities in persisting in postsecondary 

education programs. 

Recommendations 

The findings of this study, within the context of existing research and policy, 

inform recommendations for future directions in policy, research, and practice.  
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Policy 

 There are several federal policies that affect students with disabilities during the 

K-12 and postsecondary years that can be informed by the results of this study, including 

the IDEA, ESSA, and policies in higher education. Additionally, findings can inform the 

efforts of postsecondary institutions to develop inclusive, campus-wide policies that 

support the success of students with disabilities.  

 IDEA. The IDEA, most recently updated in 2004, is overdue for reauthorization. 

Therefore, it is important to consider how findings from this study, within the context of 

recent special education research, might contribute to a revised federal policy that 

promotes effective learning environments and improved postsecondary outcomes for 

students with disabilities.  The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) is 

responsible for administering the IDEA and historically focused on states’ compliance 

with special education policy. Specifically, OSEP evaluated states’ compliance in 

implementing the IDEA using state-reported data on 20 indicators. However, while 

important, compliance can be difficult to measure (e.g., Elbaum, 2012) and may have 

limited practical significance for student outcomes (Gaumer Erickson, Noonan, Brussow, 

& Gilpin, 2014). Therefore, recommendations in this section do not focus on additions to 

requirements under the IDEA, which could promote a checklist approach to compliance, 

but instead suggest a need to maintain new directions in accountability, as well as the 

need for more comparable data collection efforts across states.  

In 2014, OSEP adjusted its accountability framework to a “Results-Driven 

Accountability” (RDA) approach, which shifted OSEP’s “accountability efforts from a 

primary emphasis on compliance to a framework that focuses on improved results for 
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students with disabilities, while continuing to assist States in ensuring compliance with 

the IDEA’s requirements” (Delisle & Yudin, 2014, p. 1). Under RDA, states are 

evaluated on both compliance and student results (e.g., performance on standardized 

assessments, graduate rates, postsecondary outcomes) and are required to submit State 

Systemic Improvement Plans, in which they select a specific outcome on which to focus 

(i.e., State Identified Measurable Result). States that are struggling to meet compliance 

and results objectives are identified for targeted assistance.  

Although one must be cautious in drawing parallels from an individual participant 

level to a federal policy level, the importance of shifting from compliance focus to a 

stronger emphasis on results is well-aligned with participants’ experiences in this study. 

Findings suggested that participants felt most supported when their schools went beyond 

the simple fulfillment of requirements and considered how educational experiences 

contributed to students’ long-term goals. For example, Lily was provided study skills 

instruction, but did not find it helpful because it was not individualized to her learning 

needs. Grace, on the other hand, shared how her school provided her with opportunities 

to learn what worked best for her. From an accountability checklist perspective, both 

schools provided study skills instruction, but Grace’s school empowered her with the 

skills she needed to feel successful in college, while Lily felt she was unprepared for the 

academic workload of college after being babied in high school. Within the current policy 

context, the experiences of these participants seem to affirm changes that are already 

occurring at the federal level and suggest that future policies should maintain this new 

direction. While compliance checklists can be helpful tools, they provide only a 
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minimum standard; it seems that states and schools could benefit from frameworks, such 

as RDA, that support thoughtful implementation and monitoring of effective practices.  

In order to guide thoughtful creation and implementation of policy, policymakers 

must have access to reliable data. Unfortunately, current data collection methods do not 

allow policymakers to develop a national understanding of postsecondary outcomes for 

students with disabilities, nor draw comparisons across states. For example, Indicator 14 

requires states to report on the percentage of students with IEPs who were employed or 

enrolled in postsecondary education, one year after completing or ending their K-12 

education. States are given the flexibility to collect this information using a method of 

their choosing, with 45 states using unique interview protocols, two states using 

longitudinal census data, and three states collecting data from school districts that use a 

district-designed approach to data collection (Gerber et al., 2014). While this approach 

allows states to develop data collection methods that address state-specific contexts, the 

lack of standardization makes it impossible to identify national trends in postsecondary 

outcomes for students with disabilities, using these data. Some researchers have 

suggested that Indicator 14 could be improved by requiring that states collect data on a 

specific core group of items or core interview protocol, with additions made by states, as 

needed (Gerber et al., 2014). Such an approach would allow for comparison across states 

and the development of a national dataset on student outcomes, one year after high 

school.  

Currently, data regarding the postsecondary outcomes for students with 

disabilities is limited largely to the NLTS-2 dataset, which was collected in the early 

2000’s. Although the NLTS 2012 is currently underway, it will be several years before 
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students in this survey have completed high school. Meanwhile, states submit data on 

Indicator 14 to OSEP on a yearly basis. While Indicator 14 data cannot be compared from 

year to year due to sampling issues, the inclusion of a standardized core of data collection 

items could support our understanding of postsecondary outcomes for students with 

disabilities at a national level, which could inform policies aimed at improving outcomes 

for this group of students. Together, RDA approaches and consistent data collection 

methods could further federal and state efforts to enhance the K-12 and postsecondary 

success for students with disabilities.  

ESSA. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized in 2015 as 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015). While broadly focused on elementary and 

secondary education for all students, ESSA includes several provisions important for 

students with disabilities (Tomasello & Brand, 2018) that are in keeping with the results 

of this study. First, ESSA requires states to implement principles of universal design for 

learning (UDL) in the development of accessible standardized and alternate assessments, 

comprehensive literacy instruction, and in technology decision-making. Within the 

current study, many participants placed importance on having access to challenging 

instruction in the general education setting as integral to their postsecondary success. The 

effective integration of universal design could support schools in making the general 

education curriculum more accessible to all students, including those with disabilities. 

However, it is likely that secondary educators require additional professional 

development regarding how to effectively implement UDL principles (De Vroey, Struyf, 

& Petry, 2016; Messinger-Willman & Marino, 2010). Therefore, while the inclusion of 

these UDL-focused provisions is an important first step, it is also critical that 
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policymakers and administrators consider how these provisions are effectively 

implemented in school contexts.  

In addition to incorporating principles of UDL, ESSA extends access to a 

challenging curriculum by allowing education agencies receiving funding under Title IV 

to use such funding to promote student access to advanced high school coursework, such 

as advanced placement (AP) or international baccalaureate (IB) courses (ESSA, 2015; 

Tomasello & Brand, 2018). Many participants in this study indicated that participation in 

advanced placement work supported their later persistence in postsecondary education.  

In leveraging this funding stream to increase access to this coursework, districts could 

support students with and without disabilities in gaining the academic skills necessary for 

success in postsecondary education. Given that ESSA was only recently passed, it will be 

important to examine how UDL requirements, Title IV funding, and other provisions are 

implemented by states and districts, as well as potential effects for students with 

disabilities.  

Postsecondary education policy. In addition to K-12 policy, the findings of this 

study suggest several recommendations for policies at the postsecondary level, including 

considerations in the context of the Higher Education Opportunity Act (2008), as well as 

federal policies regarding the collection and reporting of data on postsecondary students 

with disabilities.  

Reauthorized in 2008, the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) was 

broadly recognized in the disability community for increasing access to postsecondary 

education for young adults with intellectual disabilities (Smith Lee, 2009). More directly 
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applicable to this study, however, HEOA emphasized the importance of universal design 

for learning and set forth the definition that was also utilized in ESSA:  

 The term ‘universal design for learning’ means a scientifically valid framework 

for guiding educational practice that— (A) provides flexibility in the ways 

information is presented, in the ways students respond or demonstrate knowledge 

and skills, and in the ways students are engaged; and (B) reduces barriers in 

instruction, provides appropriate accommodations, supports, and challenges, and 

maintains high achievement expectations for all students, including students with 

disabilities and students who are limited English proficient. (Sec. 103(a)(24)) 

HEOA discussed universal design for learning only in the context of teacher preparation 

programs (i.e., teacher preparation programs must include instruction in practices 

consistent with UDL) and postsecondary programs serving students with intellectual 

disabilities. While the inclusion of UDL in these two areas is critical, higher education 

policy could be further strengthened by expanding provisions regarding UDL to 

postsecondary faculty, staff, and students more broadly.  

 Second, there is a need for federal data regarding the prevalence and outcomes of 

postsecondary students with disabilities. Currently, there are no national data sets that 

accurately capture the percentage of students with disabilities in postsecondary education, 

due to differences in reporting across institutions (Avellone & Scott, 2017; Leake & 

Stodden, 2014). Similarly, institutional outcomes on graduation and completion, which 

are disaggregated by gender and race/ethnicity, are not disaggregated for students with 

disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). Under the HEOA, a federal system of 

“college scorecards” for each postsecondary institution was published, where students 
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and their families can access a snapshot of the demographic profile of students on a given 

campus (College Scorecard Data, 2018). While data are reported on the percentage of 

students identifying with a specific race/ethnicity and receiving grants intended for low-

income students (i.e., socio-economic diversity), disability is not among the reported 

demographics. In order to understand patterns in postsecondary enrollment and 

completion, it is essential to improve data collection efforts targeting postsecondary 

students with disabilities. This data should be shared with prospective students and their 

families, to aid in their college decision-making process.   

 Within the context of existing research, the findings of this study suggest that 

promoting the expansion of UDL to broader postsecondary contexts could facilitate the 

persistence of students with disabilities in their programs of study. Likewise, federal 

policies that would require collection and dissemination of comprehensive and reliable 

data could inform students looking to access programs where they are more likely to 

connect with peers with disabilities and experience higher completion rates.   

Institutional policies. Finally, it is important for postsecondary institutions to 

examine their policies regarding disability, such as required documentation for 

accommodation requests. With the amendments to the ADA in 2008 and the passage of 

HEOA, the Association on Higher Education And Disability (AHEAD) released 

guidance on accommodation request documentation to its target audience of disability 

resource professionals (AHEAD, 2012). While at the time 92% of postsecondary 

institutions required some type of documentation to verify a student’s self-reported 

disability (Raue & Lewis, 2011), AHEAD recommended that a student’s self-report serve 

as the primary source of evidence in determining the need for accommodations. 
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Professional observation and interaction should serve as the secondary source, and 

information from external parties (e.g., medical diagnoses or clinical evaluations) as the 

tertiary source of evidence (AHEAD, 2012).  

Some have criticized this guidance as potentially problematic for students with 

hidden disabilities, pointing to problems with self-reports and professional observation, 

and the potential for malingering (i.e., feigning disability to gain an advantage or benefit) 

(Lovett, Nelson, & Lindstrom, 2014). However, it is important to note that AHEAD did 

not recommend that ODRs discontinue consideration of tertiary evidence, but rather that 

such evidence not be required as the primary information source when determining 

appropriate accommodations. AHEAD argues, “requiring extensive medical and 

scientific evidence perpetuates a deviance model of disability, undervalues the 

individual's history and experience with disability and is inappropriate and burdensome 

under the revised statute and regulations” (para. 3). A national survey of disability-related 

services at postsecondary institutions has not occurred since Raue and Lewis’ report in 

2011, so it is not possible to determine the extent of updated practices. However, a more 

recent review of 200 postsecondary institutions found that only 1% did not require 

external documentation for disability services (Lindstrom, Nelson, & Foels, 2015), 

suggesting that practices have not undergone dramatic changes.  

Although few of the participants in the current study discussed challenges in 

obtaining services through their institution’s ODR, institutional policies regarding 

disability documentation signal the implicit assumptions and values of the institution. 

Postsecondary institutions should examine how their policies regarding requirements for 

requesting accommodations might perpetuate a medical model of disability and consider 
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how adjustments to those policies might contribute to an environment in which disability 

is better understood through a social perspective.  

Research 

 In addition to policy recommendations, there is a need for research to better 

understand how schools and postsecondary institutions can prepare and support students 

to persist in postsecondary education. Although there are many directions future research 

may take, six recommendations are driven by the findings of this study. Research is 

needed to investigate: a) the identification, definitions, and interactions of high school 

predictors, b) the identification and understanding of postsecondary facilitators, c) the 

support of persistence among students with fewer resources, and d) the experiences of 

students with intersecting identities. Additionally, there is a need for e) interdisciplinary 

research that connects K-12 with postsecondary experiences and f) the increased use of 

methods that allow participants’ perspectives to inform the research process.  

 High school predictors. The findings of this study indicate that there is still much 

to learn about the high school predictors that have been identified by researchers 

(Mazzotti et al., 2015; NTACT, 2016; Test, Mazzotti et al., 2009). Although the 

predictors were defined by experts and practitioners through a Delphi study (Rowe et al., 

2014), definitions should be strengthened with input from the students with disabilities. 

Additionally, research should investigate contributions of new potential predictors, such 

as participation in extracurricular activities. Importantly, the identification and definition 

of new predictors must be informed by the perspectives of youth with disabilities, which 

is currently absent from research regarding high school predictors. Finally, the findings of 

this study indicate a need to better understand interactions among predictors and how 
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access to multiple predictors affects the transition experience. While significant work has 

already been done, more research is needed to ensure educators and families have the 

information and context they need to best leverage these predictors in promoting 

postsecondary success.  

 Postsecondary facilitators. There is also a significant need for more research to 

understand facilitators of persistence at the postsecondary level. While research has 

investigated characteristics of postsecondary students with disabilities and described 

institutions and disability-specific programing, there has been little research to support 

the identification of practices that effectively promote success at the postsecondary level 

(Dukes et al., 2017) and a review of research-based facilitators was only recently 

conducted (Kutscher and Tuckwiller, 2018). Similar to findings regarding high school 

predictors, the results of this study affirm many of literature-based facilitators, while also 

raising areas in need of further investigation. As currently conceptualized, postsecondary 

facilitators in this study and within the context of existing research are very broad and 

may lack the specificity needed to effectively drive change at an institutional level. 

Additional inquiry is needed to understand how postsecondary institutions can apply 

research findings regarding facilitators to develop inclusive practices and policies that 

support postsecondary persistence among students with disabilities.  

 Resources. Most of the participants in this study reported that their families had 

access to private resources, beyond those offered within their public school systems. 

However, students with disabilities are more likely to be socioeconomically 

disadvantaged than students who do not have disabilities (Lipscomb et al., 2017). There 

is a need to investigate how schools and postsecondary institutions can ensure that 
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students whose families have fewer resources are able to access supports and experience 

success as they pursue postsecondary studies. While a lack of social, cultural or financial 

capital can complicate the transition to postsecondary education for any student, young 

adults with disabilities may be especially vulnerable to resource gaps, since they often 

have additional learning needs. Postsecondary education is important to lifelong 

outcomes (Carnevale et al., 2016), and it is imperative that students experience equitable 

opportunities to pursue experiences that open doors to future success.  

 Intersecting identities. Research regarding identity in among postsecondary 

students with disabilities has lagged behind that of other minoritized groups (Patton et al, 

2016). Findings of this study suggest that a student’s disability identity is related to 

characteristics that support persistence in postsecondary education, but more research is 

needed to investigate the role of identity in the postsecondary experiences of students 

with disabilities. Specifically, future studies should investigate relationships between 

disability identity and self-determination to determine if the results of this study replicate. 

Additionally, there is a need for additional study of possible differences in the 

experiences of female and male students with disabilities, especially given conflicting 

findings regarding gender differences in self-determination levels when compared with 

qualitative transition experiences.  

Postsecondary institutions often view “disability” as the defining characteristic of 

a student with a disability (Evans et al., 2017). However, like any other student on 

campus, students with disabilities have multifaceted identities. When that sense of self 

includes other minoritized identities, it may further enrich and complicate their 

postsecondary experiences, but few studies have explicitly investigated the contributions 
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of these intersecting identities. Additional research is needed to understand these 

experiences and how they facilitate or challenge a students’ persistence in postsecondary 

education.  

 Interdisciplinary research. Research on K-12 and postsecondary experiences 

often occurs in silos. For students with disabilities, research on high school experiences 

occurs in the field of special education transition, while postsecondary experiences are 

investigated in the field of postsecondary education and disability. Even within each 

field, research may be intentionally or unintentionally bounded; for example, 

investigations including postsecondary students with disabilities rarely incorporate 

discussions of identity, although research in that area is beginning to emerge. Researchers 

may believe it challenging to bridge studies of K-12 and postsecondary experiences, as it 

seems to call for longitudinal studies. Additionally, research is often intentionally focused 

on a specific construct or population to support a rigorous study design. However, there 

are several ways researchers can reach across traditional boundaries without complicated 

designs or compromising rigor. First, when designing studies, they can consider research 

outside of their traditional fields. In reviewing literature from related but distinct fields, 

researchers may discover complimentary perspectives, variables, or research designs that 

contribute to their own field while connecting with others. Additionally, even when 

research is conducted with a narrow focus, researchers should challenge themselves to 

consider how study findings may relate to fields outside of their direct area of interest. 

Especially for young adults with disabilities, whose futures are shaped by both K-12 and 

postsecondary contexts, there is a need for thoughtful interdisciplinary research that 

supports development of a holistic understanding of their experiences.  
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 Participant perspectives. Finally, there is a need for research designs, such as 

participatory, qualitative, and mixed-methods research, that incorporate and prioritize the 

perspectives of young adults with disabilities. Currently, different fields have included 

participant voices to varying degrees. For example, although the value of qualitative 

research is increasingly recognized within the field of special education (Brantlinger et 

al., 2005), almost all research related to the predictors of postsecondary education 

participation is quantitative or single-subject in design. Concerningly, discussions of 

“what we still need to know” in secondary transition call for more experimental (group 

and single-subject designs) and multivariate correlational research, with no mention of 

qualitative research (Test, 2016). While in the field of postsecondary education and 

disability, facilitators of persistence were identified using both quantitative and 

qualitative data sources (Kutscher & Tuckwiller, 2018), all areas of study would be 

strengthened through greater inclusion of students with disabilities in the research 

process. Qualitative and mixed methods research are crucial in informing our knowledge 

of social inequalities (Louie, 2016), and investigations to understand and address gaps 

between the outcomes of individuals with and without disabilities must include the 

perspectives of individuals with disabilities.  

Practice 

 In addition to policy and research recommendations, the findings of this study 

inform practices at the K-12 and postsecondary levels. Quotes and suggestions from 

participants are included in these practical recommendations. Additionally, in their 

interviews, participants were asked about any advice they wished to share with other 

postsecondary students with disabilities. Therefore, this section concludes with four 
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recommendations from participants to their peers who are pursuing postsecondary 

studies.  

 K-12 schools. Participants’ experiences and responses suggest four broad 

recommendations for practices in K-12 schools: (1) individualize approaches, (2) 

cultivate a supportive, encouraging environment, (3) communicate high expectations and 

require rigorous instruction for all, and (4) involve parents and caregivers. 

 Individualize approaches: “Not personalizing your accommodation doesn’t 

make sense.” First, the results of this study suggest the need for K-12 schools to 

individualize approaches. While this recommendation may seem self-evident, given the 

federal requirement that schools develop individualized education programs (IEPs) for 

students with disabilities, the experiences of these participants indicate that 

individualization does not always occur. Grace remembered having accommodations 

“thrown” at her so that she would pass fifth grade, Lily recalled all students being 

required to use a specific study approach, and Daniel felt that instruction was generally 

not matched to his needs. At the same time, when instructional approaches were 

thoughtfully aligned with participants’ learning profiles, the effect could be 

transformative; when one of Grace’s teachers realized that Grace could verbally share her 

knowledge, Grace said, “That was really the turn around. That was the moment that was 

like, wait, I can actually have success.” Consistent with the requirements of the IDEA, 

special and general education teachers should be carefully evaluating and considering 

students’ strengths and needs as they identify practices that support student growth, 

monitor student progress, and adjust practices based on students’ responses to the 

practices and changing needs.  
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Cultivate a supportive environment: “Developing that culture in the school 

system is really helpful.” Second, participants emphasized the importance of developing 

a supportive learning environment, in which school professionals encouraged students to 

pursue their goals. Encouragement came from educators in many roles, from general and 

special education teachers, related service providers, or school administrators. Ashley 

shared the importance of school professionals “building relationships with the students 

that you’re helping. Checking in, having a relationship of support.” These relationships 

involved more than superficial words of encouragement; participants described feeling 

that someone in the school noticed how they were doing and genuinely cared about their 

well-being. School professionals should strive to cultivate learning environments in 

which students know that educators are sincerely invested in their success.  

Communicate high expectations: “Not always giving the right answer right 

away; giving them the chance to think it through.” In alignment with establishing 

supportive school cultures, participants described the importance of academic 

environments that emphasized high expectations. This could occur through the 

encouragement of teachers, but in this study was more often was communicated through 

the messages implicit in actions and access. When schools were overly supportive, 

participants seemed to internalize the belief that they were not capable. For example, one 

of Ashley’s teachers allowed cheating on tests, and Ashley felt, “I know I wouldn’t be 

here [at college] otherwise. I mean, that’s an internal feeling.” Similarly, Mia and Ashley 

were only allowed to participate in certain advanced placement courses and Lily was 

discouraged from taking AP courses because it might be “too much.” Limiting or 
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discouraging access to advanced coursework sends the message that high expectations 

exist for some students in the school, but not others.  

Conversely, participants who reported that their high schools appropriately 

challenged them felt included in schoolwide expectations. Riley said, “All of my friend 

groups and everyone, we all went to a college. I think it was our school that really 

pushed.” Rather than requiring less of students who struggled academically, these schools 

provided supports that empowered students, gradually fading supports as they were no 

longer necessary and expecting students to take responsibility for their education. Schools 

should carefully examine their policies and practices for the implicit messages they are 

sending students. Who has access to advanced coursework? Are some students 

discouraged from taking challenging classes? When students struggle, how does the 

school respond? Rather than lowering standards or excusing students from work, school 

professionals should consider how services or support strategically provide students with 

skills to become independent learners. Schools should ensure that their policies and 

practices communicate the expectation that all students will achieve at high levels. 

Involve students and parents or caregivers: “My parents had to really fight for 

it.” Finally, the experiences of participants in this study spoke to the important role of 

both students and their parents. Many participants described how they were involved in 

driving their own educational outcomes. For example, Grace had detailed memories of 

her involvement in meetings about her academic progress. She clearly felt she was a part 

of the conversation as everyone worked together to develop a plan that would support 

Grace in meeting her goals. In contrast, other participants felt dismissed by some 

professionals in their schools; Lily, for example, remembered advocating for a more 
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challenging class load and being told at an IEP meeting that it would be too much for her. 

She still wonders how her pathway to college would have been different if she had taken 

those classes. Simply including students in IEP meetings, which is required when 

possible under federal law for transition-age students, may not be enough; in one study, 

12 of 13 interviewed high school students did not recall participating in any transition 

planning, although most (7) of them had participated in IEP meetings (Hetherington et 

al., 2010). When students are meaningfully involved, they should be able to describe their 

goals, their plans for reaching those goals, and explain why certain decisions were made. 

It is the student’s future; their voices are integral to the conversation.   

Like students, parents also play a central role in their child’s education. 

Unfortunately, in this study, parents were often at odds with school professionals, but 

parents should not have to “fight” to be heard. It is critical for schools to acknowledge the 

power they hold and actively work with caregivers as knowledgeable partners. 

Disagreements are inevitable, but when parents or caregivers have concerns about the 

services their child is receiving, they should be able to work constructively with schools 

in the interest of that child. In fact, disagreements can be productive, as they challenge 

both schools and parents to reexamine their expectations, goals and priorities. When 

parents or caregivers lack the social, cultural, or financial capital to participate in their 

child’s education, schools should reexamine their assumptions about what “good” parent 

involvement looks like. In addition to providing parents or caregivers with knowledge 

and skills to be active participants, schools should consider how their environment 

contributes to social, cultural, or financial barriers that prevent parents’ voices from being 

heard. In this study, parents were a defining force in their children’s education; schools 
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should ensure space for parents and caregivers to be equal contributors to the 

conversation.  

While these recommendations for K-12 practice may seem self-evident, the 

experiences of participants in this study indicate that students may not have the benefit of 

attending schools with these fundamental characteristics. These practices are not easily 

quantified or measured, but were foundational to participants’ experiences. All students 

deserve the opportunity to attend schools that enact these essential practices.   

 Postsecondary education. Findings from this study are also related to three 

recommendations related to postsecondary education practice. These recommendations 

include: 1) fostering an inclusive climate, 2) promoting implementation of universal 

design, and 3) establishing a point person for students with disabilities. 

 Inclusive climate: “Anyone is welcome.” In the current study, participants 

emphasized the importance of feeling that their postsecondary environment was inclusive 

and accepting in facilitating their persistence. Unfortunately, significantly fewer students 

with disabilities report feeling comfortable or very comfortable on their college campus 

(75%) compared to students without disabilities (85%) (Rankin and Associates, as cited 

by Evans et al., 2017). Students with disabilities also report witnessing discrimination or 

experiencing offensive verbal comments at rates similar to or higher than students with 

other minoritized identities, including race/ethnicity or sexual orientation (Aquino, 

Alhaddab, & Kim, 2017). Such findings suggest that students with disabilities are at risk 

for feeling excluded or alienated in their postsecondary institutions.  

 There are many approaches postsecondary institutions can take to foster inclusive 

campuses, such as evaluating existing disability-related policies and practices, providing 



351 
 

information about disability to the entire campus community, and supporting engagement 

with disability (Harbour & Greenberg, 2017). There is increasing recognition of disability 

as diversity in higher education (Kim & Aquino, 2017), which can be communicated 

through the training and orientation opportunities (Harbour & Greenberg, 2017), the 

location of and language discussing disability-related services on institutional websites 

(Gabel, Reid, & Pearson, 2017), the inclusion of disability in university mission and 

diversity statements (Scheef, Caniglia, & Barrio, 2018), and the placement of disability-

related offices near those for other minoritized groups (Evans et al., 2017). As institutions 

evaluate and consider how to create a campus climate that is inclusive for all, it is 

important that individuals with disabilities, including students, faculty, and staff, have 

opportunities to contribute to the development of new approaches or policies. 

Postsecondary institutions should act with individuals with disabilities to ensure all 

students know they are valued members of the campus community.  

Universal design: “They’re wonderful; they have lots of help centers.” One 

approach that can support the development of an inclusive climate is the integration of 

universal design. Consistent with prior research, the participants in this study described 

the importance of access to resources that were available to any student. Participants 

made use of writing labs, help centers, study sessions, and office hours. Postsecondary 

institutions should consider the resources they have in place for all students, 

understanding that those resources are also a source of support for students with 

disabilities. At the same time, institutions should realize that the specialized support they 

provide to students with disabilities has the potential to benefit the student population as a 
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whole. Universities should consider how they can increase all students’ access to 

supports and resources that will promote academic success.  

 Universal design is not just important for the campus as a whole, but also within 

individual classes. Participants spoke highly of professors who worked with their students 

and designed their classes to be supportive of many different learning approaches. For 

example, Lily was grateful that one of her professors ran extra help sessions for any 

student who wanted to attend. Several participants mentioned that education classes, in 

particular, were structured differently from their other classes and that this was a better 

match to their learning profiles. Postsecondary institutions should consider how they can 

encourage professors’ integration of universal design into coursework. Despite limited 

research on the efficacy of universal design (Madaus et al., 2018; Roberts et al., 2011), 

responses of participants in this study suggest that this approach holds promise for 

increasing student engagement and providing broader access to course content, without 

sacrificing rigor.  

 Point person: “Sometimes having accountability can really motivate you.” 

Several participants in this study discussed this it was helpful to have a point person on 

campus, who could help them navigate the accommodation process or who provided 

support with skill development (e.g., ADHD tutor to help with time management). Jay 

indicated that a conversation with his mentor alerted him to the realization that he needed 

to change his approach if he wanted to be successful at college. A recent survey of 

AHEAD members working in ODRs or one-to-one with students indicated that 37% are 

assigned to work with specific students (i.e., have an assigned caseload), while 59% work 

with any student (Scott, 2017). This indicates that many students with disabilities do not 
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have a specific point of contact within their institution’s ODR; postsecondary institutions 

should consider how they can connect students with disabilities with a person, rather than 

an office. 

Although it can be resource intensive to assign a point person to each student with 

a disclosed disability, institutions might consider other ways to ensure students feel 

individually supported. For example, they could ensure academic advisors have 

appropriate training to support students with disabilities (e.g., Markle, Wessel, & 

Desmond, 2017). Alternatively, institutions could consider developing a peer mentoring 

program between experienced and new students to ODR. While ODR would ultimately 

be responsible for protecting the rights of students with disabilities, a peer mentoring 

program could provide new students with a first place to turn with questions, foster peer 

connections, and empower experienced students with disabilities to share their 

knowledge.  

 These recommendations are only three among many approaches postsecondary 

institutions might take to promote the inclusion and success of students with disabilities. 

Although, as discussed, there is a need for additional research of effective practices at the 

postsecondary level, these recommendations provide institutions with potential starting 

points. 

Students. Finally, the participants in this study offered advice to other young 

adults with disabilities who are pursuing postsecondary education. Because these 

recommendations come from the participants, they are stated in their words, although a 

few quotes were slightly modified (e.g., verb conjugations) to maintain consistency 

throughout each section. Participants’ recommendations to their peers include: (1) find 
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your fit, (2) find your people, (3) ask for help, (4) know yourself, advocate, and do what 

works best for you, and (5) know everyone struggles and believe in yourself. 

Find your fit.  There's all kinds of colleges for all kinds of learners (Ashley). Visit 

the college. If you can sit in on a class, just see how the college is run (James). Just find 

something you enjoy doing and explore classes in it (Daniel). Know that we're not all cut 

from the same cloth. There's a wide range of colleges and universities out there, and so 

just really figure out what niche you're going to fit into, would be a big suggestion I 

would have (James). 

Find your people. My piece of advice would be getting yourself into a situation 

where you can be 100% perfectly your LD, ADHD self, where you can be impulsive, you 

can say the ridiculous things that come into your head... Having that group is really super 

important when making that college decision. And even in high school, finding that 

support group (Grace). Find a group in college that you get along with. Don't be too 

worried about, if they don't like you. You can always find somebody else to hang out 

with (Daniel). 

Ask for help. Try to get disabled services to help (Thomas). If you have issues 

with a class, go and talk to a teacher. If they don't have anything to help with, go and talk 

to the department head. There's people you can talk to and you should talk to them 

(Daniel). Don't think you're ever too cool to ask for help. It is the most underrated form of 

doing anything. If you can ask for help, you gain so much more respect, because you're 

looked at as someone more mature (Grace).  

Know yourself, advocate, and do what works best for you. Even if you're a 

genius, start out slow, because high school and college are on completely different levels 
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(Emily). Creating a study plan, honestly, is probably the best advice. Not only knowing 

when your classes are, but also scheduling time to study. I find that if you try to expose 

yourself to some of the course material before class, it makes going to class easier. I 

guess you also have to learn how to be accountable to yourself, as well. Just setting up 

good habits (Lily). Learn how to study even if it's a subject you're weak at. There's more 

than one way to learn something. Just because you don't understand something the 

conventional way, it doesn't mean you're stupid or can't learn it. Don't let people with 

authority treat you like they know what’s best for you. Only you know what's best for 

you (Mia). Basically, stand up for your rights. In a respectful way (Emily). Learn how to 

advocate for yourself. And don’t be ashamed to go to the teacher. Explain the situation 

and explain that you want to do well, and you have this desire (Ashley). Use your 

accommodations if you have them. It's not cheating, it's there to help you (Mia). 

Know everyone struggles and believe in yourself. There will be people in your 

life that will say, "I don't know." That will question you and your ability to do things 

(Riley). I feel like you're always going to have that voice in your head, saying you can't 

do it (Ashley). Remember, just because you have this extra help doesn't mean you're not 

as good as other students (Lily). Don't give up. It's not easy. Take your time, don't rush. 

Just don't give up. Just be comfortable. The work is hard. The work is going to be hard. 

And if the work is hard, take your time. If you're struggling, get tutored (Thomas). Know 

that working hard is what you have to do. Because you have a learning disability, because 

you've had to work harder, it is going to be such a bigger benefit to you (Grace). I think 

the self-doubt is a real thing, especially when you have a disability. You can easily get 
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imposter syndrome. The only thing you can do about that is just be cliché and say, "I 

believe in myself. I believe in what I can do. And that's the only thing I can do" (Dino). 

Final Thoughts 

 This study contributes a multidimensional understanding of persistence in 

postsecondary education for thirteen young adults with disabilities. Postsecondary 

education is critical in advancing positive adult outcomes. However, postsecondary 

students with disabilities may experience challenges in pursuing and completing their 

programs of study. Though the results of this study are limited to a small group of 

participants, this research provides an analysis of the interacting K-12 and postsecondary 

resources, personal characteristics, and environments that influenced participants’ 

opportunities to persist in postsecondary education. Further, when placed in the context 

of existing literature, the findings of this study reveal the need to include participant 

voices in our understanding of K-12 and postsecondary factors supporting success, 

recognize the universal and unique in students’ experiences, honor students’ intersecting 

identities, and interrogate how differences in social, cultural, and financial capital 

perpetuate inequities. Recommendations promote the implementation of thoughtful 

policies, expansion of research agendas, and creation of learning environments that 

nurture and empower students with disabilities.  

Postsecondary education is about more than the acquisition of content knowledge, 

earning good grades, or preparing for a job; pursuing and persisting in postsecondary 

education expands students’ horizons as they discover their own strengths, resilience, and 

potential. Ashley reminds us and her peers:  
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It is so possible to do anything you want. It's literally about putting your energy 

and your mindset to what you want to happen and understanding the steps that get 

there. … It's so important in life to have this background. But also to believe in 

yourself in a way that is going to let you go after what you want to achieve. 
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Appendix A: Glossary 

angle cosines (Greenacre, 2016) – in multiple correspondence analysis, the angle cosines 
for each profile point can be interpreted as a correlation coefficient. Profile points with 
correlations of at least 0.70 have a high correlation with the axis.  

capabilities (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014) – from the capability approach; the opportunities 
available to an individual, based on interactions between available resources, the 
environment, and personal characteristics 

career and technical education (Carnevale, Jayasundera, & Hanson, 2012) – CTE; 
includes employer-based training, industry-based certificates, apprenticeships, 
postsecondary certificates, and associate’s degrees 

convergent mixed methods design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011) – qualitative and 
quantitative strands are collected at the same time, initially analyzed independently, then 
combined and synthesized  

crossover mixed analysis (Onwuegbuzie & Hitchcock, 2015) – the use of methods 
typically used in quantitative research to analyze qualitative data, or vice versa 

environment (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; the physical, social, 
economic, cultural, and political context in which a person lives; interacts with personal 
characteristics and resources to impact a person’s capabilities 

functionings (Mitra, 2006; Riddle, 2014) – from the capability approach; a person’s 
actual life experiences which are chosen from the capabilities/opportunities available to 
that person 

inertia (Greenacre, 2016) – in multiple correspondence analysis, the total inertia is a 
measure of variability across the categorical variables. Inertias close to zero indicate 
small differences between responses while high inertias indicate that responses are 
clustered in highly dispersed groups.  

K-12 schooling – education received from kindergarten through 12th grade; some 
students with disabilities are eligible to receive special education services through age 21 
or longer, depending on state regulations; the term K-12 schooling or K-12 education 
includes post-12th grade experiences of students with disabilities who are still receiving 
services through their local school system 

legitimation (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006) – mixed methods term than encompasses 
qualitative issues of trustworthiness and quantitative issues of validity 
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multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) (Greenacre, 2016) – uses χ2-distancees to 
map the locations of variables (i.e., profile points) in dimensional space. MCA can be 
considered analogous to factor analysis, as it explores the underlying relationships among 
categorical variables. 

personal characteristics (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; attributes, 
emotions, thoughts (e.g., knowledge), and behaviors (e.g. skills) specific to an individual, 
such as disability type, confidence, or self-advocacy skills; interact with the environment 
and resources to affect a person’s capabilities 

postsecondary education  (Coles, 2013) – includes career and technical education, 2-
year, or 4-year institutions of higher education  

postsecondary education participation – ever attending, currently enrolled in, or 
graduating from a postsecondary education program; postsecondary education 
participation, enrollment, and attendance are considered synonymous 

postsecondary education persistence – current enrollment in or completion of a 
postsecondary education program; postsecondary education persistence overlaps with 
postsecondary education participation and postsecondary education completion – 
however, not all individuals who participate in postsecondary education persist, and not 
all those who persist complete their postsecondary education programs 

postsecondary education completion – completing the program requirements in an area 
of study, such as earning a certificate, associate’s degree, or bachelor’s degree; 
postsecondary education completion, success, and graduation are considered 
synonymous 

profile point (Greenacre, 2016) – in multiple correspondence analysis, the location of a 
categorical variable mapped in dimensional space  

quantitize (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2010) – assigning quantitative values to qualitative 
data 

resources (Mitra, 2006) – from the capability approach; commodities such as food or 
money; in this study may include accommodations provided by a postsecondary 
institution, financial support, or resources accessed through service providers; interact 
with the environment and personal characteristics to impact a person’s capabilities 

transferability (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009) – how interpretations from a study may 
provide insights into other contexts or situations; includes population, ecological, 
temporal, and theoretical/conceptual transferability 
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transformative paradigm (Cram & Mertens, 2015; Mertens, 2012) – philosophical 
approach to research that holds the primary purpose of research is to promote social 
justice 

specialized school – a separate school serving only students with disabilities 

squared angle cosines (Greenacre, 2016) – can be used as a measure of the quality of 
profile points mapped into two-dimensional maps; profile points that are well-represented 
have more than 50% of their inertia represented by the two axes (i.e., the sum of the 
squared cosines for a profile point on the two axes is greater than 0.50.) 

supplementary categories (Greenacre, 2016) – in multiple correspondence analysis, 
demographic or other variables (e.g., age, gender) can be included as supplementary 
categories that are superimposed on the map to explore their associations with the 
mapped profile points 
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Appendix B: Semi-structured Interview Protocol 

Introduction: 

Thank you so much for your interest in this study. Is it okay with you if I record this? 
(Allow time for response.) How are you doing? (Allow time for informal conversation.) 

Before we get started, I wanted to give you a little more information about myself. I’m a 
student at George Washington University, working on a degree in special education. I 
was a special education teacher at a charter school and an assistant principal at a public 
school for students with disabilities. I’d like to learn more about your experiences in high 
school and postsecondary education to help us do a better job in schools. You’re the 
expert about these things; I want to learn from you. Do you have any questions about my 
background or why I’m doing this study? (Allow time for questions and discussion.) 

I also wanted to remind you that I’ll be transcribing our interview – so writing it down 
word for word. If you’re willing, I will give you a copy of the transcript so that you can 
read it to see if there is anything else you want to add or clarify.  

When I write up ideas for my dissertation, and possibly journal articles, I might use 
examples from your interview, but I’ll change any details so that it’s unlikely you can be 
identified. [If applicable: You should also know that I will be sharing my findings with 
your high school, but – again – identifying information will be changed.] Do you have 
any questions about what I’ll be doing with the information you share in this interview? 
(Allow time for questions and discussion.) 

Of course, you are welcome to stop the interview or withdraw from the study at any time. 
Are you still interested in participating? (Allow time for response.) 

Interview questions: 

I’m conducting these interviews because I’m interested in learning more about the 
educational experiences of young adults with disabilities or differences go on to 
participate in postsecondary education programs.  

1. How would you describe yourself? (Would you describe yourself as having a 
disability? A difference? No disability or difference?) 

I’d like to start by asking you some questions about your kindergarten through high 
school experiences, focusing mostly on your experiences in high school.  

2. In a couple of sentences, can you give me an overview of your schooling from 
elementary school to postsecondary education? (Where did you go to 
elementary/middle/high school? What kind of school was it? What type of 
postsecondary program did you attend? For how long?) 
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3. When did you first realize you wanted to pursue postsecondary education? 
(When did you become aware of your postsecondary options? How did you 
become aware? Did anyone else in your life talk about postsecondary education? 
What did they say?) 

4. When you think back to high school, what high school experiences do you 
feel helped prepare you to persist in postsecondary education? (Did you have 
any important teachers or participate in any important classes or programs? How 
did you plan for postsecondary education? What role did your family play? How 
did these experiences prepare you?) 

5. Were there any high school experiences that you felt held you back from 
persisting in postsecondary education? [Or: Are there any experiences you 
think would have helped you be better prepared?] (Were there any classes you 
wished you had taken? Social experiences you wish you’d had?) 

6. Can you describe your path from high school to postsecondary education? 
(How did you pick your postsecondary program? Was there anything special you 
had to do to prepare before you arrived for your first day?) 

Now I’d like to ask you some questions more specifically about your experiences in your 
postsecondary education program.  

7. Can you describe the postsecondary education program you are 
attending/attended? (What is the focus of the program/what is your major? How 
long is the program? Do you anticipate earning a certificate or degree when you 
complete the program – if so, what kind? Are you living on campus?)  

8. When you got to your postsecondary program, was it like you expected it to 
be? (What were you prepared for? What was challenging? Were you prepared to 
deal with those challenges? How?) 

9. What postsecondary experiences supported your persistence in your 
program? (Did you receive any helpful accommodations? Were there any 
environmental factors that were important? Were there important professors, 
peers, classes, or programs?) 

10. Were there any postsecondary experiences that you felt held you back from 
persisting in postsecondary education? [Or: Are there any experiences you 
think would have helped you be better prepared?] (Did you feel academically 
prepared? Socially prepared? Was the environment appropriate for your needs?) 

11. What advice would you give other students with disabilities or learning 
differences who are thinking about continuing on to postsecondary education 
programs? 
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12. When you think about the future, how important is postsecondary education 
to you?  

13. Is there anything else you think is important for me to know about your 
experiences?  
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Appendix C: Survey Instrument 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. As explained in the consent form 
you completed prior to our interview, your responses will be kept confidential. Your 
honest and thoughtful responses will improve the quality of this research and make it 
more useful to schools and your peers.  
 
This survey has four parts: 

Part 1: Background/Demographics 
Part 2: High School Experiences 
Part 3: Self-determination 
Part 4: Disability Identification 

 
It will probably take about 15 minutes to complete this survey.  
 

Part 1: Background/Demographics 
This section will ask you questions about your background. Please take the time to 
respond to each question, even if we discussed it during our interview.  
 

1. What is your age?  
• 18 
• 19 
• 20 
• 21 
• 22 
• 23 
• 24 
• 25-30 
• 31-35 
• 35 or older 

2. What is your gender?  
• Female 
• Male 
• Other: [fill in option] 

3. What is your race or ethnicity? (check all that apply) 
• American Indian or Alaska Native  
• Asian 
• Black or African American  
• Hispanic 
• Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 
• White 
• Other: [fill in option] 

4. What is your current status in your postsecondary program?  
• Currently enrolled in my 3rd year 
• Currently enrolled in my 4th year 
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• Currently enrolled in a different year: [fill in option to specify] 
• Completed 
• Have not completed and no longer enrolled 

5. What year do you anticipate completing your program? [skip logic – appears only 
if participant responded that s/he is “currently enrolled” in question 4; fill in] 

6. What, if any, disability did you have in high school? (Please select all that apply.) 
• Autism 
• Other health impairment  
• Physical impairment 
• Specific learning disability 
• Other: [fill in option] 
• I did not have a disability in high school.  

7. Do you consider yourself to have a disability currently?  
• Yes 
• No 

8. What is your disability? [skip logic – appears only if participant answers “yes” to 
question 5; fill in] 

 
Part 2: High School Experiences 

This section will ask you questions about your high school experiences. Please take the 
time to respond to each question, even if we discussed it during our interview. 

 
1. Did you participate in job shadowing, work-study, apprenticeships, or internships 

while in high school?  
• Yes 
• No 
• Not applicable; my school did not offer these opportunities.  

 
2. About how many of your classes in high school included opportunities to develop 

career awareness (i.e., learning about the skills you need for different jobs, 
matching a career to your strengths and interests) 

• More than half of my classes 
• About half of my classes 
• Less than half of my classes 
• None of my classes included career awareness opportunities 

 
3. About how many of your classes in high school included instruction in 

independent living skills (e.g., financial planning, home maintenance, accessing 
community services)? 

• More than half of my classes 
• About half of my classes 
• Less than half of my classes 
• None of my classes included instruction in independent living skills 
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4. About how many of your classes in high school included instruction in self-
determination (i.e., problem solving, setting goals, self-advocacy)? 

• More than half of my classes 
• About half of my classes 
• Less than half of my classes 
• None of my classes included instruction in self-determination  

 
5. About how many how many of your classes in high school included instruction in 

social skills (e.g., communication, body language, social interactions)? 
• More than half of my classes 
• About half of my classes 
• Less than half of my classes 
• None of my classes included instruction in social skills 

 
6. Did you participate in transition planning that helped you prepare for achieving 

your post-high school goals, including postsecondary education, employment or 
independent living? 

• Yes 
• No 
• Not applicable; my school did not offer transition planning 

 
7. How involved were your parents or caregivers in working with the school to help 

you plan for your transition to postsecondary education (e.g., providing support, 
attending meetings, advocating)?  

• They were too involved; I felt like I couldn’t make my own decisions. 
• They were involved at the right level for me. 
• I wish they had been more involved.  

 
8. How much support did you receive from a network of people (e.g., teachers, 

service providers, counselors)? 
• Too much support 
• The right amount of support 
• I wish I had received more support 

 
9. Some high school students work with agencies outside of their school (e.g., 

Vocational Rehabilitation, community organizations, mental health 
professionals). If you worked with outside agencies, about how often did the 
school and these agencies communicate?  

• About once every month or more often 
• A couple of times per year 
• About once per year 
• Very rarely or never 
• Not applicable; I did not work with outside agencies.  
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Part 3: Self-determination 
Please answer these questions about how you go about getting what you want or need. 
This may occur at school, or after school, or it could be related to your friends, your 
family, or a job or hobby you have. 
 
This is not a test. There are no right or wrong answers.  
 
1. I know what I need, what I like, and what I’m good at. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
2. I set goals to get what I want or need. I think about what I am good at when I do 
this. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
3. I figure out how to meet my goals. I make plans and decide what I should do. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
4. I begin working on my plans to meet my goals as soon as possible. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
5. I check how I’m doing when I’m working on my plan. If I need to, I ask others 
what they think of how I’m doing. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
6. If my plan doesn’t work, I try another one to meet my goals. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
7. I feel good about what I like, what I want, and what I need to do. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
8. I believe that I can set goals to get what I want. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
9. I like to make plans to meet my goals. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
10. I like to begin working on my plans right away. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
11. I like to check on how well I’m doing in meeting my goals. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
12. I am willing to try another way if it helps me to meet my goals. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
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13. People at school listen to me when I talk about what I want, what I need, or what 
I’m good at. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
14. People at school let me know that I can set my own goals to get what I want or 
need. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
15. At school, I have learned how to make plans to meet my goals and to feel good 
about them. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
16. People at school encourage me to start working on my plans right away. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
17. I have someone at school who can tell me if I am meeting my goals. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
18. People at school understand when I have to change my plan to meet my goals. 
They offer advice and encourage me when I’m doing this. 

Never 1 2 3 4 5 Always 
 
 

Part 3: Disability Identification 
This questionnaire is about how people who experience disability self-identify and 
communicate about their disability experiences.   
  
For this section, please respond to each of the following statements by clicking the 
number that best describes your present level of agreement or disagreement with each 
statement. Please respond to each statement openly and honestly - there are no right or 
wrong answers. 
 
1. Being a member of the disabled community is central to my identity. 
 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7         Strongly Agree 
 
2. Being a part of a group of people who have disabilities is important to me. 
 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7         Strongly Agree 
 
3. I’m glad to be a member of the disability community. 
 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7         Strongly Agree 
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4. I want to remain a member of the disabled community. 
 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7         Strongly Agree 
 
5. I want other people to know that I’m a person with a disability. 
 
Strongly Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 6 7         Strongly Agree 
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Appendix D: Example Matrix  

 

 Emergent Themes Supplementary Variables 

ID A B C D E Smooth 
Transition SD DI Physical 

1 No No No Yes No No High High Yes 

2 No No Yes Yes No Yes High High Yes 

3 No No Yes No Yes No High LM Yes 

4 No Yes No No No Yes High LM No 

5 Yes Yes No Yes No No Moderate High No 

6 Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes High LM No 

Note. LM = low to moderate; Physical = physical disability. Example matrix of how data 
were quantitized. Letters A-E represent themes that emerged during qualitative data 
analysis. These themes are meant to be illustrative; the actual number of themes emerged 
through data analysis. 
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