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Abstract: Traditionally, youth with learning, cognitive, and intellectual disabilities (LCID) have not been given
the option of participating in and thus benefiting from a postsecondary education. There are school districts and
community colleges across the country, however, that are creating opportunities for these youth to have the option
of meaningful participation in a postsecondary education while still in secondary school (i.e., Dual Enroll-
ment). The present study involved a national survey of 25 postsecondary education options that support youth
with LCID in postsecondary education while still enrolled in secondary school as an empirical foundation for
future research on these service models. The main findings indicate that although most programs provide some
combination of “life-skills” training and community-based instruction combined with employment training,
some innovative service models (i.e., Inclusive Programs) focus primarily on inclusive postsecondary educa-
tional services for students with LCID. Inclusive programs tend to be relatively new, to serve fewer individuals
than other service models, and are more collaborative (i.e., high schools, colleges and adult service agencies
support students). Main survey findings are presented and discussed, followed by detailed profiles of six
programs, and recommendations for future research are presented.

There is a dearth of information on postsec-
ondary programs and services for youth with
learning, cognitive, and intellectual disabili-

ties (LCID) and minimal data on the effective-
ness of the options that do exist, in relation-
ship to postsecondary outcomes (Neubert,
Moon, Grigal, & Redd, 2001). Practitioners
and family members who have developed pro-
grams and services typically have done so in
isolation, on a case-by-case basis, and without
the benefit of lessons learned from evidence-
based practices that support students. Thus,
there is a need to identify programs and ser-
vices on a national level that support youth
with LCID in postsecondary education set-
tings. A true test of any educational system is
how well its students fare—not only in class-
rooms, but also in employment and commu-
nity life, long after they have left school. Com-
munity College offers students from diverse
stations in life the opportunity to begin ca-
reers in their chosen fields by helping them
identify and achieve their individual goals and
in making a difference in their lives. This
paper describes preliminary results of a na-
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tionwide survey of 25 programs for students
with LCID that allow them to earn high school
credits as they simultaneously earn commu-
nity college credits to secure a high school
diploma, using funds allowed under the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

The need for creative options for youth with
LCID is evident when examining the large
number of individuals experiencing poor
postsecondary outcomes. In the 2000-01
school year, 8.8% of the population (approx-
imately 6 million 6- through 21-year olds) re-
ceived special education services under IDEA,
Part B (Office of Special Education Programs,
OSEP, 2002). The 24th Annual Report to
Congress cited that 29.4% of students with
disabilities dropped out of high school in the
1999-2000 school year (OSEP), as opposed to
10.9% of all 16- through 24-year olds (Na-
tional Center for Educational Statistics, NCES,
2001). In terms of postsecondary outcomes,
individuals with disabilities aged 18-64, expe-
rience an employment rate of 32%, compared
with a rate of 81% for their non-disabled peers
(National Organization on Disability, 2000).
As for wages earned, the second National Lon-
gitudinal Transition Study (NLTS2, 2003) re-
vealed that, over the last ten years, youth with
mental retardation exiting secondary school
“were the only disability category not to expe-
rience a significant increase in earning more
than minimum wage.” This same study found
that youth with disabilities from higher-in-
come households are more likely to work than
those from lower-income households and,
furthermore, that “improvements in employ-
ment outcomes over time were least apparent
for lower-income youth with disabilities”
(NLTS2). Thus is perpetuated a cycle of low
employment, reduced independence and a
lower standard of living, especially for lower-
income youth with disabilities, in comparison
to peers without disabilities.

On February 1, 2001, President George W.
Bush announced the New Freedom Initia-
tive–a comprehensive program to promote
the full participation of people with disabili-
ties in all areas of society by increasing access
to assistive and universally designed technolo-
gies, expanding educational and employment
opportunities, and promoting increased ac-
cess into daily community life. The purpose of
this initiative is to improve opportunities for

individuals with disabilities so that they can
live, work and learn in their communities.
Creatively designed postsecondary education
is one way that people with LCID can improve
their ultimate employability.

Postsecondary education is one of the best
ways for individuals in general to enhance
their employability (U.S. Department of La-
bor, 1999; NCES, 1999). Increasingly in the
information age, postsecondary education is a
necessity (McGrath & Van Buskirk, 1999), a
vital part of preparing for a career (Stodden &
Dowrick, 2000), and is closely related to over-
all lifetime earnings and economic self-suffi-
ciency, two hallmarks of successful employ-
ment (Henderson, 1999; Kaye, 1998).
Traditionally, individuals with LCID have
been excluded from postsecondary education,
despite the fact that persons who do partici-
pate are more likely to become competitively
employed in the community (Gilmore, Schus-
ter, Zafft, & Hart, 2001; Hart, Zafft, & Zim-
brich, 2001). In fact, completion of any type of
postsecondary education (e.g., one college
course or a certificate program) significantly
improves the chance of an individual securing
meaningful employment (Zafft, Hart, & Zim-
brich, 2004).

Only 37% of all students with a disability
who have graduated from high school enter
into some type of postsecondary education,
compared to 78% of all high school graduates
(Blackorby & Wagner, 1996). Typically, stu-
dents with LCID either drop out of school or
remain in special education programs beyond
their eighteenth birthday, while their non-dis-
abled peers graduate and go on to college,
technical school, or full time employment.
Given the importance of postsecondary edu-
cation in today’s economy, the limited partic-
ipation of students with LCID in postsecond-
ary education and the lack of opportunities to
gain requisite technical skills, the need to im-
prove access to postsecondary education and
to enhance the level of interaction between
young adults with disabilities and their peers
without disabilities is evident. This need has
prompted a growing interest in the develop-
ment of relevant programs and services at the
college level for youth with LCID who remain in
high school beyond their eighteenth birthday.

Provision of educational services and sup-
ports in age-appropriate settings for youth in
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their latter years of secondary school (i.e.,
ages 18–21) may be accomplished through
dual enrollment in a community college. This
approach provides opportunities for youth to
earn a high school diploma while pursuing
postsecondary education, to develop employ-
ment skills and career connections, to improve
access to peers without disabilities—thereby
expanding their social networks, and to im-
prove chances to transfer to four-year colleges.

Throughout the United States, youth with-
out disabilities, usually considered academi-
cally able, take advantage of dual enrollment
options. However, youth with disabilities who
struggle to earn their high school diplomas
are not afforded the same opportunities. Sta-
tistics indicate graduation rates for youth with
disabilities lag behind their non-disabled
peers (OSEP, 2001). Graduation rates are low-
est for students with mental retardation
(41.7%) and students with emotional distur-
bance (41.9%).

Lack of a high school diploma obviously
restricts opportunities to pursue postsecond-
ary education, whether programs are aca-
demic or vocational. Additionally, without a
high school diploma, youth with disabilities
are not able to take advantage of federal aid
programs offered to youth that have earned
traditional high school diplomas (e.g., Pell
grants). Students who earn a GED or who do
not have a high school diploma can qualify for
federal student aid if they pass approved “abil-
ity to benefit” tests, such as the COMPASS
series (Free Application for Federal Student
Aid, nd). These exams are standard paper and
pencil-type tests, however, and thus inaccessi-
ble to many students with a disability.

Thus, dual enrollment, a relatively new phe-
nomenon for students with LCID, allows them
to complete high school while attending com-
munity college with same-aged peers and pur-
suing an academic or vocational curriculum in
an inclusive setting. Dual enrollment permits
students with disabilities to remain eligible for
services under the IDEA to age 21, if deemed
appropriate by their Individual Education
Program (IEP) team. Under IDEA, students
with disabilities are no longer eligible for spe-
cial education services when they graduate
from high school or, if the state allows, when
they reach the age of 21, whichever comes
first. Dual enrollment not only facilitates high

school graduation to postsecondary education
settings, but also has the potential to encour-
age collaboration among various service sys-
tems, such as Vocational Rehabilitation, One-
Stop Career Centers, the Social Security
Administration and other human services
agencies.

This paper describes initial findings of a
nationwide survey of 25 dual enrollment pro-
grams for students with LCID that incorporate
the use of educational services and supports.
For this paper, the phrase, “students with sig-
nificant learning, cognitive, and intellectual
disabilities” refers to those students whose dis-
ability significantly impacts ability to access
the general curriculum without a strong sys-
tem of educational supports and services. Stu-
dents with developmental disabilities such as
autism are included in this definition as are
students with mental illnesses and emotional
disturbances.

Method

Participants

Programs across the United States (N � 25)
that use innovative strategies to support the
dual enrollment of high school students with
disabilities in academic or vocational college
courses were surveyed. These programs serve
students who have been labeled by their
school systems as having LCID (e.g., signifi-
cant learning disability, cognitive disability or
a developmental disability, such as mental re-
tardation or autism), and who range in age
from 18 to 21 years old. The programs repre-
sent a variety of geographic areas (e.g., Cali-
fornia, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan,
Kentucky, and New York).

Initially, a telephone survey of 40 college
programs was conducted to identify those that
served youth with LCID, ages 18–21, still en-
rolled in public school but receiving services
on a college campus (i.e., students dually en-
rolled in high school and college). The se-
lected programs were identified through post-
ings on two national listservs related to youth
with disabilities in higher education (A
Choice for Everyone, and Disabled Student
Services in Higher Education), a database of
programs from the University of Kansas Grad-
uate College of Education, and the National
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Center for the Study of Postsecondary Educa-
tional Supports at the University of Hawaii at
Manoa. Although 40 support programs were
initially identified, only 25 of these programs
met selection criteria for this survey of serving
dual enrolled students with LCID, ages 18 to 21.

Results

Programs surveyed typically fell into one of
three categories of postsecondary education
models: substantially separate, mixed, and inclu-
sive.

Substantially separate program. Frequently,
these programs are referred to as “life skills”
or transition programs. This report is only
reporting on those programs that are based
on the college campus but it should be noted
that they are also found in community-based
settings. Students who attend these programs
typically do not have ongoing sustained inter-
action with the general student body and they
do not have the option of taking standard
college courses with peers that do not have
disabilities. The curriculum is primarily fo-
cused on “life skills,” community-based in-
struction, and rotation through a limited
number of employment slots (e.g., mainte-
nance, food preparation, filing), either on or
off campus, which provide some semblance of
work experience for participants.

Mixed program. These are transition pro-
grams that are housed on college campuses.
The difference between this kind of program
and the substantially separate category is that
students have some interaction with typical
students (e.g., in the cafeteria, at sporting
events). Most importantly, students have the
option of taking typical classes and being sup-
ported in inclusive college courses, even
though most of the curriculum is focused on
“life skills,” community-based instruction, and
rotation through a limited number of employ-
ment or work experience slots (e.g., mainte-
nance, food preparation, filing).

Inclusive, individual support model. Students
are provided with individualized services and
supports (e.g., educational coach, assistive
technology), which are needed to ensure ac-
cess to and progress in college courses, certif-
icate programs, internships, and/or degree
programs. All services are student centered,
based on student choices and preferences,

and inclusive of those available to the general
student body. Some programs also offer in-
ternships and employment related supports.

Of the 25 programs surveyed, 13 were
mixed programs, eight were inclusive pro-
grams, and four were substantially separate
programs. Services provided in mixed pro-
grams were most frequently offered in a sep-
arate setting or class, but students were per-
mitted and supported to take standard college
academic courses and participate in campus-
wide recreational and social activities. Overall,
the mixed program curricula tended to focus
on functional “life skills.”

On average, substantially separate programs
had been around longer (between 4 and 5
years) than either mixed programs (between 3
and 4 years) or inclusive programs (i.e., about
4 years). Of the combined number of mixed
and separate programs, 62.5% had been in
existence for more than 5 years (the oldest
being 16, 13, 12, and 10 years) and 37.5% had
been around for fewer than 5 years, while
43.5% of inclusive programs had been in op-
eration for fewer than 5 years.

Substantially separate programs tended to
be larger than either mixed or inclusive pro-
grams, with 60% having over 21 students and
some as many as 70 students, across multiple
classes. Mixed programs served an average of
between 11 and 15 students, and inclusive
programs served an average of between six to
10 students. All of the inclusive programs sur-
veyed had fewer than 15 students at any one
time.

Figure 1 identifies types of disability served
by the 25 community college programs. Al-
though most commonly served were students
with cognitive disabilities, programs overall
served students with a wide range of disabili-
ties.

Use of LEA funds is represented in Figure 2.
The most frequent use of school district/
IDEA funds was for transportation, at 95%.
Instructional assistants and vocational assess-
ment were identified as provided by 65% of
the school districts. There was a fairly even
distribution in the way funds were used by the
25 colleges programs.

Overall, 75% of the programs indicated that
they were involved in cost or resource-sharing:
78.6% of these costs were shared with their
Vocational Rehabilitation agency, 50% with
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their college’s Disability Services Office, and
42.9% with their Department of Mental Retar-
dation/Developmental Disabilities.

Figure 3 presents survey responses on bar-
riers. Overall, 61.1% of the 25 postsecondary
programs identified “attitude” as the most sig-
nificant barrier to overcome (e.g., students

with LCID do not belong in college; the cur-
riculum will be ‘watered down’). Barriers
listed under “other,” the second biggest cate-
gory, included: transportation, entrance stan-
dards, and a lack of transition planning. IEP
meetings were the most frequently cited
(68.18%) vehicle for determining if a college

Figure 1. Types of disability of students served by postsecondary education programs.

Figure 2. Use of LEA funds by postsecondary education programs.
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program is appropriate for a particular stu-
dent.

Discussion of Survey Results

Study results provide an initial data set on
postsecondary education programs as a rela-
tively new model of transition services for high
school youth, age 18-21, with LCID. What is
most innovative about these programs is they
expand the traditional concept of “transition”
from a one-dimensional employment model,
to a multi-dimensional model that includes
inclusive postsecondary education as an op-
tion for this student population. Dual enroll-
ment is not a new concept. What is new and
exciting is the application of dual enrollment
for students with LCID who historically have
not been afforded the option of a postsecond-
ary education. Moreover, access to postsec-
ondary education expands the opportunities
of students who have LCID to become in-
volved in the larger society, as an innovative
outcome of emerging social and public policy
(e.g., President Bush’s New Freedom Initia-
tive), and may increase employment opportu-
nities for these students. Further study is
needed to test this hypothesis.

Given that postsecondary education pro-
grams for youth with LCID are relatively re-
cent innovations, it is not surprising that only
25 programs were identified and qualified for
the present study. The number of programs
does not provide a sufficient sample size to
allow for detailed statistical analysis of differ-
ences in programmatic outcomes.

Program Profiles

Tables 1-6 highlight key features and promis-
ing practices of six programs that were re-
viewed. A representation of the mixed pro-
grams and inclusive, individual support
models is provided. Each review contains the
program name and structure, and a brief sum-
mary including type and age of students, over-
all program goals, funding information and
generic program data.

General Discussion

Given that postsecondary education options
for students with LCID are a relatively new
occurrence and are still far too rare, the
present survey provides foundation for future
research and provides examples of innovative
service models for practitioners and advo-
cates. First of all, as postsecondary education
programs develop, they must be identified
and surveyed, and similar efforts in Canada,
Australia, and Europe may be surveyed and
added to the discussion, both by way of com-
parison to national trends in the US and as a
resource for additional evidence-based prac-
tices from which to learn. This information
then needs to be compiled and made available
to educators and the general public through
linkage with national clearinghouses, associa-
tions, and relevant national centers (e.g.,
RRTC on the Study of Postsecondary Educa-
tion Supports, National Center on Secondary
Education and Transition, National Center
for Workforce Development).

Second, research on effectiveness of cur-
rent approaches must be undertaken, to de-
termine the relative success of each in assist-

Figure 3. Barriers to postsecondary education.
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ing youth with a wide range of LCID (e.g.,
emotional or psychiatric disabilities, mental
retardation, significant learning disability),
youth at-risk, and second language learners, to
accomplish any (or all) of the following; grad-
uate from high school, complete a certificate
program, graduate from a two-year college,
matriculate into a four-year college, identify
and develop a preferred career path, secure
meaningful, competitive and integrated em-
ployment of their own choosing, have friends,
become self-determined, and actively partici-
pate in a fulfilling life in the community at large.

Third, identification and research on effec-
tiveness of strategies, such as resource map-
ping, that support restructuring and realloca-
tion of existing resources to develop a
systemic infrastructure that supports all youth
in transition to postsecondary education and
employment must occur.

Finally, there is the need to identify policies
and practices that create barriers for youth
with LCID in gaining access to postsecondary
education (e.g., requirement for a diploma in
order to be eligible for financial aid, prereq-
uisite course requirements, and low expecta-
tions). ). Dual enrollment for students with
LCID promises to be a creative educational
option to improve graduation rates and attain-
ment of meaningful, competitive and inte-
grated employment.
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