
Employment of Students with Intellectual Disability in College and Beyond

INTRODUCTION
Students with intellectual disability are increasingly 
attending college and working while completing their 
studies. To complement the academic programming, 
Transition and Postsecondary Programs for Students with 
Intellectual Disabilities (TPSIDs) provide employment 
services and supports to students enrolled in the program. 
One common approach TPSIDs use is supporting students 
in securing paid and unpaid internships and other work 
experiences both on and off campus.

Work-based learning has been well-established in the 
literature as a means to improved employment outcomes 
– specifically for youth in high school. Nearly 20 years ago 
Benz, Yovanoff, and Doren (1997) established that work-
based learning “lies at the core of an effective school-
to-work program” (p. 160). More recently, the National 
Technical Assistance Center on Transition (formerly the 
National Secondary Transition Technical Assistance Center) 
identified predictors of postschool outcomes and found that 
correlational evidence exists that links paid employment/
work experience to educational and employment outcomes 
for youth with disabilities (Test, Fowler, & Kohler, 2013).

How are TPSID programs approaching employment services 
and supports for students in the postsecondary setting? The 
National Coordinating Center at Think College conducted 
a qualitative study to gain deeper knowledge and insight 
regarding the practices used by TPSIDs to support students 
with intellectual disability in obtaining paid employment.

METHODS
We conducted four online focus groups with a total of 14 
TPSID staff knowledgeable about employment services, and 
asked them about:

• The role of TPSID programs related to paid employment
• Strategies used to support students in obtaining  

paid jobs

• Unpaid versus paid career development experiences
• The role of internal and external organizations
• The sufficiency of the level of focus in the TPSIDs on 

paid employment

For this study, a sample was drawn from TPSID programs 
with eight or more students enrolled in 2015-2016 that 
met the inclusion criteria: the percentage of students in the 
program with paid jobs was greater than 33%. Of the 15 
eligible programs, 14 agreed to participate.

A pre-focus group survey was sent to obtain informed 
consent and gather information on the role, professional 
qualifications, and experience of the TPSID employment 
staff, as well as the staffing structure around employment. 
Four 60-90-minute online focus group sessions were 
held, and questions were sent in advance. All sessions 
were recorded and transcribed. Analysis was conducted 
using Atlas.ti. Coding and memoing were each done by 
different sets of researchers using deductive and inductive 
thematic analysis.

KEY FINDINGS
Focus group participants’ responses could be organized 
under four overarching topical areas that emerged across 
discussions. These included:

GOALS AND EXPECTATIONS: Overall, there was 
consensus across focus group participants on the goals 
and expectations for employment of TPSID students. 
Most participants agreed that college can be a critical 
part of the path toward adulthood, community living, 
and independence; and employment is part of that. And 
further, students with intellectual disability (ID) should have 
experiences in college and expectations for employment 
that mirror their peers without ID.

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXTS: Contexts vary widely, 
based on the type of institution, the structure of the TPSID 
program, and how connected the program is to outside 
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GOALS AND EXPECTATIONS
What are the goals and 
expectations of TPSID staff 
about employment for students 
with intellectual disability?

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXTS 
What internal entities, systems, 
and structures at the university 
or college are relevant to the 
employment of students with 
intellectual disability?

EXTERNAL ENTITIES
What kinds of external 
entities play a role 
in developing paid 
employment for students 
attending TPSIDs?

ACTIVITIES AND 
SERVICES
What employment-related 
activities and services are 
provided by TPSIDs?
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entities. Access to existing services/departments 
– including the use of campus career centers, 
connections to service learning through academic 
courses, or departmental employment opportunities 
for TPSID students - impacts TPSID employment 
practices and potential collaboration.

EXTERNAL ENTITIES: TPSIDs may facilitate 
student engagement with outside entities such as 
state agencies (Vocational Rehabilitation; IDD) or 
other employment service providers (community 
rehabilitation providers). In some cases, the TPSID 
program staff simply provides a referral to an 
external entity, and in others there is an intentional or 
structured partnership between the TPSID program 
and an outside agency. Engagement with businesses 
as an external entity was a key point of discussion, 
however, little consistency was evident in the TPSID 
program approaches to engaging businesses around 
employment of TPSID students – either during or 
after college.

ACTIVITIES AND SERVICES: Programs vary in 
terms of the structure of employment services, 
whether there are set sequences (and how those 
proceed), and whether paid employment during 
college is expected or not. TPSIDs reported a large 
range of activities and services, including: career 
planning, job search and “soft” skills training, unpaid 
work activities (e.g., job shadowing), internships (paid 
and unpaid), jobs that are only paid by TPSID, on-
campus jobs (career-oriented and not), or integrated 
competitive employment.
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CONCLUSION
Among TPSID employment staff participating in the focus 
group, there was a high degree of consistency around 
the mission and goals of employment for the programs’ 
students. One focus group participant described the 
program’s focus on employment:

I appreciate the emphasis on competitive, 
meaningful employment, that we want our students 
to be in a field that they enjoy, that they can build a 
career…. It’s not about just making a paycheck. It’s 
being supported. It’s having your community. I mean 
it’s why any of us stay at the job we’re at or why we 
choose to go somewhere else.… It’s an important 
goal that we should all be focused on. [1:68]

However, there was significant variability across 
programs in how to achieve those goals. Even more 
broadly, there is great variability across TPSID programs 
with regards to the nature of the relationship between 
the TPSID programs and the students served with each 
internal or external entity. This constellation changes 
as we look across TPSID programs – and there is wide 
variability in roles and expectations of each individual 
component, which ultimately shapes the employment 
experience for TPSID students. What remains unknown 
is the impact on outcomes.

These focus group findings provide a snapshot description 
of the complex nature of designing, implementing, and 
providing employment services to students with ID in 
higher education.


