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bACKgROUND

Opportunities for students with intellectual 

disabilities (ID) to attend college have been 

increasing over the past several years. Most of 

those postsecondary education options were developed 

as a local response to local needs. There has not been, 

until very recently, any federal guidance, or any organizing 

framework that was routinely followed in the development 

of these programs. Therefore, postsecondary education 

(PSE) programs were often developed in isolation from one 

another. As a result, program structures and the practices 

they use to support students vary widely. A national survey 

of programs conducted in 2009 confirmed this variance 

among existing PSE programs (Grigal, Hart, & Weir, 2012). 

Recent breakthroughs in the area of PSE for students 

with ID have begun to impact the way that programs are 

developed and implemented and evaluated, reducing the 

“silo” effect and allowing for common intent and measures 

of service. Promising practices and standards have been 

developed that can now be considered when building or 

enhancing PSE opportunities. The most important of these, 

the Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA) of 2008, 

created a new type of PSE program for students with ID 

called a Comprehensive Transition Program. This legislation 

provided guidance about the program components that 

must be present for enrolled students with ID to be eligible 

for certain forms of federal student aid (HEOA, 2008). 

The HEOA also authorized funding for comprehensive 

Transition Postsecondary Programs for Students with ID 

(TPSID) model demonstration projects across the United 

States. Additionally, a National Coordinating Center for 

these TPSID model projects was awarded to Think College, 

a project housed at the Institute for Community Inclusion at 

the University of Massachusetts Boston. 

As this field is swiftly changing, practices and policies are 

constantly evolving, as are the experiences of the students 

attending these programs. While national data derived from 

surveys or broad-scale evaluation efforts offer a “big picture” 

of what higher education is offering to students with ID, it can 

be difficult to get a sense of what is really happening on the 

ground. To address this issue, Think College staff visited five 

PSE programs that had participated in the national survey in 

2009 and had received TPSID model demonstration funding. 

The purpose of these site visits was to bring additional detail 

and nuance to what we know about PSE programs serving 

students with ID.

This monograph describes the background and structure 

of these PSE programs, and identifies promising practices 

that were observed or reported to have a positive effect on 

student outcomes (e.g., academic access, career development 

and employment, self-determination, community 

membership). Each profile contains descriptions of practices 

in one snapshot of time. Since the time of the site visits, 

practices may have evolved or modified, and new practices 

may have emerged. For more specific details or up to date 

descriptions, we advise directly going to the source - the five 

higher education initiatives that are profiled in this report. 

The profiles are in random order and thus order does not 

reflect any particular endorsement. Our hope is that the 

identification of these innovative/emerging practices can serve 

as a springboard to promote further policy, program, and 

resource development in order to expand postsecondary 

education opportunities and options for individuals with 

intellectual disability.

SITE SELECTION PROCESS

Each of the postsecondary education programs selected for 

site visits had responded to the national survey conducted by 

Think College in 2009. These institutions of higher education 

represent an array of program attributes (e.g., two-year college, 

four-year college or university, dual enrollment or college-

based transition program, new or pre-existing, provided/did 

not provide residential options) as well as geographic diversity. 

Participation in the site visit was voluntary, and the visits were 

completed at no cost to the programs. 
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SITE VISIT PROTOCOL
Prior to each site visit, program staff completed the online 

Think College Standards, Quality Indicators and 

Benchmarks Self-Assessment tool (see Appendix). The 

Think College Standards for Inclusive Higher Education use four 

standards as cornerstones of practice: Academic Access, Career 

Development, Campus Membership, and Self-Determination. 

These standards and associated quality indicators and 

benchmarks comprise what experts in the field have indicated 

are essential elements of quality practice. 

Another four standards—Integration with College Systems and 

Practices, Coordination and Collaboration, Sustainability, and 

Ongoing Evaluation—represent the interdependent elements 

of service, or programmatic infrastructure, necessary for the 

four cornerstones of practice to occur, be sustained over time, 

and result in desired outcomes. 

Together, these eight key elements represent a cohesive 

framework that supports the tenets of the HEOA while 

simultaneously acknowledging the individualized services that 

may be required by students with ID in PSE. Figure 1 depicts 

the overall conceptual framework, including the eight standards.

Programs selected for site visits provided Think College staff 

with written and online materials, including program brochures, 

application materials, video resources, and other documents 

and products related to their IHE’s initiative for students with 

intellectual disabilities. Site visits were structured to allow Think 

College staff to observe the level of implementation in the 

eight standard areas. 

During the one-day or two-day site visits, Think College 

personnel held interviews with key program and university 

staff (e.g., college president, program director/coordinator, 

program staff, faculty/instructors, deans, disability service 

personnel, mentors, coaches). Interview questions are 

included in the Appendix. A physical review was also 

conducted of the campus’s instructional environments, the 

program administration location, and other campus facilities 

used by the program, as well as on- and off-campus student 

residences, if applicable.

Completed profiles of each program include general 

information about the college or university and the physical 

location of the program, program history, and a discussion of 

the program’s practices related to each standard area, based 

on the results of the self-reported implementation scale and 

subsequent onsite observations and interviews. Observed 

or reported promising practices were noted at the end of 

each site visit and are discussed in more detail at the end of 

the monograph.

Figure 1: A Standards-Based Conceptual Framework

The following institutions of higher education were 

selected to participate in the site visits: 

1. Western Carolina University, a small state university in 
rural North Carolina

2. Taft College, a small community college in central 
California 

3. Keuka College, a small four-year college in upstate  
New York

4. University of Kentucky and Northern Kentucky 
University, two state universities in central and  
northern Kentucky

5. Highline Community College, a large community college 
south of Seattle, Washington
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Campus Setting and Physical Location of 
Program

Western Carolina University (WCU) is located in rural 

western North Carolina, in the Blue Ridge Mountains. A 

member of the University of North Carolina system, WCU 

is attended by approximately 9,000 students. The closest city 

is Asheville, NC, about 40 miles away. 

The University Participant (UP) Program has an office 

in the center of campus, in a building that also houses 

college admissions and the graduate school. The program 

space consists of a reception area, two computer nooks 

where students can work on online learning activities or 

homework, and offices for the program director, program 

coordinator, career development coordinator, faculty liaison/

outreach coordinator, administrative assistant, and graduate 

assistants. 

Students participating in the UP Program come to this 

office to use the computer or meet with staff—there are 

no group meetings or classes held here. The program also 

has additional space for alternative testing and quiet study. 

Program participants live in on-campus dormitories within 

the university residence halls under the same university 

policies that apply to all WCU students. 

Program Description 

The UP Program is a two-year, on-campus living and learning 

experience for adults with intellectual disabilities. It is an 

approved Comprehensive Transition Program, and therefore 

is able to offer financial aid to its students. The goal of the 

program is to facilitate transition from secondary school to 

adult life through education, employment, and independent 

living.

WCU undergraduate students provide paid and unpaid 

support to facilitate participants living on campus, attending 

classes, engaging in social and recreational activities, 

becoming involved in student organizations, and developing 

friendships. Students audit college courses as part of the 

UP Program, and are required to pay fees for these courses 

as well as other university costs (e.g., housing, meal plan, 

student activities). Students attending WCU through the UP 

Program are not eligible for a degree from the university 

and are not eligible to earn college credit.

During the two-year program, participants are expected 

to complete the requirements of the UP Certificate of 

Accomplishment through the University’s Division of 

Continuing Education. The certificate includes five program 

components: 

•	WCU college course access 

•	Personal development skills 

•	Community participation skills 

•	Vocational preparation skills 

•	Social participation and learning 

The specific activities in each of these component areas 

vary by student, as each student’s program is based on 

an Individual Plan for College Participation (IPCP). At the 

end of the two-year period, participants are eligible for 

Western Carolina University’s University 
Participant Program • Cullowhee, North Carolina

Masthead from the Western Carolina University website: www.wcu.edu/
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a Certificate of Accomplishment from WCU Continuing 

Education based on the following criteria:

•	Completion of 1,800 hours of learning activities over a 

four-semester period (450 hours per semester) 

•	Achievement of at least 80% of the objectives per 

semester within each component of the IPCP 

•	Recommendation for a UP Certificate of 

Accomplishment by the UP Director and UP 

Coordinator and the UP Program Steering Committee

Adapted from the UP website: http://www.wcu.edu/29292.asp

Program History

The UP Program began in 2007 as an idea generated 

during a class discussion on inclusive programs and 

services for individuals with intellectual disabilities beyond 

high school. This discussion took place in a Special 

Education graduate class taught by the current UP 

Program director. A student in the class, who is now the 

program coordinator, enlisted her professor’s support and 

began a pilot program in fall 2007 with one participant. 

The pilot program expanded to include a second participant 

over the next two years (2008–2009). The initial participant 

received the first UP Certificate of Accomplishment in 

spring 2009 and the second in spring 2010. 

In 2010, the UP Program received a three-year $100,000 

grant from the Wal-Mart Foundation School-to-

Community Transition Project in collaboration with the 

Arc of Haywood County. The grant allowed the program 

to serve four participants from surrounding counties, and 

to expand the mentoring component of the program, with 

WCU student volunteers supporting UP Program students 

in classes, in residential halls, and at social events.

In October 2010, the UP Program received a five-year 

federal grant from the Office of Postsecondary Education 

to serve as a model demonstration program. This allowed 

the program to serve eight participants and create 

replication sites at community colleges and universities 

across North Carolina. 

The federal funding also allowed students beyond local 

regions to attend, and freed up the Wal-Mart Foundation 

grant funds to provide scholarships. The federal grant 

funding also added staff to the project: an administrative 

assistant, a career development coordinator, and a faculty 

liaison/outreach coordinator. In addition, the grant provided 

funding for other colleges in North Carolina to replicate 

the UP model. As of February 2012, replication sites 

had been established at Alamance Community College, 

Central Piedmont Community College, Western Piedmont 

Community College, and Appalachian State University.

Observations Related to the  
Think College Standards

Academic Access

Students in the UP Program take college courses aligned with 

their career goals, determined through a person-centered 

planning process. There is a focus on career and employment; 

students can take courses at the local community college, 

where there are courses more directly related to their career 

goals (e.g., landscape maintenance, early childhood education). 

However, most students take WCU courses (2–3 per 

semester). Since the program’s inception, students have taken 

approximately 68 different WCU courses. 

A teacher who had taught several of the participants in 

classes such as Folk Dance, Physical Education, and Health 

and Safety was interviewed during the site visit. She was very 

supportive, and reported enjoying having the students in 

her classes. “Content is difficult to modify,” she said, “but it is 

worth it.” 

When asked about challenges, this instructor stated that 

when the class included some type of competitive activity 

(she used Disc Golf as an example), the other students 

could sometimes be somewhat aggravated by the struggles 

a student with disability might have keeping up. However, 

she reported that she used those as teaching moments with 

the other students in the class.

The program employs a faculty liaison (new position as of 

fall 2011). The instructor indicated that the addition of this 

person has helped to make the appropriate accommodations 

in her classes. In addition to their college classes, students 

with ID receive instruction from program staff and/or peer 

http://www.wcu.edu/29292.asp
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mentors in career development and independent living skills. 

This instruction is offered primarily through an independent 

study via Blackboard modules, conducted at each student’s 

own pace, or through individual meetings with their peer 

mentors and program staff. 

At the time of the site visit, program staff were planning a 

new “life skills” course that would be offered to UP Program 

participants, with two sections divided by gender. The staff 

saw a need for instruction in sexuality and relationship issues, 

as well as more mundane hygiene issues (brushing teeth, 

shaving, washing face and hands). Plans are to engage students 

without disabilities to participate, a “reverse mainstreaming” 

idea using members of college fraternities and sororities. 

Career Development 

All students have jobs on campus as part of their certificate 

program, and are supported by the career development 

coordinator to obtain jobs related to their interests. During 

the site visit, students were observed at internships at day care 

centers, the football stadium, and in the student athletic facility. 

All the job sites appeared to be very supportive, with staff 

who were invested in providing a good learning experience for 

the students with disabilities. There was genuine regard for the 

students and what they brought to each job. 

Students in the UP Program participate in rotations in jobs 

on campus. They may work at a job for a maximum of 

one year, as the program has a goal of offering a number 

of different job opportunities to students. Most positions 

are on campus and are unpaid. For students in their final 

semester in the program, there is a goal to obtain paid or 

unpaid internships in their home communities.

The program employs a career development coordinator 

who develops job adaptations to help students be more 

independent at work. In their last semester, students focus 

on transferring to paid jobs, with the support of a staff 

member who focuses on this transition to community living 

and work. Students receive follow-up support for one year 

after graduation.

The UP Program has not yet used AmeriCorps or other 

service learning opportunities for the participants. 

Campus membership

The program uses over 230 unpaid student volunteers to 

provide support for academic classes, social activities on and 

off campus, and life in the residence halls. Student volunteers 

sign up for times to volunteer via an online scheduling 

program. Due to the individualized nature of the supports, the 

need for day-time and night-time supports and the availability 

of each student volunteer, the program is able to use all the 

volunteers at different times throughout the semester. 

During the site visit, students attending the UP Program 

were observed chatting with other students in the cafeteria. 

When they were asked to come meet for lunch, it took 

awhile to locate them as they were all around campus. The 

fact that students are living on campus in dorm rooms with 

students without disabilities allows for good connections to 

be made for social events. 

Self-Determination

The program uses a person-centered planning approach, 

and holds meetings regularly. Making choices and exploring 

career interests are 

supported and encouraged 

through those meetings. 

The program creates 

detailed schedules for 

students that fulfill their 

needs for supervision 

and structure, while also 

offering freedom and free 

time. The program holds 

activities that are planned 

specifically for the UP 

students, but these activities 

are always optional. There 

are a number of rules 

related to doing laundry, eating healthy foods, exercising, 

and keeping rooms clean. These rules are motivated by a 

desire to assist students in living a healthy lifestyle. However, 

they may impede on true self-determination in those areas, 

because the required behaviors are closely monitored by 

staff, rather than student-driven. 
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Integration with College Systems and 
Practices

This is a core philosophy and practice of the UP Program: 

they strive to have no separate procedures or systems that 

are set up solely for program participants. Students take 

part in typical course registration (they register early as 

an accommodation arranged through disability services), 

housing selection, and all aspects of the college calendar. The 

only variation is that they do not participate in Final Exams 

Week, as they are auditing the courses. 

Participants are given the option to choose how much 

course involvement they want, including how many projects 

they will complete and how many tests they will take. 

Each student works with Disability Services to arrange 

accommodations for courses. Every student has a campus 

ID card and access to all that provides. They use the college 

Blackboard system to do independent study in career and 

personal development in order to meet their IPCP goals.

Through the efforts of the Student Government Association, 

who helped initiate and follow through with a petition 

with more than 1375 signatures, and a forum with 160 

attendees, resolutions were approved for full participation in 

commencement ceremonies beginning in spring 2013.

This alignment with the college systems is a strong 

commitment within the program philosophy, made 

possible by the extraordinary support from all levels of 

university administration. Both the Dean of Education and 

Allied Professions and the Acting College Provost were 

interviewed during the site visit. Both expressed unequivocal 

support for the program, and pride in how well it is going at 

WCU. 

The dean, when asked about the level of administrative 

support on campus, stated, “It is easy to support from a 

humanitarian perspective.” The provost reported that she 

was “proud of the fact that we support these opportunities. 

For the campus community, it is part of the educational 

experience to interact with people who are different 

from you. Academic rigor encompasses the ability to build 

relationships with all types of people, to be prepared for a 

world full of all types of capabilities.”

When asked why the program was so successful here, the 

administrators mentioned the campus culture at WCU: 

“We love students here.” Pedagogy is very important. 

Another key to success is that respected faculty members 

were involved in getting the program started. The program 

director is an Endowed Professor on campus, and the 

program director, a faculty member in Special Education, 

“advocates gently, with poise and political awareness.”

Since WCU is a Carnegie Engaged Institution—a distinction 

for campuses that focus on engagement with their 

community—the UP Program is seen as a perfect fit. The 

campus has a culture where “We teach everyone.” Another 

respondent commented that “It’s just embedded on our 

campus—no one stares, no one notices they are different.”

The dean saw benefits for the students in the program, for 

other students, for faculty, and for parents. “As the campus 

has exposure to a range of disabilities, it pushes us to do 

things we have never even thought of before, and adds so 

much to what you are already doing.” When asked to share 

drawbacks to having the UP Program at WCU, he could 

only think of the difficulty in maintaining the program once 

grant funding ends.

We asked the dean what advice he would have for 

someone trying to get a similar program started on his or 

her campus and facing resistance. He was taken aback by 
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the question, as he could not imagine why anyone would 

not want to do this. He stated that at some land grant 

institutions, where the students would be used as subjects 

of research rather than perceived as equal community 

members, it would not be a good fit. “I personally think it is 

immoral [not to do this],” he stated. “They don’t know what 

they are missing.” The provost said, “I would encourage this 

[kind of program]. In my mind, it is the sort of thing that sets 

a campus apart.”

Coordination and Collaboration

Coordination and connections with university departments, 

from academics to grounds maintenance and athletics, was 

very evident at WCU. The coordination of the program by 

skilled, passionate leaders has much to do with the success 

in this area. Students and staff are part of the college, use 

campus resources, and are part of campus governance. 

The program uses the services of the disability services 

office on campus for all students, and the director of that 

office sees himself as having a role with the students. “There 

is no difference—they are just a student on my caseload. 

The idea is for an authentic college experience, so why 

would I treat them differently?” He did not have any issues 

with the students being considered “otherwise qualified” and 

therefore eligible for reasonable accommodations, since they 

are auditing all their courses. He is fully supportive of the 

program, stating that college is a much more appropriate 

environment than high school for students over 18.

The program director and coordinator schedule meetings 

with partners inside and outside of the university, such as 

vocational rehabilitation and adult developmental services 

agencies. Vocational rehabilitation is very supportive, 

paying tuition and fees for six of the eight participants. The 

community agency partnership helps program staff stay on 

top of the changing landscape of Medicaid and state funding.

It was noted that western North Carolina is a collaborative 

region of the state. Agencies are familiar with working 

together, and the UP Program is no exception.

Sustainability

The UP Program has been approved as a Comprehensive 

Transition Program, meaning that its students are now 

eligible to apply for federal financial aid. In addition, the 

program has solid support from vocational rehabilitation. 

This is due to the program’s commitment to employment at 

the end of the two-year certificate, and to the job training 

that is available throughout the certificate program. 

The program hired only three staff with its federal model 

demonstration grant, to avoid having large numbers of staff 

positions that would not be covered when grant funds end. 

They are working to have the faculty liaison staff person 

be seen as a resource to the entire campus by having 

him create modules on Universal Design for the whole 

college faculty. Given the extraordinary administrative 

support, the fact that the program is embedded in the 

campus in numerous ways, and the community support 

for it, evidenced by the grant partnership with the Arc of 

Haywood County, the project has very positive indicators 

for sustainability after grant funds end.

Evaluation

The UP Program has several internal evaluation procedures. 

By partnering with academic departments at WCU, such 

as Special Education and Communication Sciences and 

Disorders, it has shown a deep commitment to evaluation 

of its program and its outcomes. The program also 

uses external evaluators from the Carolina Institute on 

Developmental Disabilities. 

Promising Practices

•	 Integration with college systems and practices

•	Strong administrative support

•	Coordination of student volunteers working as peer 

mentors

•	Focus on person-centered planning

•	Supportive campus culture and inclusive philosophy
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Campus Setting and Physical Location of 
Program

The Transition to Independent Living (TIL) program is 

located on the campus of Taft College in Taft, California, 

a town 30 miles from Bakersfield. Program offices are 

located in the center of this small campus, and classes are 

held in classrooms across the campus. In February 2012, 

construction began on a new building that will house the TIL 

program offices, dorm rooms, and classrooms.

 Program Description

The TIL program is a postsecondary educational experience 

for adults with developmental disabilities. The program 

provides specialized curriculum, training, work experiences, 

and residential options for 50–60 students each year. 

Funding is provided through the California regional center 

system for adults with developmental disabilities. Students 

are from all over California, are high school completers, 

have some type of developmental disability, and have been 

determined to be eligible for regional center services. Some 

students have autism and no other cognitive disabilities, 

others have autism and learning disabilities, and some have 

intellectual disabilities. 

The program provides classroom instruction during the day, 

as well as housing in on-campus dormitories and off-campus 

apartments and houses. The off-campus houses are for three 

to four students who are in the TIL program. The students 

receive support and instruction in independent living skills in 

the dorm and in off-campus houses, as needed. 

TIL staff work with each student to establish short- and 

long-term goals. Individual Program Plans are then written to 

assist students in attaining these goals. Students are eligible for 

graduation when they complete the required course work 

and independently demonstrate the learned skills. At that 

time, the transition team assists graduates in transitioning into 

an independent living situation in their home community.

Program History

The program began in August 1995, with funding from 

Kern Regional Center, a regional agency funded to provide 

services and supports to adults with developmental 

Taft College Transition to Independent Living Program  
Taft, California
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disabilities. Taft College had been offering some special 

classes for individuals with developmental disabilities since 

1976. The program evolved when the athletic program 

changed, as fewer athletes were living on campus, and the 

college found itself with unused dormitory space. This, 

coupled with support from the Kern Regional Center and 

the administration of Taft College, allowed the college to 

offer housing to students with developmental disabilities, as 

well as educational coursework. The TIL program was then 

established as an 11-month residential college experience.

Observations Related to the  
Think College Standards

Academic Access

TIL is a structured educational experience that offers 

separate classes for students with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities. Students attend TIL classes 

together during the first two years of their participation. The 

TIL curriculum consists of thirty-eight classes over two years, 

in such areas as Personal Safety, Personal Finance, Meal Prep, 

and Personal Advocacy. Participants also learn daily living 

skills such as housekeeping and personal care. Students can 

also take regular Taft College courses, but only those that 

meet outside the hours of the TIL curriculum. 

Since receiving a model demonstration grant from the US 

Department of Education in 2010, TIL has added an optional 

third year to the program, as well as greater opportunities 

to participate in Taft College courses, supported by 

academic accommodation specialists. In the spring semester 

of 2012, 23 students in the program were taking Taft College 

classes. Staff reported that they were having great success 

with faculty so far. 

The TIL program encourages students to develop 

advocacy and self-determination skills by supporting 

them to talk directly to their professors about their 

accommodation needs: “Students need to talk to their 

professor—it’s their class.” Students select the classes they 

will take from the college catalog, based on their career 

aspirations, and typically take the class as a pass/fail, rather 

than a graded option.

Interviewing accommodation specialists during the site visit 

allowed us to identify some promising practices that TIL 

is using to support more inclusive, college-level academic 

access for the students. The accommodation specialists may 

attend classes that students in the TIL program are attending, 

but do not sit with them. Rather, the specialist acts like just 

another student in the class, and provides tutoring and other 

supports after class. This encourages independence and 

minimizes stigma and learned helplessness, while offering the 

academic support students may need.

Technology is also used to support academic access. The 

accommodation specialists meet together regularly via 

Skype, and students are using iPads for audio notetaking, 

creating presentations for their classes, and making 

reminders/task lists for the worksite. The program 

employs an iPad specialist who works with the students 

to identify ways to use the devices for classwork as well as 

employment activities.

Career Development

The TIL curriculum includes vocational interest exploration, 

a weekly career development class, and a weekly career 

exploration lab that is held at worksites around the 

community. Students are paid minimum wage or higher 

during internships, with the payment coming from the 

TIL program, rather than the employer. Students typically 

rotate through jobs on a per-semester basis, but can also 

stay in a job if they choose. The program uses a number 
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of career, aptitude, and interest assessments to help 

determine career goals.

TIL program staff do not provide job coaching on the job 

site. Instead, employers provide the training, with support 

from program staff on an as-needed basis. As students leave 

positions, they mentor other students coming in to do the 

same job.

Because TIL has a good reputation and is seen as a 

valuable member of the Taft community, employers are 

very supportive, and extensive job development is not 

required. In fact, area employers call TIL to offer jobs. This 

close-knit, small community has been supportive of the 

program since the beginning. Students become part of the 

community while at Taft, although they come from all over 

California. The program director and several program staff 

are participating members of the local Rotary Club. The TIL 

program’s connection to area employers through Rotary 

provides a number of job opportunities for students.

The TIL program focuses on working towards well-paying 

jobs with benefits, through connections with business and 

industry. An example of this is the recently established 

partnership with Frito-Lay. Students in the TIL program 

work in the distribution area at Frito-Lay as merchandisers 

on site at five different locations in Bakersfield for 20 hours 

a week, and are paid $13.24 an hour. On the job, Frito-Lay 

employees provide training. 

Students from the TIL program are expected to 

demonstrate mastery and obtain a merchandising certificate, 

which is transferable to any of the over 50 Frito-Lay 

distribution centers in California. The program employs an 

industry liaison who transports students from Taft to the 

Bakersfield locations. There, the students work and the 

liaison collaborates with the Frito-Lay employees in running 

the internship program. 

Although the TIL program has a strong focus on 

employment outcomes, there has been no vocational 

rehabilitation involvement to date. 

Campus membership

The head of Student Activities at Taft was interviewed 

during the site visit. When asked how students from the TIL 

program participate on campus, she said, “They are really 

part of the campus, not separated at all.” 

At Taft, on-campus housing is available primarily to student 

athletes and students in the TIL program; however, other Taft 

students also live on campus. This arrangement has led to 

relationships between students attending the TIL program 

and the student athletes. According to the Director of 

Student Life, “What we are trying to build here is that there 

is no difference.” 

While students in the TIL program may hang out together 

due to the similarity of their daily schedules, staff of both 

the college and the program reported that the students 

were seen as having true membership on the campus, 

with natural friendships that develop over time. One staff 

member reported: “I don’t baby them. I want to prepare 

them for real life.” Several staff mentioned that their job was 

to support students to make their own plans. Independent 

and non-group activities are valued.

Self-Determination

A general theme in the TIL program is to foster student 

growth and independence over time. Staff reported that 

student choice and self-advocacy were fostered through 

course work as well as the philosophy of the program 

overall. It was reported that student freedom and 

choice were sometimes contingent on skill development, 

as students receive grades in functional skills training, 
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and once they show proficiency they are afforded 

more independence. There was an appreciation of the 

importance of independence and choice for social events, 

as staff reported they do not go places en masse, and 

don’t plan outings with groups of students from TIL. 

Rather, they encourage and support students to make 

their own plans.

Integration with College Systems and 
Practices

While TIL students attend separate classes, they live on 

campus and follow procedures and schedules similar to 

other campus residents. With the recent changes to the 

program, including adding more access to standard college 

courses, integration with a typical college schedule and with 

the academic aspects of the college will be more prevalent. 

Accommodation specialists employed by the TIL program are 

available to help other Taft students in the class if they need 

it. TIL participants taking Taft College classes meet with the 

Disability Support Services Office to arrange accommodations, 

just like all other students with disabilities on campus. 

TIL students do take placement tests with accommodations 

such as extra time and a quiet testing room, but they 

receive the same instructions as other students. Students 

completing the TIL program participate in the Taft College 

graduation ceremony along with other certificate and 

degree recipients.

Coordination and Collaboration

The TIL program is funded primarily by developmental 

disability services in California, through its regional centers 

for developmental disability services, and also receives some 

funding from the California Community College Chancellor’s 

office for non-credit coursework. Processes have been 

established to transfer funds for individual students from 

all regions of the state to the West Kern Regional Center, 

located in Taft. This coordination allows students from all 

over the state to attend the program. 

Regional Center staff and TIL program staff work closely together 

to make sure that students have the supports they need. The 

program also works closely with the student’s home area to 

support transition home when the program is completed.

The collaboration between the TIL program and local 

employers is also notable. Employers contact the program 

to let them know of job opportunities and provide coaching 

and training to students while on the job.

In one example of working together to support individual 

students, a local dentist offered a position in his office to a 

student in the TIL program. When she expressed interest in 

and aptitude for X-ray technician work, the college and the 

dental office worked together to help the student study for 

the certification exam. She recently passed the test and is 

now working as an X-ray technician for that dentist.

Sustainability

The TIL program at Taft has been operating for seventeen 

years, and is continuing to grow. Strong support from both 

the administration of the college and the community of Taft, 

as well as a solid source of funding through the Regional 

Center, all contribute to this sustainability.  

College administrative support was in clear evidence 

during the site visit, as evidenced by the new building on 

campus. TIL is seen as an important part of the mission 

of Taft College. The program is viewed favorably in the 

community and has excellent support from local employers. 

The program director collaborates regularly with the local 

Rotary Club, which helps him maintain close ties to local 

employers and businesses. The established funding stream 

through the Regional Center seems solid, so continued 

funding is not seen as an issue.

Evaluation

The TIL program tracks graduates for a 10-year period to 

assess student employment outcomes. 

Promising Practices

•	Use of academic accommodation specialists to 

support access to mainstream courses

•	Strong partnerships with area employers

•	Stable funding
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Campus Setting and Physical Location of 
Program

Founded in 1890, Keuka College is four-year independent, 

liberal arts, residential, coeducational college that places 

emphasis on career and pre-professional education as well 

as experiential education. Keuka is a rural college in New 

York, close to Syracuse and Rochester. The college has a focus 

on hands-on learning for all its students, evidenced by the 

requirement for all students to complete a Field Period, or 

student-designed internship, every year. 

The DRIVE program at Keuka College provides students 

with an intellectual disability access to postsecondary learning. 

The program is co-located with the Center for Experiential 

Learning, where academic offices, classrooms, and college 

administration are also housed. The building is centrally located 

on campus near the library, student center, and cafeteria. 

Program Description

The DRIVE Program is a four- or five-year program, and 

is a collaboration between Arc of Yates, Penn Yan Central 

School District, and Keuka College. At the time of the 

site visit in early 2012, 26 students were participating in 

the program. About half of the students under 21 were 

in dual enrollment programs, with the other half funded 

through the NY state office for people with developmental 

disabilities. DRIVE has established eligibility criteria for 

participation. These criteria state that students:

•	Have graduated or are expected to graduate from 

their local high school program with an Individualized 

Education Program diploma

•	Have significant developmental disabilities that would 

otherwise preclude them from a traditional college 

program

•	Are eligible for school district supports or for day-

habilitation services and supports as adults

•	Are driven to continue their education and work 

towards personal goals and dreams alongside their 

peers without disabilities

The course of study consists of a minimum of eight college 

courses, vocational training, life skills classes, and core 

courses required by the state department of education. 

Students who complete the DRIVE program earn an “award 

of higher education” upon completion of 112 continuing 

education credits (CEUs). 

The DRIVE Program provides the students with a formal 

program transcript reflecting academic and co-curricular 

activities. Assessment is based on authentic learning and 

consists largely of a portfolio assessment. A fifth year can be 

added if a student wishes to complete specific goals. 

At the time of the site visit in fall 2011, the program had 

begun to explore offering residential services. As a result, a 

few students participating in the DRIVE program have lived 

in on-campus housing over the past year.

Image from KC website: http://keuka.edu

Keuka College Diversity, Responsibility, Inclusion, Vision and 
Experiential Learning (DRIVE) Program • Keuka Park, New York
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School District 

and the Arc of 

Yates education 

department. 

The program is 

required by the 

state department 

of education to 

teach specific core 

areas during the 

day. These classes 

are offered using a “reverse mainstreaming” approach. This 

means that, while the classes are set up with the needs of 

students with ID in mind, and all students in the DRIVE 

program must take them, they are also attended by students 

without disabilities.

Two one-credit courses are offered through the college 

course catalog to the entire student body. These are co-taught 

by a Keuka College faculty member and a DRIVE special 

education teacher. Students with and without disabilities 

attend these courses on mentoring and social skills.

In an interview with Keuka faculty from three different 

disciplines, each professor mentioned a number of 

advantages to including students with ID in their courses. 

These advantages included exposing other Keuka students 

to developmental disabilities, using inclusion as a teaching 

moment, and expanding how faculty help students with a 

wide variety of learning styles. 

Faculty mentioned several strategies they used to support 

and integrate students with ID: 

•	 Providing different timelines to accomplish course work

•	Working with the mentors who support students in 

the DRIVE program

•	Work on building rapport with all students

•	Encouraging all students to be more careful and 

thoughtful about how they talk about disabilities

•	 Assessing students in the DRIVE program by focusing on 

what students accomplish, rather than what is wrong

According to one professor, “I see it as an ‘access for all’ 

Program History

The program started in 2007 as a result of collaboration among 

Penn Yan Central School District, the Arc of Yates, and Keuka 

College. It started with seven students, and has grown to nearly 

30. The first students to graduate from the DRIVE program 

participated in the Keuka College commencement in May 2011. 

In 2010, the DRIVE program was recognized by the New York 

State Department of Education as a state model for effective 

practices in special education. In addition, the DRIVE program 

became part of the Western New York Consortium of model 

demonstration projects coordinated by the University of 

Rochester. The Western New York Consortium is one of twenty-

seven federally funded model demonstration programs, with a goal 

of expanding inclusive postsecondary education in the Rochester 

area. Keuka is one of four sites that receive technical assistance and 

funding from the Institute for Innovative Transition at the University 

of Rochester under the model demonstration grant. 

With the Western New York Consortium grant support, the 

DRIVE program is working to increase mentor training and to 

become a Comprehensive Transition Program (to be eligible 

to provide federal financial aid). It is participating in statewide 

professional development, and has increased student use of 

technology, such as iPads. The DRIVE program is also going 

through a rigorous goal-setting process, using the Think College 

Standards and Quality Indicators to focus on an inclusive 

approach for all their key activities. 

Observations Related to the  
Think College Standards

Academic Access

Each student in the DRIVE program is a “guest” (no formal 

recognition from the college) in at least one college-

level class per semester. As guests, students in the DRIVE 

program cannot audit or enroll formally in courses, and 

course access is limited to what is available after “regular” 

student registration. 

In addition to college courses, students also participate 

in core curriculum and elective classes that are taught 

on campus by special educators from Penn Yan Central 
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right. Education, even higher education, should be education 

for all. I think it’s an access issue, and all the more power to 

people who previously could not go to school, who can now 

go. The more access for people who can go, the better.”

Career Development 

Students identify their vocational goals using a person-centered 

planning process, and work toward those goals while attending 

the program. They have opportunities to work on- and off-

campus in both paid and unpaid internships. The Arc of Yates 

County assists with employment support. There is a strong 

emphasis for all Keuka students on experiential learning, and all 

students have opportunities to participate in academically focused 

service learning projects in their courses. At the time of the site 

visit, of the three students that had exited the program, two had 

jobs in the community.

Program staff stated that their goals for the future include 

increasing opportunities for customized employment for students. 

To that end, the staff received training on strategies to attain and 

retain integrated employment. The program has also incorporated 

an “Employment First” focus, which dictates that community-

based, integrated employment is the first option for youth 

and adults with significant disabilities. Staff are looking at more 

opportunities for campus 

internships and integrated 

employment.

Campus membership

Students in the DRIVE 

program have Keuka 

College ID cards and 

college email addresses, 

along with guest privileges 

on campus. They can 

participate in all campus 

activities. Notably, a 

student in the DRIVE 

program is currently a fully 

participating member of 

the Student Senate. 

To support campus 

involvement for students in the DRIVE program, approximately 

35 peer mentors support students in social activities as 

well as academics. DRIVE has developed a comprehensive 

handbook and training for mentors. The handbook describes 

the educational, social, and vocational tiers of the program, and 

discusses how the mentors help support campus integration. 

Some mentors are in paid positions (funded by work study 

funds), and others are volunteers. 

Mentors are assigned to students by program staff, and are 

scheduled to work with specific students throughout the day. If 

there are issues with the mentor match, students meet with the 

program director to discuss the situation, and when necessary a 

new mentor is assigned. The mentoring program is regarded as 

a highlight by the DRIVE staff and students. A number of school 

staff noted that they wished the program would be implemented 

earlier in K-12 education, as they see it as essential for more 

inclusive education. 

The DRIVE program also uses volunteers, practicum, field work, 

and graduate students to provide support to the students in the 

DRIVE program. 

According to a college professor and other staff members, 

campus membership for students in the DRIVE program has 

become more natural and organic over the years. In fact, some 

mentors no longer see their mentoring work as an assignment 

but more of a personal choice. For example, while mentors 

might be “assigned” to go to lunch with a student in the program, 

it soon felt less like an assignment and more about enjoying a 

meal together. Staff and faculty of the college also note that, with 

some students now living on campus, participation in evening and 

weekend events has increased dramatically.

Self-Determination

The program uses a person-centered planning approach and 

holds these meetings regularly. The academic, vocational, and 

social goals of the students are guided by these plans. Students 

monitor their own progress in achieving these goals, and 

manage their personal schedules. They independently navigate 

the campus and attend campus events of their choice during 

nights and weekends.

Staff shared stories of students who were speaking up for 
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themselves and advocating for things that mattered to them 

on campus. One student met with the college president to ask 

that students in the DRIVE program be included the college’s 

graduation ceremonies. His advocacy persuaded the president, 

and students were able to participate. Other students spoke 

up about their desires to live on campus and to have paid 

work rather than volunteering. The program staff sees these 

as examples of how attending college and being in charge of 

their own goals and plans has increased self-advocacy and self-

determination in the students. 

Integration with College Systems and Practices

The DRIVE program is well integrated into the academic, social, 

and cultural life of the Keuka campus. The program has been 

celebrated in a number of college press releases and highlighted 

as a strength of the college. The students have access to the 

athletic center, information technology and dining services, 

student clubs, and college orientation. 

However, DRIVE students and staff are considered guests on 

campus. The guest status impacts course selection (students in 

DRIVE can get into a course only after other students). DRIVE 

program staff, not the college, provide disability, health, and 

counseling services. Students are expected to follow college 

policies; however, the DRIVE program also has a separate 

student handbook and residential life handbook. 

Coordination and Collaboration

The DRIVE program has an advisory board with active partners 

from the school district, local community agencies, and the college. 

It does not include parents or business partners, but the there are 

plans to invite them in the future. The board meets regularly and 

communicates about a wide variety of policies and practices. 

The program has a director, manager, and staff on campus who have 

established strong connections and relationships with key college 

departments. DRIVE staff are funded by either their local high 

school or the Arc, and therefore are not employees of the college. 

Penn Yan Central School District is the primary school district 

partner; however, several area school districts send students to 

the DRIVE program. Currently there are students from five school 

districts in the Finger Lakes region, and the program is actively 

recruiting students from additional schools in the surrounding area.    

The program has worked closely with programs such as Workforce 

Development, Literacy Volunteers, Habitat for Humanity, the 

Humane Society, Family Planning, and Cornell Cooperative 

Extension. This ensures that students have the opportunity to actively 

participate and establish relationships in their greater community.  

Sustainability

Students in the DRIVE program are funded through a combination 

of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act funds (for those who 

are still receiving transition services from their school system) and 

Medicaid funds from the local Arc (for those who have exited high 

school). These funding streams were reported to be fairly stable, 

although it was noted that the funds could also bring with them 

regulatory policies that sometimes impact program practices. 

DRIVE is working to become a Comprehensive Transition Program 

(CTP), which will allow eligible students to obtain some forms of 

financial aid. Becoming a CTP is important for sustainability as well 

as increased flexibility. According to one staff member,  “As we 

move toward becoming a certified program, that will add to both 

our stability and diversify our funding pool. This will also hopefully 

relieve some of the pressure our partners feel from Medicaid and 

state education funding. Ideally, it would be a program in which 

creativity is not squashed by regulations.” 

Evaluation

Every semester, DRIVE partners collect data from faculty, 

students, mentors, and other members of the program to 

gauge satisfaction. These data are compiled by staff members 

and used for programmatic improvements by the partnership. 

For example, faculty members have identified needs for 

additional supports in the Keuka College courses, which have 

since been provided. As a partner in the Western NY TPSID 

Consortium, the DRIVE program is participating in extensive 

data collection at both the student and program level. 

Promising Practices

•	Faculty engagement with including students on campus 
and in classes

•	Highly regarded student mentor program

•	Pilot residential life program

•	Campus-wide passion for inclusion 

•	Community partnerships and collaboration—resource 
pooling
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The goal of SHEP is to build capacity across colleges and 

universities in the state, so that students with ID have a 

choice of college programs. Therefore, SHEP staff work with 

colleges and universities throughout Kentucky and provide 

outreach and support to students and faculty. The lead 

project coordinator and his staff serve all of the involved 

colleges with the exception of NKU, which has its own 

program director. 

SHEP serves students with intellectual disabilities who have 

graduated from high school. Students apply as non-degree-

seeking students, gaining access to college classes and student 

activities and, in some cases, residential living. Peer mentoring 

partnerships provide academic and social supports, with 

needs determined through a person-centered planning 

process. Collaboration with the Kentucky Office of Vocational 

Rehabilitation provides students with supports in job and 

career development and internships, both paid and unpaid. 

The three main areas of focus for SHEP are college course 

access, social skills development, and employment. At the 

time of the site visit in February 2012, SHEP was serving 37 

students with ID at three colleges in Kentucky. 

Entrance requirements for students with intellectual 

disabilities include:

•	High school diploma or other diploma

•	Ability to safely navigate the campus independently

•	A specific disability label or type

•	Basic safety skills in an unsupervised setting

An Associate Professor of Special Education at NKU leads 

 Image from NKU website: www.nku.edu 

Northern Kentucky University and University of  Kentucky 
Supported Higher Education Project 

Highland Heights and Lexington, Kentucky

Campus Setting and Physical Location of 
Program

The University of Kentucky’s Institute on Human 

Development serves as the lead university for the 

Supported Higher Education Project (SHEP), and provides 

technical assistance to students attending a number of 

colleges. SHEP staff work from a building located on the 

University of Kentucky’s Coldstream Research Campus, in 

Lexington, Kentucky. SHEP students meet with staff or peer 

mentors at this location for tutoring and planning. 

One campus that is offering a program for students 

with intellectual disabilities as part of SHEP is Northern 

Kentucky University (NKU). Its campus is located in 

Highland Heights, a suburb of Cincinnati, Ohio, with all the 

attributes of a larger college town. 

This site visit profile will focus primarily on observations at 

NKU, but will also highlight the technical assistance services 

at the University of Kentucky. The technical assistance 

model in Kentucky represents a unique approach to 

program development.

Program Description

The University of Kentucky initiated SHEP in 2010 

through a five-year federal grant from the Office of 

Postsecondary Education, US Department of Education. 

SHEP serves students at Northern Kentucky University, 

Bluegrass Community and Technical College, Eastern 

Kentucky University, Western Kentucky University, and 

Murray State University. 

http://www.nku.edu
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the SHEP program there. She is a full-time faculty member 

in the Teacher Education Department of the College of 

Education and Human Services. The program also employs 

a Student Support Specialist who helps to coordinate 

the peer mentors and others at the college who interact 

with the students participating in SHEP, as well as a parent 

support and information group. The specialist is a parent of 

one of the students in SHEP. A graduate research assistant 

and doctoral student at the University of Kentucky assists 

in data collection, and provides support on analysis and 

dissemination. 

Program History

In September 2005, a workgroup comprised of families, 

students, educators, and other professionals wrote a 

proposal to fund the Postsecondary Inclusion Partnership 

(PIP), which began in 2008. PIP’s goal was assisting students 

with intellectual and developmental disabilities in pursuing 

postsecondary education in central Kentucky. 

PIP was funded by the Kentucky Council on Developmental 

Disabilities, and administered by the University of Kentucky’s 

Human Development Institute. PIP promoted participation 

in college/university life for people with intellectual and 

other developmental disabilities. The program served 

students who had an educational or employment goal 

requiring postsecondary education, were between the 

ages of 18 and 26, had an intellectual and/or other 

developmental disability, and had appropriate family support. 

SHEP was built on the work of the PIP project, which ended 

in 2011. 

Additionally, in 2007, an NKU special education faculty 

member established a supported inclusive program for a 

small number of students with intellectual disabilities from 

the local community on that campus. The program used 

peer mentors from the student body, primarily pre-service 

teachers, to support the students with ID on campus. This 

partnership offered opportunities for students with ID, as 

well as enhancing the educational experiences of students 

majoring in education at the college. This program also 

became part of SHEP when it was funded in 2010. 

Observations Related to the  
Think College Standards

Academic Access

Students who are supported by SHEP to attend NKU 

register for three to six credit hours each semester in 

100- and 200-level courses, taking a maximum of 30 credit 

hours during the duration of the program. The courses 

must be completed in three academic calendar years. At the 

completion of the course of study, students attending NKU 

through SHEP are eligible to receive a certificate in College 

to Career Studies. The courses are selected via a person-

centered planning process, and all course prerequisites must 

be met unless permission of the instructor is obtained. 

Inclusive course access is a primary objective of the 

program, and NKU offers no specialized coursework for 

students with intellectual disabilities. Instructors of courses 

attended by SHEP students indicated that overall, their 

experiences with the students have been positive. They 

shared a desire to help other professors open their classes 

to students with intellectual disabilities, but noted that it 

takes time to help their teaching peers overcome some of 

their initial concerns about meeting the needs of students 

with ID. 

In other colleges throughout Kentucky, SHEP staff are 

working with 30 additional students who are enrolled in 

courses or preparing to enter college. Some of the courses 

students have taken (either for credit or audit) include 

Introduction to Information Systems, Introductory Art, 

Beginning Web Design, Foundations of College Writing, 

Introduction to Computers, Experiential Education, and 

Introduction to Graphic Design. 

Career Development

At NKU, students supported by SHEP participate in person-

centered planning to develop career goals. SHEP works 

with local developmental disability service providers to 

facilitate work opportunities on campus and to provide 

job training and follow-up support. Vocational rehabilitation 

(VR) and supported employment counselors attend 
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person-centered planning meetings, and help generate 

vocational goals for students, along with their families, 

university personnel, and mentors. 

To obtain a certificate in College to Career Studies from 

NKU, SHEP students must participate in a minimum of 

three supervised internships related to their career goal. 

Internships can be paid or unpaid. Students must also 

create a portfolio reflecting their skills and abilities. One 

service provider from the Point/Arc of Northern Kentucky 

indicated that as a “supportive employee provider, we 

have found that having socially valued roles, experience, 

and community connections greatly increases one’s career 

opportunities and the likelihood of success.” 

An unusual component of SHEP is the pilot program 

they have created with VR to address the need for VR 

support that was not contingent upon a “case closure.” 

Typically, support from VR is time-limited, and support for 

postsecondary education is provided prior to employment 

supports. In this pilot, however, students pursue education 

and job training concurrently. 

The VR assistance is based on the needs and interests 

of the individual student, while they maintain certain 

progression requirements established in their person-

centered plan. Adult supported employment vendors 

are trained as educational coaches to support the two 

directions of the Individual Plan for Employment. As a result, 

the students receive supported employment services while 

simultaneously enrolled in college. 

At the time of the site visit, seven students were involved 

in the pilot program; five of the seven were taking college 

classes and working part-time. SHEP staff work with 

supported employment agencies to ensure that each 

student’s learning objectives are related to his or her 

internship or work study, that progress is systematically 

documented, and that gaps in support are identified. One 

student pursuing a career in graphic design works at a 

screen-printing business while simultaneously taking related 

college courses. Another student at Bluegrass Community 

and Technical College is working toward her goal of 

becoming a teaching assistant.

Campus membership

During the site visit, it was clear that the students 

participating in SHEP on the NKU campus were an integral 

part of that campus community. Students used campus 

facilities, participated in clubs and organizations, and 

navigated the campus independently. SHEP has academic 

and social peer mentors, and project staff provide training 

to all social peer mentors to ensure mutually respectful 

relationships. A video on peer mentoring is available at 

www.shepky.org/?page_id=579 

Students in SHEP are supported to pursue interests 

on campus and join clubs or organizations that interest 

them. One student secured an assistant manager position 

with the men’s basketball team. She attends all practices 

and provides support and organization. Her peers on 

the team value her commitment and contributions. In 

observing this student with her peer mentors, it was 

evident that they had developed a true friendship. The 

two mentors, both young men, joked easily with the 

female student and spoke to her as an equal. When 

asked about their experiences, the mentors said that 

the experience was very positive in their life and in their 

schoolwork, and related a high level of respect for the 

young woman. 

http://www.shepky.org/?page_id=579
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SHEP provides course or project credit for mentoring to 

increase accountability and consistency. The program lists 

the expectations for both the mentors and the mentees, 

and provides specific job requirements depending upon 

the kind of mentoring. The training materials reflect the 

level of commitment to the equal partnership SHEP 

mentors should strive for : 

“The term mentor, in the traditional sense, means to be 

an advisor or supporter. For peer mentoring on a college 

campus, we think mentoring means more than that. It is 

about developing meaningful relationships that benefit all 

who are involved and should be considered a two-way street. 

Although we might refer to one person as the mentor (the 

one who provides support and guidance) and the other 

as the mentee (the one who receives the support and 

guidance), in actuality, both parties learn from one another, 

creating more of a mentoring partnership than an unequal 

mentor/mentee relationship.” (Excerpt from SHEP Mentor 

Roles and Responsibilities) 

Self-Determination

Support for self-determination is manifested in a variety of 

ways by SHEP. One practice that supports self-advocacy is 

the level of responsibility students have in accessing their 

desired courses. Most students in SHEP audit all of their 

classes; however, they are expected to complete as many 

of the assignments as possible, and to participate fully in 

each class. Like all other students on campus, SHEP students 

must seek permission from the instructor to audit a course 

prior to or during the first week of classes. It is the student’s 

responsibility to acquire an audit slip from the registrar’s 

office, ask permission of the professor, and return the signed 

slip to the registrar’s office for processing. 

SHEP also ensures that students are involved in creating 

and managing their personal goals. The person-centered 

planning process and subsequent goal attainment measure 

demonstrate the commitment to keeping the students 

in the driver’s seat, but also holding them accountable. 

This, coupled with the commitment to engage with 

families while adhering to the guidelines of the Family 

Educational Rights and Privacy Act, shows the balancing 

act of supporting students to be self-determined while at 

the same time ensuring that all of their support systems—

including their families—know what is going on. 

Integration with College Systems and 
Practices

Students who complete SHEP take 24–30 semester hours 

of coursework related to their person-centered plan and 

receive a certificate in College to Career Studies. This 

certificate is available only to students in SHEP, and is not 

tied to the university program of studies at NKU. 

Students are encouraged to participate in campus activities 

and student life events. They are expected to follow the 

NKU code of conduct, and if any of these codes are 

violated, the students will receive the same consequences 

as any other college student, including probation or 

dismissal. Students in SHEP may register with the disability 

services office if they so choose, and must do so in order 

to receive academic accommodations. 

Students attending NKU with support from SHEP are 

not eligible for campus housing. However, two students 

receiving services from SHEP staff at the University of 

Kentucky are taking classes at Bluegrass Community 

and Technical College. They have been able to access 

some independent housing options on the University 

of Kentucky campus, including a dormitory with other 

University of Kentucky students. 

Coordination and Collaboration

To facilitate collaboration and coordination, SHEP established 

connections and relationships with key college and university 

departments. This was observed during the site visit. 

Interviews were held with a number of college faculty and 

staff from a variety of departments, and students attending 

SHEP were observed using many campus resources. 

The program coordinator also facilitates all program-specific 

SHEP services, including scheduling interagency team 

meetings, conducting person-centered planning activities, 

and ensuring that data collection and program evaluation 

activities occur. Through the federal grant that supports the 

work of SHEP, the program coordinator at NKU receives 
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three hours of reassigned time to complete this work.

SHEP created an event called the Parent Café to 

encourage outreach to families. The Parent Café brings 

together parents of current and incoming NKU students 

who are supported by SHEP. Meetings provide parent-to-

parent support, allowing parents to share their experiences 

and discuss topics of interest. 

As the program collaborates with local community 

rehabilitation programs to provide job development and 

coaching, SHEP staff do not directly coordinate these 

services. However, during the site visit a number of 

representatives from these agencies were interviewed, and 

it became clear that SHEP staff have strong relationships 

with each of these agency personnel. There was a spirit of 

collaboration and genuine interest in helping students to 

achieve their potential. 

At one meeting in particular, NKU staff and agency 

representatives discussed a student’s desire for a certain 

class, the financial and scheduling impact this class would 

have, and possible creative solutions. From this level of 

excitement and commitment, it was clear that the mission 

of success has been equally distributed among all of the 

major players working with SHEP students. 

The NKU program is housed within the Teacher Education 

Department of the College of Education and Human 

Services, and most connections with other departments 

are made by direct contact with the project director.  

She has established connections and relationships with 

key college and university departments. During the site 

visit, many of these collaborators made time to meet 

and share their experiences regarding SHEP. Others sent 

letters sharing their reflections on working with SHEP and 

responding to the questions used to guide the visit. 

In speaking with the Dean of the College of Education 

and Human Services as well as the Chair of the 

Teacher Education Department, it was clear that both 

administrators believe that SHEP is an asset to the college 

community. Both were firm believers that other students 

and staff at Northern Kentucky University benefitted from 

the SHEP program, just as SHEP students did.

Sustainability

The SHEP program at NKU receives grant funding to 

pay for training materials, Universal Design for Learning 

resources, and personnel support. As grant funds cannot 

be used to support tuition, SHEP students at NKU pay 

in full for the courses that they take. This practice will 

support continued access as the grant funds used to 

support the program staff are phased out over time. The 

project director at NKU and the project coordinator 

from University of Kentucky indicated that the key 

strategy for addressing sustainability is to help each 

college or university involved become approved as a 

Comprehensive Transition Program. This would allow 

many of their students to apply for financial aid. 

The project director at NKU was also looking to 

increase the involvement and awareness of college 

administrators in SHEP in order to support sustainability. 

For example, each semester she presents information to 

other departments about SHEP, including the mentoring 

component. Ideally, other individuals, including fellow 

faculty and administrators, will be able to provide this 

kind of outreach in the future. 
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Currently, there is one project director at University of 

Kentucky who provides outreach to all other colleges 

suppor ting students with ID. This allows SHEP to 

serve a variety of colleges throughout the state. One 

element critical to sustainability of several programs 

covering the state is to have an onsite program 

coordinator at each location. 

A new program has been approved at Murray State 

University that will have an on-site program coordinator. 

The presence of such a person allows for the 

development and expansion of relationships on campus, 

and for timely responses to issues or problems. It is also 

ideal to have a university faculty or staff member, because 

they are aware of and involved in issues that are germane 

to a campus community. 

Evaluation

SHEP incorporates a variety of evaluation strategies. Student 

progress is assessed via goal attainment scaling. This means 

that each student, in conjunction with their person-centered 

planning team, establishes academic, social, personal, and 

vocational goals that are reviewed and revised each year. 

A rubric is created for each goal to determine the level 

of achievement expected and reached. If students do not 

meet their goals, staff review the supports, course choices, 

and skills of the student to identify which, if any, of these 

program elements require modification. 

SHEP is working with the National Coordinating Center 

(NCC) to collect evaluation data. In addition to the 

data collected in conjunction with the NCC, SHEP also 

collects qualitative data on their mentoring program. 

These data are derived from focus groups reflecting the 

perspectives of mentoring partners (college students 

both with and without disabilities), professors, parents, 

and a representative from the disability services office. 

Staff also collect reflections from mentors to keep tabs 

on the issues that emerge from that key role in the 

program. While the project directors agree that long-

term outcome data would be beneficial, no plans are in 

place to collect such data. 

Promising Practices

•	Peer mentoring program training and resources

•	Partnership with VR created a new cost structure 

fee schedule for community rehabilitation providers 

to work with SHEP students

•	 Integrated statewide effort to promote access and 

opportunities 
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Campus Setting and Physical Location of 
Program

Highline Community College (HCC) is a two-year 

commuter college located just outside of Seattle, 

Washington. Highline was founded in 1961, and the 

main campus is located on 80 acres that overlook Puget 

Sound. It is one of 34 community and technical colleges 

in Washington. HCC is diverse due to both the local 

population and the acceptance of international students. The 

majority of students live in southwest King County; however, 

the number of students from other states and countries 

has grown significantly in recent years. More than half of 

students enroll in daytime classes, with the rest attending 

evening classes.

The ACHIEVE program is a part of the Community 

Education and Training  Services department. Its offices 

are located on the main campus in the Outreach Center 

building that also houses Continuing Education, Access 

Services (disability services), Administrative Services, the 

budget office, Human Resources, Institutional Advancement, 

and the president’s office. 

Program Description

ACHIEVE is a supported education and employment 

program for students with intellectual disabilities, offering 

both a one-year and a two-year certificate option. 

The one-year certificate option is 36 credits, and two-

year certificate is 72 credits. Approximately 20–30 

new students with ID are enrolled into the ACHIEVE 

one- or two- year certificate program each year. The 

program supports students who have exited high school 

and students still in high school who are funded by the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). 

The program’s goal is for all students to obtain 

integrated competitive employment in businesses that 

offer industry-standard wages, full benefit packages, and 

opportunity for advancement. Students participate in 

college courses, separate ACHIEVE classes, intensive 

advising, campus life, and integrated community-based 

internships and work experiences. 

Each student attending HCC with support from 

ACHIEVE is assigned an educational case manager and an 

employment consultant. Students develop an educational 

and career plan that determines the course of their 

program. Regular advising meetings track ongoing plan 

development and progress toward goals, and guide the 

development of the student’s capstone project. In addition 

to one-on-one planning and advising, students participate 

in a quarterly capstone course to help them connect 

their learning to individual goals. During the capstone, 

they develop a portfolio that showcases strengths, 

accomplishments, and skills. 

Highline Community College ACHIEVE Program
Des Moines, Washington
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Program History

Services for adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities began at HCC in 1975. Services expanded in 

response to the supported employment movement and 

the need to offer people with ID/DD more opportunities 

outside of sheltered workshops. The original program 

provided employment services for individuals with ID, with 

no academic component. In 2001, the program added 

opportunities to attend classes.  Classes were developed 

to meet the needs of students with ID. They focused on 

employment and life skills, including basic literacy and 

numeracy. These classes were offered through Continuing 

Education and were open to all students.

In October 2010, ACHIEVE was awarded a five-year 

grant from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of 

Postsecondary Education. This funding supports ACHIEVE 

to enhance the services they provide to students with ID, 

to move toward more inclusive course offerings, and to 

integrate the program into all aspects of HCC. ACHIEVE 

has developed programmatic learning outcomes that 

are linked with the college-side learning outcomes for all 

students.

ACHIEVE learning outcomes include:

•	Demonstrate self-advocacy skills and ability to assess 

situations and/or problems and communicate needs 

both in the classroom and in the workplace. 

•	Explore and expand postsecondary education and 

career options, goal setting, and classroom and 

workplace experiences.

•	Develop awareness of civic responsibility and 

membership through activities that foster and support 

community engagement, sustainability, and social 

reciprocity.

•	Demonstrate self-determination through ability 

to navigate systems, take calculated risks, increase 

independence, and believe in one’s own potential. 

•	Practice, build, and demonstrate critical thinking skills 

including self-reflection of learning and information 

gathering and analysis. 

•	Collaborate effectively with others, demonstrate 

respect for diversity and global perspectives, 

and recognize and respond to varying levels of 

interpersonal relationships. 

Observations Related to the  
Think College Standards

Academic Access 

The ACHIEVE program is evolving and growing with the 

times. While it started as an employment program, it now 

is developing an inclusive academic component. When 

academics were added to the employment program in 

2001, they were primarily specially designed classes that 

focused on basic workplace technology, employment 

readiness and workplace communication skills, learning 

styles, and developing and practicing self-advocacy. 

In an attempt to minimize the separate nature of these 

courses, they were offered through the HCC Continuing 

Education department, open to the community, and listed 

in the Continuing Education schedule of courses and on 

the website. In March 2012, ACHIEVE was moving toward 

a more inclusive approach by supporting students to 

participate in typical college courses offered by HCC’s 

academic departments. Educational case managers have 

been added to the program staff to work with HCC faculty 
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and to support students in the ACHIEVE program to 

participate in academic classes along with peers  

without disabilities. 

The program is also working on a redesign of the ACHIEVE 

classes to, in their words, “keep the benefits of separate classes 

while becoming more inclusive.” They reported that in the fall 

semester, there were 25 students in separate ACHIEVE classes, 

and in the winter, only six. The skills taught in those separate 

classes are now more likely to be taught in natural settings 

with students without disability.

The campus also reports a full commitment to the principles 

of Universal Design for Learning (UDL). The college, with 

the support of ACHIEVE staff, provides ongoing professional 

development for faculty in UDL through their Center for 

Teaching and Learning. Program personnel are also working to 

create greater access to a wider range of college courses by 

addressing HCC policies on placement tests, ability to benefit 

testing, and pre-requisites that negatively impact course access. 

Career Development

ACHIEVE employment services are focused on assisting 

students in securing integrated, paid, supported competitive 

employment at minimum wage or above. Services 

are concentrated on a student’s unique strengths and 

preferences using person-centered planning, and provide 

individuals with customized support.

A variety of strategies are used to assist each student in 

reaching their career goals. These include formal services 

such as job sampling, volunteering, and individual instruction, 

as well as career counseling, job coaching, and assistance with 

job retention. The program also offers follow-along services 

to support successful, long-term, integrated, paid, competitive 

employment. Natural supports involving families and friends 

or co-workers are also explored whenever possible.

Staff indicated a desire to ensure that all students participate 

in integrated paid work related to personal choice and 

career goals. The program uses paid and unpaid internships in 

partnership with state and county agencies to help students 

identify strengths, practice and apply skills, and develop goals. 

For both one- and two-year ACHIEVE certificate options, 

paid employment is one of the primary outcomes. In 

addition, many students choose to continue their education 

after becoming employed. 

Campus membership 

The Associate Dean of Student Affairs indicated that 

students in the ACHIEVE program are supported in 

accessing all existing HCC social organizations and facilities. 

They also get access to any technology that helps them 

take part in classes and activities. Such activities include 

clubs, student government, and leadership and learning 

communities. Students are supported by peer navigators 

who are trained and supervised by the ACHIEVE program. 

The peer navigator program is a peer mentoring model, 

where students without disability are paired with students 

in the ACHIEVE program to support their full inclusion on 

campus as well as assist with academics. 

When we interviewed the Associate Dean, he stated, “At 

Highline, we build communities; we build leaders.” He saw 

the students who participate in the ACHIEVE program as an 

important part of that mission. 

Self-Determination 

ACHIEVE uses person-centered planning to ensure that 

students’ academic and career goals reflect their interests 

and desires. Program staff review student goals with the 

students on a quarterly basis, and they assist students in 

modifying their goals over time.

During the site visit, program personnel discussed several 

areas where they are working to enhance students’ self-

determination. They support students to monitor their 

own progress toward their personal goals, and to be more 

actively involved in all aspects of employment, such as 

creating a resume, setting up job interviews, making follow-

up phone calls, and negotiating job changes. Finally, program 

personnel are working to more clearly define the roles and 

responsibilities of family members and students. This helps to 

support the self-determination and independence of students, 

while still providing necessary information to parents. 
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Alignment With College Systems And 
Practices 

In an interview with the president of HCC, it became 

evident that the ACHIEVE program has strong 

administrative support and that ACHIEVE fits within 

the college’s mission and values. Several times in the 

conversation, the president mentioned how the presence 

of ACHIEVE on campus was aligned with the mission and 

values of the college: “A core value here is diversity…Our 

goal is to always see our students’ abilities, not deficits…It is 

just another issue of access and diversity.”

The ACHIEVE program director also serves as the director 

of the college’s access/disability services and reports to two 

academic deans. This dual role has a positive impact on the 

alignment with college systems and practices, as services for 

students with disabilities are offered under one umbrella 

rather than from two separate places. 

It is also advantageous to have a well-known and respected 

college staff person manage a program for students with 

ID in terms of campus understanding and acceptance. As 

the president said, “We don’t silo programs on the side. 

They may have different funding streams, but they are all 

integrated into the campus.”

One example of how the ACHIEVE program is aligning 

with the college as a whole is the plan to integrate the 

peer navigator program into the Student Affairs Office, 

to make navigators available to a wider range of students. 

This administrative change would be a great boon to 

the ACHIEVE program, as a key support service for its 

students would now be managed by Student Affairs, rather 

than separately by the program. This sort of integration 

with college systems supports inclusion, campus 

membership, and sustainability.

Coordination and Collaboration

The ACHIEVE program director is employed by the college, 

and also serves as the director of disability services for the 

college as a whole. The program is also staffed with job 

developers and educational case managers. It has well-

developed policies that are indicative of the program’s 

effective coordination at the staff level. 

The college president expressed strong administrative 

support for collaboration when he reflected on how 

important it was that the college be an equal partner in 

the program, along with the program’s many community 

partners. The program has established partnerships with 

local school districts, the state division of vocational 

rehabilitation (DVR), and state and local departments of 

developmental disabilities. 

The funding structure for ACHIEVE also illustrates strengths 

in the area of collaboration, as they use funding from 

several sources to support the program and its students. 

Funding comes from school districts, county developmental 

disability agencies, the state’s Department of Developmental 

Disabilities, DVR, Social Security, and family funding. 

Sustainability 

ACHIEVE’s braided funding strategy strengthens its ability 

to sustain project activities. If a funding stream is significantly 

diminished or entirely eradicated, the program’s existence 

is less threatened when there are diverse funding sources. 

In addition, the ACHIEVE program has exceptional 

administrative support from the college president, the Vice 

President of Academic Affairs, and the Executive Director of 

Community Education and Training Services. The president 

views equal access and quality educational opportunities 

that embrace diversity as part of the college’s core mission 
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and values. He stated that the ACHIEVE program embodies 

diversity and assists HCC in meeting its mission. He further 

commented that “ACHIEVE is value added because it helps 

us serve all our students better.” 

At the time of the site visit, program personnel were 

conducting focus groups and strategic planning meetings 

with key stakeholders, and were in the process of 

developing an advisory committee. This committee will help 

guide the program and ensure that additional sustainability 

strategies are in place, such as greater alignment with 

existing HCC infrastructure and policies.

Evaluation 

ACHIEVE program personnel conduct evaluation activities 

on services and outcomes on a regular basis, including data 

from students with and without disabilities, family members, 

faculty, disability services, and other college staff. Program 

staff are also using the TPSID National Coordinating Center 

Program and student evaluation system to further evaluate 

program services and student outcomes. Program personnel 

also indicated that they were revising student satisfaction 

surveys and collecting student exit data in order to ensure 

continuous program improvement.

Promising Practices

•	Evolving along with best practices in the field of 

transition and postsecondary education for students 

with ID 

•	Commitment to offering inclusive educational 

opportunities

•	Commitment to integrating Universal Design for 

Learning principles across all departments and 

programs

•	Strong administrative support

•	Peer navigators to be managed by the Associate Dean 

of Center for Leadership & Service, Engagement, and 

Student Assessment and available college-wide

•	Braided, diversified funding 
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DISCUSSION

Limitations of Site Visits

A primary limitation to the site visit approach was that a 

single site visit only offers a snapshot of programs at a single 

point in time. In addition to a rigorous site visit protocol, the 

Think College Standards, Quality Indicators, and Benchmarks 

were also used across each site to provide uniform guidance 

in the creation of these profiles. However, the following 

limitations should be kept in mind:

•	Site visit observations cannot be generalized across 

sites, nor can these observations be generalized to 

other postsecondary education options.

•	The findings are not predictive in nature.

•	The findings are subject to the interpretation of the 

reporter, and some may be subjective.

Promising Philosophies and Practices in PSE 
Programs for Students with ID

To follow up on previous national survey findings and to 

identify common features, themes, and differences across 

PSE programs, Think College staff conducted five site visits 

to institutions of higher education. The purpose was to 

observe and capture a more detailed picture of the current 

offerings for college students with ID in the United States. 

The profiles capture a snapshot of these programs and 

reflect a sampling of the existing program types and settings 

in our country. 

The five programs differed in size, scope, focus, and duration. 

In each program, various promising philosophies and 

practices were reported or observed. These philosophies 

and practices included aspects of the programs that seemed 

to be working best, those that engendered the most pride, 

and those that seemed to elicit the best outcomes for 

students. Many of these are also cited in the literature on 

transition education as predictors that lead to post-school 

student success (National Collaborative on Workforce and 

Disability/Youth, 2005; National Council on Disability, 2008; 

Carter, Austin, & Trainor, 2012; Solberg, Howard, Gresham, 

& Carter, 2012; Test, Mazzotti, Mustian, Fowler, Kortering, & 

Kohler, 2009). 

Faculty engagement and interest in diversity

The impact college students with ID have on college 

campuses and in college classes is often related to the 

attitude and level of engagement of that college’s faculty. 

While negative attitudes have been identified as a barrier 

in previous research (Hart, Grigal, Sax, Martinez, & Will, 

2006), the site visits reflected primarily positive attitudes 

from faculty about the impact of students with ID on their 

campus and on their teaching. As one faculty member from 

Keuka College stated, “I see it as an ‘access for all’ right. 

Education, even higher education, should be education for 

all. I think it’s an access issue, and all the more power to 

people who previously could not go to school, who can 

now go. The more access for people who can go, the better.” 

A number of professors who had students with ID in 

their classes saw the presence of these students as an 

opportunity to walk the walk, not just talk the talk. Faculty 

who taught students with ID felt they were able to translate 

these students’ experiences into conversations about other 

forms of diversity on campus. This observation mirrors the 

finding of a recent study conducted by May (2012). This 

study looked at the impact an inclusive course experience 

had on college peers’ attitudes toward diversity. May 

determined that peers’ attitudes did change, and indicated 

that the role of the faculty member in facilitating that change 

was worthy of further exploration. 

Diversity was a repeated theme as well from faculty and 

administrators. The college president at Highline Community 

College shared his view about how the presence of 

ACHIEVE on campus was aligned with the mission and 

values of the college: “A core value here is diversity…Our 

goal is to always see our students’ abilities, not deficits…It is 

just another issue of access and diversity.” 

These views demonstrate that when a program is seen 

to be a good match for a college, it may impact the way 

the program is embraced by its faculty and administration. 

However, this may depend upon the campus and its 

philosophy toward inclusion and diversity. A study by 

O’Connor, Kubiak, Espiner, and O’Brien (2012) captured the 

views of university lecturers whose classes were attended 

by students with ID. Their findings reflect the impact that the 



30 •  Profiles and Promising Practices in Higher Education for Students with Intellectual Disability

college culture has, especially when the college is committed to 

social justice and equity for all students on their campus. 

While the theme of social justice was not evident on all of the 

campuses we visited, a desire to be responsive to the diversity 

of all students was present in many of the conversations we 

had during the site visits. University leaders play a role in how 

diversity is acknowledged and addressed, and how students with 

ID are encompassed into the diversity mission of the college. 

“As the campus has exposure to a range of disabilities, 

it pushes us to do things we have never even thought of 

before, and adds so much to what you are already doing.”

 -Dean, Western Carolina University

Reciprocity of benefit

One factor that has been deemed essential by experienced 

practitioners is that the PSE program must benefit not only 

the students, but the college as well (Jones & Goble, 2012; 

Folk, Yamamoto, & Stodden, 2012). On each campus we 

visited, staff, faculty, and administrators affirmed that students 

with ID had a true, equal place on the college campus, 

and that their presence benefited the college as a whole, 

its faculty, and its students. This reciprocity demonstrates a 

change from past efforts to place students with ID on college 

campuses that used “under-the-radar” practices. Establishing 

the legitimacy of a student’s right to be on campus, while 

simultaneously expecting them to contribute to that campus, 

may have long-term impacts on how these programs grow in 

the future. When institutions of higher education face budget 

constraints and cutbacks, those students who are considered 

“guests” on campus are likely the first ones to lose their place. 

Administrators spoke about the fit between their vision 

of themselves as a university or college, their role in the 

community, and the education of all young people who want 

to continue learning, including those with ID. Both college 

administrators and staff highlighted the mutual benefit to the 

college campus and all students (with and without disabilities) 

when students with ID were part of the college experience. 

This broad spectrum of respondents deemed that the 

students with ID on their campuses were not only receiving 

benefits from college, but were also providing benefits to 

their campus and their community. 

Acceptance of college peers

Personnel at each of the colleges noted that the other 

college students on their campuses were very supportive, 

both of the programs overall and of the students with ID 

who were attending. This support was attributed at least in 

part to the students’ previous experiences with people with 

disabilities in both their primary and secondary education 

settings. These students had been educated in their K–12 

settings with people with disabilities, and it made sense to 

them that attending college was a natural next step. 

Previous experience with people with disabilities has been 

documented as a contributing factor in college students’ 

comfort level with college peers with disabilities (May, 2012; 

Neville & White, 2011). The increase in inclusive high school 

experiences has led to a college student population that is 

more accustomed to having peers with different learning 

needs alongside them in the classroom. 

Other factors may impact fellow students’ comfort level 

and attitudes toward students with ID in college. Griffin, 

Summer, McMillan, Day, and Hodapp (2012) surveyed 256 

college peers of students with ID, and found differences in 

students’ attitudes were related to the respondents’ gender 

and comfort level. Female respondents held more positive 

attitudes toward students with ID and their inclusion in 

college than males did. Also, peers who reported a greater 

comfort level with students with ID found more benefits 

associated with their inclusion and perceived students with 

ID as having higher abilities. 

A prevailing question amongst those who question the 

wisdom of college access for students with ID is: How 

might allowing these students access to college harm or 

devalue the college experience for their peers without 

disabilities? Emerging research and our observations during 

these site visits support the idea that college peers with 

ID may in fact enhance the experiences of other college 

students.  Faculty members mention that students without 

disability are often motivated to work harder when they 

observe the level of effort students with intellectual 

disability are making in their classes.
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Use of student mentors

One trend emerging from the growth of PSE options is 

the engagement of peers to work with students with ID in 

a mentorship role (Trowbridge, Carlson, & Cusack, 2012). 

In the programs we visited, mentors took on a variety of 

profiles; some were volunteers, some were earning course 

credit, and some were paid as work-study students. As 

more colleges providing access to students with ID employ 

peer-mentoring models, it will be vital that we capture 

the challenges as well as the shared benefits of these 

experiences. 

In a recent study, Jones and Goble (2012) document the 

complex nature of developing peer mentoring relationships, 

and suggest that there is a need to ensure that mentors 

receive sufficient orientation and feedback around their 

role. These researchers also remind us that mentors are not 

natural supports, and use of mentors should not replace or 

eliminate the potential for students with ID to reach out to 

student peers who are not mentors. 

Mentors in the programs we visited received supervision 

and training from program staff, which highlighted the 

importance of ongoing training and oversight. Some 

campuses had students document their experiences 

and questions in journals, while others held weekly or 

monthly meetings to connect and reflect on mentoring. 

Faculty at Northern Kentucky University created a video 

to convey the parameters and expectations for potential 

peer mentors. The development of such tools shows 

the commitment these programs have to cultivating rich, 

meaningful mentoring experiences for both the mentors 

and the mentees. 

Faculty indicated that opportunities for peer mentoring 

allow students in the fields of education, human services, 

and rehabilitation the chance to extend what they have 

learned in their courses by employing those evidence-

based practices and strategies in the real world. We heard 

from both faculty and students that, through supporting 

and interacting with peers with ID, students’ assumptions 

about capability and capacities were challenged and often 

discarded. 

In each program visited, there was a focus on establishing an 

equal, mutually beneficial relationship between mentors and 

mentees, and on identifying what ALL students could learn 

from the relationships. Mentors noted that they felt that 

their mentoring experiences would help them with their 

future careers.

Community partnerships 

A high degree of collaboration with internal and external 

entities was evident at all the colleges we visited. 

Collaboration was broad-based, and varied in scope 

depending upon the community. Many of the colleges were 

working with a wide range of agencies, organizations, and 

individuals, such as vocational rehabilitation, developmental 

disability agencies and organizations, school districts, 

workforce development, families, and generic organizations 

such as Chambers of Commerce or Rotary Clubs. 

At Taft College, there was a strong partnership with area 

employers in the small town where the college is located. 

This partnership reduced the need for job development 

since employers called the program coordinator at the 

college when positions were available. Additionally, many 

Taft College personnel were members of the Rotary Club. 

Membership in these community organizations strengthened 

the college’s ties to the community at large. 

The SHEP program’s unique approach, using a centralized 

program to broker opportunities at colleges all over 

Kentucky, showed the power of partnerships to support 

student access to higher education outside of a specific 

locality. Keuka College used their relationships with area 

adult agencies as well as local school districts to obtain 

funding for students to attend college and get supports. 

A key element of effective partnerships is ensuring that 

both partners are achieving their mission. Continuous 

communication, feedback, and evaluation are tools that 

we observed programs using to ensure that each of the 

collaborators had a voice at the table.

Partnerships also were key in obtaining or maintaining 

funding for key program elements. The Kentucky universities 

also had an innovative partnership with the state vocational 
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rehabilitation (VR) program. This partnership led to VR 

creating a new cost structure and fee schedule for local 

providers to work with students on employment goals while 

they were attending college. Highline Community College 

uses a braided funding strategy that creates diversified 

funding available to students and is an effective use of 

partnerships with community members (e.g., VR, school 

district, developmental disability agency, Plan for Achieving 

Self-Support, Impairment-Related Work Expenses, financial 

aid, private pay). 

Collaboration is not only tied to planning and 

implementation, but also to funding and sustainability (Grigal 

et al., 2011). Ensuring the involvement of stakeholders 

in day-to-day operations as well as in the financial and 

administrative infrastructure of each program will allow for 

continued existence and expansion of services. A critical 

question is: How can these expanded partnerships and 

networks be used to further benefit other aspects of the 

college or other students of the college? 

Continuous quality improvement 

To demonstrate their efficacy, higher education programs for 

student with ID must monitor and evaluate their services 

(Grigal, Dwyre, Emmett, & Emmett, 2011). Such evaluation 

was consistently seen at all the sites we visited. Personnel 

employed a variety of tools for self-reflection, including the 

Think College Standards for Inclusive Higher Education, 

as well as focus groups and other feedback from students, 

families, partners, faculty, and administration. 

This focus on continuous quality improvement was present 

in the newer programs as well as those that had been 

in existence for more than twenty years. There was an 

emphasis on the development of more opportunities for 

inclusive academic coursework for students with ID. It 

is likely that this focus was triggered in part by the new 

requirements outlined in the HEOA. However, many of the 

programs visited still professed the need for some separate 

classes, activities, and instruction for students with ID, even 

though research shows that these skills are best taught in 

the natural environment where they will be used.

Because the programs visited were model demonstration 

sites, staff were also using the online evaluation system 

implemented by the TPSID National Coordinating Center 

to gather data for evaluation. This combination of large-

scale evaluation coupled with more qualitative input from 

students, faculty, and staff provides the best “big picture” for 

what is going well, and what needs to change. 

Only a few programs had plans or a system in place 

to collect student exit data or follow-up data. It will be 

important as these programs mature and expand that the 

colleges determine mechanisms to capture their short-term 

and long-term student outcomes.

CONCLUSION
These program profiles can provide insights for professionals 

in K–12 education, as well as higher education, about the 

background and structure of these PSE programs. As the 

field of higher education becomes more inclusive toward 

and responsive to the needs of people with intellectual 

disabilities, these observations can provide a foundation for 

future discussion and exploration of promising philosophies 

and practices. 

A key to progress is not only a commitment to 

improvement, but a willingness to share what we’ve learned 

with others. All of the staff in each program visited were 

open and generous with their experiences, their tools, and 

the lessons they have learned. We are grateful to each site 

for sharing their perspectives and experiences so that the 

field can examine, reflect, and build upon these innovative 

higher education practices. 
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Western Carolina University’s University Participant Program
Cullowhee, North CarolinaWestern	  Carolina	  University:	  Participant	  Program	  
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ORgANIzATIONAL CHARTS
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Keuka College Diversity, Responsibility, Inclusion, Vision and Experiential Learning Program
Keuka Park, New York
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Northern Kentucky University and University of Kentucky Supported Higher Education Project
Highland Heights and Lexington, Kentucky
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Des Moines, Washington
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STANDARDS, QUALITy INDICATORS AND bENCHmARKS

Think College at the Institute for Community Inclusion at the University of Massachusetts Boston has developed Standards, 

Quality Indicators, and Benchmarks for Inclusive Higher Education. Institutes of higher education can use these standards to 

create, expand, or enhance high quality, inclusive postsecondary education to support positive outcomes for individuals with 

intellectual disabilities (ID). Additionally, these standards can be used to as a framework to conduct and expand research on 

issues related to supporting students with ID in higher education. They are aligned with the definition of a comprehensive 

postsecondary and transition program for students with intellectual disabilities and reflect institutional and instructional practices 

that support a Universal Design for Learning framework as outlined in the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008.

STANDARD 1: ACADEmIC ACCESS
To facilitate quality academic access for students with intellectual disabilities, the comprehensive postsecondary education 
program should:

Quality Indicator 1.1: Provide access to a wide array of college course types that are attended by students 
without disabilities, including:

1.1A: Enrollment in non-credit-bearing, non-degree courses (such as continuing education courses) attended by students 
without disabilities.

1.1B: Auditing or participating in college courses attended by students without disabilities for which the student does not 
receive academic credit.

1.1C: Enrollment in credit-bearing courses offered by the institution attended by students without disabilities, when 
aligned with the student’s postsecondary plans.

1.1D: Access to existing courses rather than separate courses designed only for students with intellectual disabilities.

1.1E: College course access that is not limited to a pre-determined list.

1.1F: Participation in courses that relate to their personal, academic, and career goals as established through person-
centered planning.

1.1G: Collection of objective evaluation data on college course participation.

Quality Indicator 1.2: Address issues that may impact college course participation, including:
1.2A: College policies regarding placement tests, ability-to-benefit testing and prerequisites that negatively impact college 

course participation access.

1.2B: Access to and instruction in the use of needed public or personal transportation, such as public buses, taxis, para-
transit, ride-sharing with other students, and other naturally occurring transportation options.

1.2C: Access to college disability services for accommodations typically provided by that office.

1.2D: Access to and instruction in the use of needed technology.

1.2E: Access to educational coaches who receive ongoing training and supervision.

1.2F: Access to peer support such as mentors, tutors, and campus ambassadors.

1.2G: Faculty training on universal design for learning principles.

Quality Indicator 1.3: Provide students with the skills to access ongoing adult learning opportunities, including:
1.3A: Knowledge of the adult learning opportunities available in their community, such as college courses, community 

education, etc.

1.3B: Knowledge of resources available to assist them to access or fund adult learning opportunities in their community.

STANDARD 2: CAREER DEVELOPmENT
To facilitate career development leading to competitive employment for students with intellectual disabilities, the 
comprehensive postsecondary education program should:
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Quality Indicator 2.1: Provide students with the supports and experiences necessary to seek and sustain 
competitive employment, including:

2.1A: The provision of person-centered planning to identify career goals.

2.1B: Access to job coaches and developers who receive ongoing training and supervision.

2.1C: Participation in time-limited internships or work-based training in settings with people without disabilities.

2.1D: Opportunity to participate in academically focused service learning experiences.

2.1E: Participation in paid work experiences related to personal choice and career goals, such as paid internships, work-
study, service learning, or other paid work on or off campus.

2.1F: Connection with community rehabilitation and other adult service providers to sustain employment.

2.1G: Collection of objective evaluation data on student employment.

STANDARD 3: CAmPUS mEmbERSHIP
 To facilitate campus membership for students with intellectual disabilities, the comprehensive postsecondary education 
program should:

Quality Indicator 3.1: Provide access to and support for participation in existing social organizations, facilities, 
and technology, including:

3.1A: Campus programs, such as clubs and organizations, community service, religious life, student government, Greek 
system, co-curricular experiences, service learning, study abroad, student sports and entertainment events, 
recreational facilities and programs, etc.

3.1B: Residence life facilities and activities, including, when desired, the off-campus housing office.

3.1C: Technology for social communication, including email, texting, cell phone, Facebook, Twitter, Skype.

3.1D: Social activities facilitated by students without disabilities, who serve as natural supports.

STANDARD 4: SELF-DETERmINATION
To facilitate the development of self-determination in students with intellectual disabilities, the comprehensive postsecondary 
education program should:

Quality Indicator 4.1: Ensure student involvement in and control of the establishment of personal goals that:
4.1A: Reflect student interests and desires as indicated by person-centered planning.

4.1B: Are reviewed regularly and modified as needed to reflect changes in student interests and preferences.

4.1C: Address accommodation and technology needs.

4.1D: Lead to outcomes desired by the student.

4.1E: Reflect family input when desired by the student.

Quality Indicator 4.2: Ensure the development and promotion of the self-determination skills of students with 
intellectual disabilities as evidenced by students:

4.2A: Monitoring their own progress toward their personal goals.

4.2B: Directing their choice of courses, activities, and employment experiences.

4.2C: Being involved in course registration, accommodation requests, and payment of tuition.

4.2D: Being involved in all aspects of employment, such as creating a resume, setting up job interviews, making follow-up 
phone calls, negotiating job changes, etc.

4.2E: Interacting directly with faculty and employers including the articulation of needed accommodations.

4.2F: Managing personal schedules that include courses, employment, and social activities.

Quality Indicator 4.3: Have a stated process for family involvement that reflects:
4.3A: Clearly defined roles and responsibilities for parents and students.

4.3B: A process for the provision of information to parents on resources, effective advocacy, and transition planning.

4.3C: Student control over how parents are involved with their experience.
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4.3D: Adherence to the guidelines set forth by the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA).

STANDARD 5: ALIgNmENT WITH COLLEgE SySTEmS AND PRACTICES
To facilitate alignment with college systems and practices for students with intellectual disabilities, the comprehensive 
postsecondary education program should:

Quality Indicator 5.1: As required in the HEOA, identify outcomes or offer an educational credential (e.g., degree 
or certificate) established by the institution for students enrolled in the program, including assurance that:

5.1A: Outcomes established by the program for achievement of an educational credential are measurable.

5.1B: Program outcomes are publicly available (e.g., brochure, website, program application).

5.1C: Courses and internships are related to achieving and maintaining gainful employment.

5.1D: Outcomes/credentials established by the program also address engagement in college community life, service 
opportunities, etc.

Quality Indicator 5.2: Provide access to academic advising that:
5.2A: Uses person-centered planning in the development of a student’s course of study (curriculum structure).

5.2B: Reflects the institution’s policy for determining whether a student enrolled in the program is making satisfactory 
academic progress.

5.2C: Is aligned with the educational credential established by the institution for students enrolled in the program.

Quality Indicator 5.3: Provide access to college campus resources, including:
5.3A: Admissions, registration, and orientation.

5.3B: College identification cards.

5.3C: Health and counseling centers, athletic center, information technology, career services, dining services, Greek system, 
clubs, student organizations, student government, etc.

5.3D: Co-curricular activities including practicum and learning communities.

5.3E: Support for participating in existing on- and off-campus university-owned or university-affiliated housing.

5.3F: Orientation, training, and resources for parents of incoming students.

5.3G: Campus shuttle buses to different campuses and the community.

Quality Indicator 5.4: Collaborate with faculty and staff, including:
5.4A: Accessing existing professional development initiatives on campus (e.g., workshops on Universal Design for 

Learning principles).

5.4B: Offering expertise of the program staff and students to faculty, other college personnel, and students through 
trainings, course presentations, etc.

Quality Indicator 5.5: Adhere to the college’s schedules, policies and procedures, public relations, and 
communications as evidenced by:

5.5A: Review of the college’s code of conduct with students.

5.5B: Participation of students in courses and/or social events during afternoons, evenings, and weekends.

5.5C: Participation of students in graduation exercises and experiences.

5.5D: Observation of college vacations and holidays, not local education agencies (if dual enrollment) or that of outside 
agencies.

5.5E:  Recognition of students with intellectual disabilities as a representative population in the IHE’s diversity plan.

5.5F:  The presence of students with ID on campus reflects the college’s commitment to diversity and has a presence in 
college communications, strategic plan, mission statement, president’s messages, and system reviews.
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STANDARD 6: COORDINATION AND COLLAbORATION
To facilitate collaboration and coordination, the comprehensive postsecondary education program should:

Quality Indicator 6.1: Establish connections and relationships with key college/university departments, as evidenced by:
6.1A: Students with ID effectively using campus resources, such as disability services, financial aid services, course registration, 

academic advising, health services, and career services.

6.1B: Program staff effectively using college infrastructure, such as IT support, maintenance, etc.

6.1C: Program staff being aware of the governance and administrative structures of the college or university that may impact the 
program.

6.1D: Program staff participating in faculty/staff governance or committees as part of their contribution to the college.

Quality Indicator 6.2: Have a designated person to coordinate program-specific services of the comprehensive 
postsecondary education program, including:

6.2A: Scheduling and implementing interagency team meetings.

6.2B: Conducting person-centered planning and ensuring that the results of those meetings are infused into the students’ daily activities.

6.2C: Ensuring that data collection and program evaluation activities occur.

6.2D: Providing outreach to families.

6.2E: Providing training and supervision for educational coaches, job coaches, and job developers.

STANDARD 7: SUSTAINAbILITy
To facilitate sustainability, the comprehensive postsecondary education program should:

Quality Indicator 7.1: Use diverse sources of funding, including:
7.1A: Maintaining a relationship to the campus financial aid office.

7.1B: Ensuring that eligible students and families apply for financial aid.

7.1C: Providing information to students on sources of funds for tuition and other costs, such as National Service grants, work-
study, use of Medicaid waiver funds, vocational rehabilitation, etc.

7.1D: Using state funds, IDEA funds, developmental services agency funds, family funds, private funds, and federal grant funds to 
provide core funding for the program.

Quality Indicator 7.2: Have a planning and advisory team which:
7.2A: Includes representatives from the college, including administrators (deans, provosts, department chair), disability 

services, and faculty, as well as disability-specific agencies, relevant community agencies, local business leaders, workforce 
development providers, families, and students.

7.2B: Supports collaboration between the college and the program and with outside entities.

7.2C: Addresses program policies and practices (costs, access, partnerships) and student outcomes (data review) to ensure 
sustainability.

7.2D: Communicates regularly.

STANDARD 8: ONgOINg EVALUATION
To facilitate quality postsecondary education services for students with intellectual disabilities, the comprehensive postsecondary 
program should:

Quality Indicator 8.1: Conduct evaluation of services and outcomes on a regular basis, including:
8.1A: Collection of data from key stakeholders, such as students with and without disabilities, parents, faculty, disability services, 

and other college staff.

8.1B: Collection of student satisfaction data.

8.1C: Collection of student exit data.

8.1D: Collection of student follow-up data.

8.1E: Review of all data compiled by the advisory team and other stakeholders.

8.1F: Implementation of program changes as a result of data review.



Profiles and Promising Practices in Higher Education for Students with Intellectual Disability  • 43

SITE VISIT INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
The interview questions are based on the Think College Standards, Quality Indicators, and Benchmarks tool for 

postsecondary education programs for students with ID. They were used to interview the program director and other 

program-related personnel (e.g., college administrators, faculty, disability services staff). The interview with program staff was 

separate from the director, but the same questions were asked. 

•	Tell me about the kinds of academic or course access in your program. What kinds of classes do students take? 

How are courses chosen? How do you deal with barriers to course access? (Standard 1: Academic Access)

•	How are employment and career development addressed in this program? What kinds of employment experiences 

do your students engage in? What kinds of outcomes have you seen? (Standard 2: Career Development)

•	College provides many ways for students to socialize. Which social avenues are most used by the students in your 

program? Which ones are challenging to them? (Standard 3: Social Networks/Campus Membership)

•	Describe the supports that are provided to students in classes, on the job, or on campus. (Standards 1, 2, and 3)

•	Describe how the students’ day/week/semester is planned. (Standard 4: Self-Determination/Student Empowerment)

•	How do you communicate with families? What are some of the most pressing concerns from family members? Any 

challenges associated with working with students’ families? (Standard 4: Self-Determination/Student Empowerment)

•	Who guides or advises students as to what their schedule should include? (Standard 5: Alignment with College 

Systems and Practices)

•	Are there any aspects of college life in which the students in your program cannot participate? (Standard 5: 

Alignment with College Systems and Practices)

•	How do you think the rest of the college views the students in this program? Has it changed over time? (Standard 

6: Coordination and Collaboration)

•	How involved has the college administration been in implementing or supporting this program? Can you give me 

examples of their involvement? (Standard 6: Coordination and Collaboration) 

•	 Is there a key person who coordinates services for students with ID? Tell me about that role. (Standard 6: 

Coordination and Collaboration)

•	Has funding for the program staff or infrastructure been a challenge?

•	How about students? What funding options are available to them? (Standard 7: Sustainability)

•	Has the program changed over time? Are the goals of the program being achieved? How do you monitor these 

things? (Standard 8: Evaluation)

•	What are most positive outcomes of supporting students to live on campus? What are some of the challenges of 

doing this? (If residential is provided)
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For College Administrator

•	What was your initial reaction when you heard about the idea of providing students with intellectual disabilities 

opportunities to learn at your college?

•	What were the reactions of your colleagues? 

•	What is your current level of involvement with the program staff and students? 

•	What do you see as benefits for the college (staff or students) of serving this population of students? What are 

the challenges or drawbacks for the college?

For Faculty

•	What was your initial reaction when you were asked to include a student with intellectual disabilities in your class?

•	Has this impacted the way you teach your classes? If so, how (accommodations, pacing, content, format)?

•	Have the students with intellectual disabilities had an impact on other students in the class?

•	What do you see as benefits of serving this population of students? What are the challenges or drawbacks for the 

college?

•	What, if anything, has most surprised you about these students or their program?

•	What do you see as the impact on the students with intellectual disabilities?

For Disability Services

•	What is your relationship with the program for students with intellectual disabilities?

•	How does what you provide for students with intellectual disabilities differ from what you do with other students 

with disabilities?

•	What do you see as benefits of serving this population of students? What are the challenges or drawbacks for the 

college?
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