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Introduction:

There is a growing trend around the country.  Students with intellectual disabilities are attending postsecondary education programs on college campuses. Given recent history, this is truly remarkable.  At one time, it was rare for students with intellectual disabilities to learn how to read.  Expectations have since risen, as students with intellectual disabilities demonstrate that they can learn along side their peers, from Kindergarten through high school.  A few trailblazers forged inroads into the previously inaccessible world of postsecondary education.  Often, these early opportunities were the result of parent advocacy and parent/professional collaboration.  Today, more and more parents of youth with intellectual disabilities have high expectations, which include postsecondary education.  Also, recent changes to the Higher Education Opportunity Act makes these opportunities more of a possibility than ever before.  One national effort that focuses on identifying postsecondary opportunities for youth with intellectual disabilities is the federally-funded Think College.  Think College provides training and technical assistance, conducts research, and engages in comprehensive dissemination of resources in the area of postsecondary education for people with intellectual disabilities.  Think College also serves as the national coordinating center for recently funded model demonstration projects, which established 27 transition and postsecondary education programs in 24 states across the country.  We have asked Cate Weir, Think College project coordinator, to answer a few of the questions that parents of youth with intellectual disabilities have about postsecondary educational opportunities.

Interviewer: What types of postsecondary educational opportunities for students with intellectual disabilities does Think College promote?

Cate:  Think College promotes inclusive PSE opportunities for people with intellectual disabilities (previously called mental retardation).  Up until recently, this group of people has been excluded from any type of postsecondary education. Efforts now exist to provide education beyond high school that focuses on academics, independent living, social opportunities, and competitive employment.

Interviewer: Can my son or daughter earn real college credit while participating in one of these programs?

Cate: There are many types of PSE options, so it depends on the type of program you are looking at. Real college credit is possible, and there are people with ID who are earning college credit and obtaining college degrees.  Others “audit” college courses, which means that they attend class on campus with other college students and participate in class activities. They do not have to complete all course requirements and do not earn credit for the course. Still others may participate in special classes that are only for people with ID, which do not offer college credit.  It is important to know that if a student earns college credit, it is because they complete all the work required by all students.  There are no course modifications allowed if the student takes the course for credit.  In some cases, there may be a combination of options.  But again, students w/ ID can participate in college courses in a variety of ways.

Interviewer: My child has barriers to academic success, how can she or he be successful in a college setting?

Cate: Academics are often more difficult for students with ID, but many are successful in a college environment where expectations are high. Sometimes, it is a matter of how you define “success.”  If a student learns more than they once knew about a subject, even if not meeting all the requirements of the course, that is success.  If new knowledge fulfills a goal, meets an interest, or helps with career development, that is success. One student who wants to become an advocate for disability rights takes a class in public speaking to help meet his career goal. Likewise, a student who wants to work in early childhood education takes a child development class. Exploring art and art history can be a great experience for a student who thrives on visual learning, but struggles with reading.  Lifelong learning, opportunities to continue to learn and grow in enriching environments, is a worthwhile endeavor and may be especially important for students with ID.
Interviewer: Does my child have a right to a free and appropriate postsecondary education after leaving high school?

Cate: A college education, unlike a K-12 education is NOT an entitlement or legal right. It is important to learn about the differences between high school and college, particularly those that address the legal differences.  There is a good resource that outlines these important differences on the Think College website.

Resource: http://www.thinkcollege.net/for-families/high-school-v-college 

Interviewer: Will my child still have an IEP when participating in one of these programs?

Cate: Once students graduate from or leave high school, they no longer have an IEP.  Some students participate in a college program during the transition years, ages 18 to 21.  In these cases, students receive public school services, so they still have an IEP that the K-12 school system is responsible for implementing.  However, the activities associated with the IEP may occur within the college program on a college campus.

Interviewer: Are there prerequisites or course requirements to be accepted into one of these programs?

Cate: This is an important question to ask when reviewing your options. Whereas many programs do not have requirements beyond having an intellectual disability and wanting to attend college, some programs do have functional requirements or other prerequisites.

Although programs are not likely to have academic prerequisites, it is extremely helpful for students with ID, interested in college, to participate in more demanding academic classes while in high school.  Also, it is great if students can explain their disability and list supports they need to maximize learning potential. Also important is to have plenty of opportunities to practice being a self-advocate.  Students should also learn to use technology that will support them in their academic work.

Interviewer: Where can I find programs like these?

Cate: Currently, (March, 2011) there are about 250 programs that serve students with ID across the country. As the result of a recent survey, there is a database of 155 of those programs on the Think College website.  The database is updated when new programs complete the survey and add their information to the site.

Resource: http://www.thinkcollege.net/databases/programs-database?view=programsdatabase
Interviewer: What does my child have to do to enter a PSE program like this?

Cate: Most people agree that the most important consideration is that the student (not only the parents or others) wants to go to college.  As mentioned before, inclusive, demanding classes in high school are helpful to those students who want to continue their learning. Take a look at program websites, visit a campus if possible, and start planning early for college after high school. The transition checklist on www.ThinkCollege.net has great tips and relevant considerations for transitioning from high school to college.

Resource: http://www.thinkcollege.net/for-families/transition-checklist 

Interviewer: If the program is a secondary transition program housed on a college campus, will my son or daughter have to pay tuition?

Cate: Whether or not the program is a secondary transition program or a postsecondary program for those who have left high school, tuition may be required.  Again, this is something that varies from program to program.  Tuition is likely to be charged if students are taking college courses, even if they only audit classes.  But each campus is different, so be sure to ask about tuition and other fees when you start investigating programs.  Whether or not students have intellectual disabilities, college is an expense for them and families.  Typically, even school districts that pay for supports and accommodations (such as transportation or tutoring) for students who are still in high school, will not pay for college tuition.

Interviewer: If tuition needs to be paid, does my son or daughter qualify for financial aid?

Cate: Because of recent changes to the Higher Education Opportunity Act, students with ID are now eligible for some types of financial aid – Pell Grants, Supplemental Educational Opportunity Grants, and Federal Work Study.  There are a couple of things to be aware of: 1) The student must have left high school; students who receive IDEA funding are not eligible for Financial Aid.  2) For students to be eligible for financial aid, they must participate in an “eligible program,” as defined by the Higher Ed Act. Be sure to ask if the program in which you are interested is eligible. 3) While requirements to be matriculated (or accepted) into a college and to be a full time student have been waived, these programs are still income-eligible and income limits still apply.

Interviewer: Are there certain civil rights laws that we need to be aware of?

Cate: The civil rights of adults with disabilities are protected by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  These are important to understand when receiving accommodations for disability at college and at work for adults with disabilities.
Resource: http://www.thinkcollege.net/for-families/high-school-v-college 
Interviewer: If there is no program in the area, how can our local college start a program?

Cate: This is a question that many parents have, and there are many ways to go about establishing a program on a college campus. It is important to remember that if a student wants to attend a local college, it may be possible to arrange for individualized supports using existing resources.  Many students have done this, so even without a formal program in place, they are able to continue their education after high school. A good first step for this approach is to list out your concerns and questions and then connect with another parent or family member who has had the experience of their son/daughter attending college.  Get to know how they experienced the opportunity. What did they learn?  How did they approach the situation?  Parents talking to parents is key for many families.  Establishing a formal program most typically begins with a group of stakeholders who meet to discuss the possibilities and to negotiate buy-in from key people, most importantly college administrators.  Think College consults with state teams who are interested in following the multi-stepped process to get something started in their states. There is a lot more that can be said, as there are many ways this has been done, whether for small groups of students or by just one student who begins to take classes and participate in various aspects of campus life.

Interviewer: As a parent, what is the appropriate level of my involvement in the postsecondary educational program?

Cate: This is a great question, as both the level and the kinds of parental involvement really change in college. Check out the great resource on the changing role of parents on the Think College Website. http://www.thinkcollege.net/for-families/changing-role-of-parents.  It is important for families to remember that college faculty and staff expect to work directly with the student, not mom or dad.  Usually, faculty members do not even want to talk to parents – the student is their customer. College aged students have privacy rights, and colleges require the student to sign something if they wish the college to communicate with their parents. Faculty may be in communication with parents, but only with the full consent of the student and, most likely, in their presence. Parents may be a bit more involved in supporting their son/daughter during the first few months or weeks of college, as the student adjusts to new experiences, but the goal is to support the growth of the students’ own self-reliance and self-advocacy skills. These developmental, cultural and legal changes pave the way for students to become their own advocate and move away from dependency on their parents.  That said, most college programs have communication strategies for parents –ask about them when looking at your options.

Interviewer: What are the benefits of postsecondary education programs for students with intellectual disabilities?

Cate: In many ways, the benefits are the same as they are for any young adult -- having opportunities to grow socially with their same age peers, become more independent, learn new information, and make contributions to their community. PSE experiences can strengthen existing skills, as well as offer chances to make real life choices and explore potential career paths, in a setting that has been designed to promote these experiences for young adults.  Studies have shown that students with ID who have any level of PSE are more likely to have a job and to earn higher wages and more benefits. 
(See Fast Facts #1 at http://www.thinkcollege.net/publications). 
Besides measurably better employment outcomes, there are important, intangible outcomes: students w/ ID leave college programs as more independent young adults, with life-long friendships, higher self-esteem, and stronger advocacy skills.  There are also true benefits for the college and other students, in terms of increased diversity and opportunities to learn from each other. 

Interviewer: What would you say to a parent who has never considered postsecondary education as a realistic option for their son or daughter with an intellectual disability?

Cate: First, I would say to start thinking about it!  Talk to your son or daughter about the possibilities. If they are interested, find out more about what is available for them.  As I mentioned before, the student’s desire to go to college is often the best determinant of success.  Although this is a growing trend, with changes in the Higher Ed Act and federal funding, it is still a field in its infancy.  Students with intellectual disability who attend college are today’s pioneers, and are teaching all of us what works, what doesn’t work, and what’s needed for greater success..  Consider how preparing for college changes what experiences your son or daughter needs in high school, then work those needs into the IEP.  Get ready to, once again, be part of a social movement that is changing what we think about people with ID, what they can do, and where they should be.  So much of what people with a label of intellectual disability are doing today was not considered “realistic” at one time.  Is college for everyone?  No.  Should it be a choice for everyone, including those with intellectual disabilities?  Yes.  

Interviewer: Where do I go for more information?
Cate: www.ThinkCollege.net  has information for parents, students and professionals, so start there.  Ask questions if you do not find what you need. Contact us at thinkcollege@umb.edu 
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