
Think College is a consortium of federally funded projects dedicated to creating inclusive postsecondary education as 

a choice for adults and transition-aged youth with intellectual disabilities. Think College provides training and technical 

assistance on evidence-based practices, conducts quantitative and qualitative research, and disseminates information 

and resources on postsecondary education for students with intellectual disabilities to stakeholders nationwide.

TRAINING AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 
Think College conducts a range of training and 

technical assistance activities with higher-education 

personnel, adult-service agencies, K–12 educators and 

administrators, legislators, parents, and self-advocates 

throughout the country. 

• Webinars 

• Capacity-Building Institutes

• Online Learning Modules

• State-Level Strategic Planning

• Face-to-Face Consultation

• Databases

RESEARCH AND DISSEMINATION
Think College conducts quantitative and qualitative research 

activities on postsecondary education for students with intellectual 

disabilities, including national surveys and evaluation of existing 

services; secondary analysis of existing datasets (e.g., NLTS2, RSA 

911); development and validation of standards, quality indicators, and 

benchmarks; and participatory action research. For a full listing of our 

publications go to: www.thinkcollege.net/publications.

MINI-GRANT FUNDING
Think College provides mini-grants to University Centers for 

Excellence in Developmental Disabilities (UCEDDs) through its 

funding from the Administration on Developmental Disabilities 

to support state-level strategic planning, development, and 

implementation of postsecondary education options for students with intellectual disabilities.
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Intellectual Disabilities Across the United States 

By Debra Hart, Meg Grigal, and Cate Weir

In 2009, Think College conducted a national online survey of postsecondary education programs to determine the 

range of existing services for students with intellectual disabilities (ID).

There were 149 program 

respondents1 from 37 states. Four-

year colleges or universities accounted 

for half of the programs, followed 

by two-year colleges (40%). Trade/

technical schools accounted for the 

smallest percentage of respondents 

(10%, N=135). Forty-five percent of 

respondents indicated that they served 

only adults with ID, 26% served dually 

enrolled students, and 29% (N=118) 

served both groups.

Survey responses indicated that 

programs vary considerably in terms of 

level of student integration, access to 

typical courses, and disability services. 

KEY SURVEY FINDINGS

ADMISSIONS & FEES

• 60% indicated that students with ID were formally enrolled (N=143)

• 56% have special entrance criteria (N=149)

• 71% indicated that students do not take the college course placement test (N=132)

• 78% indicated that they do not charge students or families fees for additional services  

related to students with ID (N=129)

COURSES ACCESS

• 75% offer other instruction or social events specifically for students w/ID (N=129)

• 75% indicated that students with ID participate in group instruction or activities only  

with other students with ID (N=129)

• 53% indicated that students access courses through the typical registration process (N=130)

Survey Respondents by State

1 The number of respondents is listed in parenthesis as not every respondent answered every question
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INTRODUCTIONNationally, there is an increase in the number of high school 
students with intellectual disabilities (ID) going to college 
(Getzel & Wehman, 2005; Hart, Grigal, Sax, Martinez, & Will, 
2006). For these students, the move to college is as exciting 
and intimidating as it is for any other new college student 
(Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Paiewonsky et al., 2010). On top of 
all the usual adjustments, however, some of these students 
need to get acclimated to working with a wide range of 
college supports and with assistance from educational 
coaches, peer tutors, or mentors (Adreon & Derocher, 
2007; Getzel & McManus, 2006; Grigal & Hart, 2010; Hamill, 
2003; Paiewonsky & Ostergard, 2010). This brief provides 
an overview of the supported education model and some 
of the challenges associated with using educational coaches 
in college. A description of how one Massachusetts student 
and his educational coach used a Student–Educational Coach 
Agreement to plan for the support that the student needed  
to successfully attend college is provided.  Potential support 
areas, examples from their working partnership, the benefits 
of using such an agreement, and recommendations for 
replication are highlighted.

Student expectations in college settings
When students with disabilities enroll in college, they are 
expected to assume responsibility for themselves and their 
education just as their peers without disabilities are learning 
to do. Like everyone else, college students with disabilities 
are expected to choose, register for, attend, and participate 
in courses, communicate with instructors, use academic 
support services as needed, and access campus facilities 
and resources. In addition, these students are expected 
to decide if they want to disclose their disability and, if so, 

to seek support from disability services. In meetings with 
their disability services counselor, they must be prepared to 
discuss their learning challenges and strengths (Adreon & 
Durocher, 2007; Eisenmann & Mancini, 2010; Garrison-Wade 
& Lehmann, 2009; Getzel, 2005; Izzo, Hertzfeld, Simmons-
Reed, & Aaron, 2001; Madaus, 2010; Stodden & Jones, 2002).

Learning to meet college expectations helps students to 
meet the ultimate goals of higher education. These include 
being prepared to join the workforce, assuming personal 
and social responsibility, and applying practical skills in 
decision-making, goal-setting, and problem-solving. These 
skills, identified by education, business, community, and policy 
leaders, are core learning outcomes that employers believe 
should be emphasized with students if they are going to 
succeed in a 21st-century global economy (Association of 
American Colleges and Universities, 2007).

Self-determination and self-advocacy
One of the major differences between high school and 
college is the need to demonstrate self-determination skills 
in a postsecondary education setting (Garrison-Wade & 
Lehmann, 2009; Thoma & Wehmeyer, 2005). With skills 
in self-determination that help them regulate choices 

This brief provides an overview of the supported education model and some of the challenges associated with using educational coaches in college.

FOR STUDENTS FOR FAMILIES FOR PROFESSIONALS



WEBSITE
The Think College website serves as a clearinghouse for information, training, and resources related to postsecondary 

education. Major features of the website include:

• Up-to-the-minute news, funding opportunities, events, and resources 

• Searchable databases on existing programs and services, literature, 

and training and technical assistance materials on postsecondary 

education for students with intellectual disabilities

• Multiple communication strategies (e.g., blogs, Facebook, Twitter, 

webinars) that support knowledge application and translation 

between and among practitioners

• Think College LIVE: multimedia learning opportunities

• Information about Think College projects 

• Access to all Think College publications, including Think College 

Fast Facts, monthly e-newsletters, journal articles, and INSIGHT 

briefs on policy, research, and practice

• Upcoming presentations and materials from recent events

Think College is a project of the Institute for Community Inclusion at the University of 
Massachusetts Boston, funded by grants from the National Institute on Disability and 
Rehabilitation Research (CFDA #H133A80042), the Administration on Developmental 
Disabilities (CFDA #93-632, Grant #90DD0659), and the Office of Postsecondary 
Education (CFDA #P407B100002).

"Tremendous ... will become a milestone 
in the field filled with both concrete 
information and materials as well as a vision 
and plan for the future." 

—George Jesien, PhD, Executive Director
Association of University Centers on Disabilities (AUCD)
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