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Postsecondary education for students with intellectual disabilities is a growing 

trend on college and university campuses across the United States, and there is little 

research to guide implementation of such programs. This qualitative case study 

explores how program development team members and relevant stakeholders 

understood the process that led to the implementation of their PSE program in one 

VHRU. 

Implementation of the selected PSE program is viewed through the framework of 

implementation science, which serves as a guide to understanding the challenges of 

embedding research initiatives into practice within the realities of large organizations 

(Fixsen et al., 2005). Interviews were conducted with participants in the PSE program’s 

implementation and comprised the primary source of data. A hermeneutic perspective 

was taken in this inquiry to go beyond a description of program implementation and to 

uncover a deeper understanding of the process of implementation. Critical Incident 

Technique (Gremier, 2004) was used to analyze the ways in which relevant 
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stakeholders understood interactions, conversations, and actions that led to choices or 

compromises relevant to program development.  

Findings derived from this analysis suggest incidents occurring in four areas of 

concern were most critical in influencing the Program’s implementation: (a) addressing 

parental expectations, (b) supporting the inclusion of students with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities in college, (c) defining the organization of the program, and 

(d) initiating friendships. Parental expectations were of primary concern to the 

participants at the initial and full implementation stages of program development as 

parents were unclear about the type of services provided in post-secondary settings and 

unprepared for the greater independence required of their adult children on a college 

campus. Additional concerns included simplistic understandings and negative attitudes 

about intellectual and developmental disabilities among members of the university 

community, which posed challenges for the inclusion of PSE Program students in 

classes and activities. Active involvement of the Program’s financial sponsors in the 

implementation process unexpectedly influenced the alteration of the programs’ original 

design and ultimately shaped the program’s organization. Implementation was also 

influenced by the need to provide intentional assistance to PSE students in expanding 

their social lives and developing genuine relationships. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

In the spring of 2011 I helped a colleague plan a postsecondary education (PSE) 

program for individuals with intellectual disabilities at her campus at the request of 

parents of high school students with intellectual disabilities. We found adequate 

guidance for initiating appropriate student supports, providing person centered planning, 

and gaining access to college courses for her potential students. The larger challenges 

came when attempting to implement the program.  We had to find out who to contact to 

gain access for the program, which offices offered what services, who would provide 

permission, and who needed to come to the table to help bring the program to life. None 

of these topics were fully explained in PSE research or literature related to PSE 

programs. Basically, we knew what we wanted to do and we understood best practices 

for this population of students, but we had little guidance for beginning the process.  

Background 

 Postsecondary education for students with intellectual disabilities is a growing 

trend on college and university campuses across the United States as evidenced by 

over a 60% increase in the number of programs between 2009 and 2011, of which 13 

were housed in very high research universities (VHRUs) (Hart, Grigal, & Weir, 2010; 

Lewis, 2011). Research has addressed program design and capacity, students’ 

experiences in these programs, and student and program outcomes in college and 

university settings; however, there is little information to guide implementation of such 

programs. This study explores how program development team members and relevant 

stakeholders understood the process that led to the implementation of their PSE 

program in one VHRU. 
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Many individuals consider higher education to be the ultimate educational 

experience, a rite of passage leading to opportunities to improve life options, achieve 

status, make friends, and attain greater income (Getzel & Wehman, 2005). Time spent 

at an institute of higher education allows young adults to establish their independence, 

learn to be self-sufficient, and develop life-long networks (Migliore, Butterworth, & Hart, 

2009; Wehman & Yasuda, 2005; Zafft, Hart, & Zimbrich, 2004). Having been educated 

with their same aged peers in high school, many individuals with intellectual disabilities 

have increased expectations for what is possible in their lives after high school (Grigal, 

Hart, & Paiewonsky, 2010; Katsiyannis, Zhang, Landmark, & Reber, 2009; McEathron & 

Beuhring, 2011). Growing numbers of parents, researchers, and practitioners have 

advocated for students with intellectual disabilities ages 18-21years to receive 

instruction in settings similar to their same aged peers without disabilities (Grigal et al.). 

Instead youth with intellectual disabilities frequently face unemployment, long waiting 

lists for housing and employment supports, isolation, and life at home with aging 

parents (Grigal et al.; Lee, 2009; Moon & Inge, 2000; Weinkauf, 2002).  

Individuals with intellectual disabilities have not traditionally been afforded PSE 

opportunities through which they can pursue areas of interest, enhance their 

employment prospects, and establish a pattern of life-long learning that would enable 

them to continue to gain social and life skills into adulthood. These individuals need to 

observe skills in the social environment in order to practice socially appropriate 

behaviors, learn them, and adjust skills through observation, self-regulation, practice 

and problem solving (Goldstein, Kaczmarek, & English, 2002; Goldstein & Morgan, 

2002; Wehmeyer, 1992). At this time programs for individuals with intellectual 
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disabilities have provided limited opportunities for interactions with their non-disabled 

peers (Grigal et al., 2010). As a result, after high-school, individuals with intellectual 

disabilities seldom have opportunities to practice social skills within appropriate 

academic or vocational contexts (Dolyniuk et al., 2002).  

Including individuals with intellectual disabilities in campus settings may add to 

the diversity of the university, help broaden the definition of diversity from the traditional 

boundaries of ethnicity, religion, and sexual orientation, and may enhance 

understandings regarding the value of diversity and the scope of the human condition 

(Kleinert, Jones, Sheppard-Jones, Harp, & Harrison, 2012). Individuals with intellectual 

disabilities may provide the campus community with opportunities to question ideas 

about the mission of higher education, and to examine ideas about social justice and 

the meaning of disability in society. Research suggests that students with intellectual 

disabilities can benefit from college attendance with appropriate educational supports 

(Gilmore, Bose, & Hart, 2001; Kleinert, et al.; Stodden & Dowrick, 2000). Their presence 

on campus can assist faculty in understanding the ways in which the human condition is 

represented by all participants in academic and social discourse (Eisenman & Mancini, 

2010). 

Implications for Young Adults with Disabilities 

Susan Willis, an individual with an intellectual disability described the challenges 

faced in social settings when deprived of opportunities to achieve gainful employment. 

Willis explained that the response to “What do you do?” has much to do with one’s self-

worth and confidence. According to Willis, “with employment comes some level of self-

sufficiency, and with that- -independent living. Without a full or part-time job at 

reasonable wages, none of this can be realized” (Willis cited in Lewis, 2011, p. 1).  
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In large numbers, individuals with intellectual disabilities have limited access to 

full or part-time jobs at reasonable wages. Their view of the human condition is different 

from the view experienced by their peers without disabilities. There is a positive 

correlation between even limited PSE experience for these individuals and their chance 

of securing competitive employment (Gilmore et al., 2001; Stodden & Dowrick, 2000; 

Zafft et al., 2004). In 2007, for example, 36,154 youth with intellectual disabilities ages 

16-26 years entered Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services.  Of these, 1,223 (3.4%) 

participated in some type of PSE and 537 (1.5%) successfully completed a non-degree 

program or vocational/technical certificate program. Nearly half of the youth who 

attended a PSE program were employed and earning an average of $316 per week, 

whereas those who completed a PSE program earned an average of $338 per week. 

Youth who did not attend PSE left VR services with jobs averaging $195 weekly 

(Migliore et al., 2009, p. 1). 

The human condition, however, is influenced by more than just gainful 

employment. It is also influenced by one’s status within the community and the quality of 

life experienced as one interacts with others. Congress stressed the naturally inclusive 

nature of the human condition in the Developmental Disabilities Assistance and Bill of 

Rights Act (Public Law 106-402).  

Disability is a natural part of the human experience that does not diminish 

the right of individuals with developmental disabilities to live independently, 

to exert control and choice over their own lives, and to fully participate in 

and contribute to their communities through full integration and inclusion in 
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the economic, political, social, cultural and educational mainstream of 

United States society. (42 U.S.C. 15001 §101) 

If one considers issues of choice for young adults with intellectual disabilities, one might 

also be prompted to give consideration to postsecondary education as one possible 

choice.  

During recent years increasing numbers of colleges and universities have been 

offering postsecondary opportunities for individuals with intellectual disabilities. 

According to a 2009 survey of PSE programs there were 149 college and university 

programs in 37 states (Hart et al., 2010). Testimony before the U. S. Committee on 

Health, Education, Labor and Pensions in 2011 indicated that in the last eight years the 

number of college programs available for students with intellectual disabilities has 

grown from 4 programs to over 250 programs spread across 36 states and 2 Canadian 

provinces (Lewis, 2011). Despite recent growth in PSE opportunities for these students, 

only 2% of out-of-school youth with intellectual disabilities were enrolled in any type of 

PSE in 2009 (National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, 2009). For the majority of these 

students, college attendance is still not considered an option (Grigal, et al., 2010). 

Change for Institutions of Higher Education 

Some of the growth in PSE programs for this population of students can be 

attributed to modern disability law and some to the grass roots efforts of parents and 

families of young adults with intellectual disabilities. Advocates argue that the most 

appropriate education for these young adults, ages 18 -22 years, will not occur in a 

public high school, and others expand the argument to say that the presumptive least 

restrictive environment for these students is in a college or university setting with their 
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same aged peers (Getzel & Wehman, 2005; Shah, 2011; Warm & Stander, 2011). “One 

of the greatest barriers to creating inclusive campus communities is the attitudes and 

preconceived notions about the limited ability of students with intellectual disabilities to 

meaningfully contribute to the collegiate environment” (Kleinert et al., 2012, p. 30). 

Although educating individuals with intellectual disabilities has not been part of 

higher education’s role some colleges and universities have responded to the demands 

of parents and education advocates to expand inclusive opportunities for these 

individuals that are unique to their specific settings (Eisenman & Mancini, 2010). 

Consideration has had to be given to whether students with intellectual disabilities 

should have access to higher education. These institutions have had to examine their 

ideas about who gets access, in what ways, and with which supports and resources. 

They have also had to consider what impact inclusion might have on the institution’s 

academic standings. 

Program Settings 

A 2009 national survey revealed that 90% of post-secondary education programs 

for individuals with intellectual disabilities were located on college and university 

campuses and students followed the typical enrollment process in 53% of those 

programs (Hart et al., 2010). Approximately 65% of PSE programs are collaborative 

arrangements between public high schools and universities utilizing dual enrollment 

formats for 18-21 year olds (Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011). Think College’s current 

program data-base contains self-reported information for 202 PSE programs of which 

72 are located at 2-year colleges, 99 at 4-year colleges/universities, 20 at VHRUs, and 

11 at technical/trade schools. This represents a 21% increase in PSE programs from 
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2011 to 2012 (http://www.thinkcollege.net/databases/programs-

database?task=searchform#).  

Data from the National Survey on Postsecondary Programs for Youth with 

Intellectual Disabilities indicated that the majority of PSE programs offered a mixed 

option whereby students were provided limited supports to take college classes (Hart, 

Zimbrich, & Parker, 2005). Twenty-five PSE programs using a dual enrollment strategy 

(linking high school and college) were identified. Few colleges offered inclusive PSE 

options with adequate supports for individuals with intellectual disabilities to participate 

in general education classes of their own choosing (Hart, et al., 2004; Hart et al., 2005). 

The demand for PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities will 

most likely continue to grow due in part to new options provided by the Higher 

Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA). Demand for these programs can also be 

anticipated due to parent and student expectations for more inclusive opportunities 

beyond high school. Currently,  

The size and number of PSE programs that offer the personalized supports 

needed by students with intellectual disabilities are insufficient to meet the 

demand. That may change over time, as new legislation and grant-

supported investment in demonstration projects makes PSE for persons 

with intellectual disabilities both more affordable and more widely accepted. 

(McEathron & Beuhring, 2011 p. 1) 

Statement of the Problem 

According to the Developmental Disabilities and Bill of Rights Act of 2000, 

individuals with intellectual disabilities have the right to post-secondary education on 

http://www.thinkcollege.net/databases/programs-database?task=searchform%23%20
http://www.thinkcollege.net/databases/programs-database?task=searchform%23%20


 

21 

college and university campuses. The passage of the HEOA, for the first time, includes 

language allowing students with intellectual disabilities access to Federal Financial Aid 

when receiving transition services at a college or university. PSE programs for this 

population have been in existence for over 30 years in small numbers, but the number 

of programs is rapidly increasing perhaps in part due to the passage of HEOA.  

Despite the rapid increase in program development the focus of PSE literature 

has been on program design and capacity, students’ experiences, and program and 

student outcomes. Although there is some mention of the process of implementation 

“there was limited information on how others could replicate such efforts (Neubert, 

Moon, Grigal & Redd 2001, p. 165). Experiences of institutes of higher education, 

school systems, agencies, and individuals that created opportunities where none 

previously existed can be beneficial to emerging programs. Sharing of what worked and 

what did not work in terms of planning, brokering partnerships, blending resources and 

cultivating educational experiences for students with intellectual disabilities are required 

to assist those who are thinking about implementing PSE programs (Grigal, Hart, & 

Lewis, 2012). One way to begin this work is by examining the ways in which program 

developers and key stakeholders understand the process that led to implementation of 

their PSE program. 

Purpose of the Study 

Given the rate with which PSE programs for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities are growing, and the limited research available to guide implementation of 

such programs, research in this area is needed. The implementation of such programs 

in VHRUs, which typically emphasize high academic achievement, has been especially 

impressive with a 50% increase from 2011 to 2012 (http://www.thinkcollege.net/). In this 

http://www.thinkcollege.net/
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study a closer look will be given to one such program. The purpose of this inquiry is to 

examine the ways in which program developers and relevant stakeholders understand 

the process that led to implementation of their PSE program at one VHRU in the 

Eastern United States. Of particular interest is developing an understanding of the 

critical incidents and the choices or compromises influencing program implementation. 

Research Question 

A conceptual framework can guide development of study questions, and explain 

or suggest a relationship between concepts or ideas (Moore, Lapan, & Quartaroli 2012). 

This inquiry will be guided with a question informed by a conceptual framework derived 

from implementation science (Fixsen, Naoom, Blasé, Friedman, & Wallace 2005). How 

do program developers and relevant stakeholders understand the process that led 

to implementation of their PSE program? 

Conceptual Framework 

Implementation of the selected PSE program is viewed through the perspective 

of implementation science, which serves as a guide to understanding the challenges of 

embedding research initiatives into practice within the realities of large organizations. 

The framework for implementation used in this case study posits that implementation 

occurs across multiple stages from exploration through full implementation, and that 

organizational context and other factors influence successful implementation of 

programs and practices (Fixsen et al., 2005). The model of Multi-level Influences on 

Successful Implementation described by Fixsen and his colleagues is used to illustrate 

influences that include: (a) core implementation components, (b) organizational 

components, and (c) influence factors that produce implementation outcomes (Figure 

1). Influences that prompt changes in the implementation process can be understood by 
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examining relationships among the core components, organizational features, and 

external influence factors as they occur across the various levels. Fixsen et al. cite 

various authors’ descriptions of a multilevel approach to understanding the transactional 

effects shared by these domains.  

Core implantation components must be present for implementation to occur 

with fidelity and good outcome. Components include - training, coaching, 

and performance measures. Organizational components are required to 

enable and support the core components over the long term. All of this must 

take place over the years in the context of capricious but influential changes 

in governments, leadership, funding priorities, economic cycles, shifting 

social priorities, and so on. (pp. 58-59) 

The stages used in implementation science and the multilevel conceptual model inform 

the research question central to this study as well as the methods and protocols for data 

collection.  

Overview of the Methods 

Qualitative methods were used in conducting this case study, and Critical 

Incident Technique (CIT) was employed to analyze critical events that occurred in the 

implementation of this PSE program. Critical incidents in this study were defined as any 

interaction, event, choice, or compromise described in great detail by members of the 

implementation team and relevant stakeholders. These specific incidents may have 

been described by one person multiple times or by multiple people involved with 

program implementation. CIT was used to identify and analyze these incidents in 

interview transcripts, e-mail correspondence, and program documents. Gremier (2004) 
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described CIT as facilitating the investigation of significant events, incidents, or issues 

identified by respondents, the way they are managed, and the outcomes in terms of 

perceived effects. The CIT method is especially useful when the topic of research has 

been sparingly documented or when a comprehensive understanding is required when 

describing or explaining a phenomenon (Gremier) such as the implementation of PSE 

programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities. The use of this analytic technique 

provided insight regarding the critical decision points in the implementation of this PSE 

program. 

Limitations/Assumptions 

This study will provide an in depth look into the implementation process of a 

program for students with intellectual disabilities at one VHRU. The degree to which 

readers might transfer findings from this study would depend upon the degree to which 

their setting and situation align with those represented in this university. As the 

researcher I will attempt to present enough detail for the reader to determine the 

usefulness and transferability of the results of this study.   

Implementation science suggests that negotiating multiple levels of influence is 

an integral part of the implementation process (Fixsen et al., 2005). Consequently the 

present study is based on the assumption that program development team members 

and relevant stakeholders, had to make choices at multiple levels to develop the 

program that was implemented at their university. This study begins with the 

assumption that program development team members started with core components 

that served as a basis for the program they wanted to implement, and that 

organizational components and other influence factors shaped the development of the 

program that was ultimately implemented.  
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Definitions 

 Several terms merit definition for purposes of this study. 

Critical incidents:  Interactions, conversations, or actions participants described 

as influential in prompting them to make choices or compromises in the implementation 

of their PSE program. It was anticipated research participants would have had 

experiences during the implementation process that resonated with them emotionally. 

The act of remembering such incidents resulted in discussions that provided more detail 

and reflection than typical incidents. 

Implementation: “A specified set of activities designed to put into practice an 

activity or program of known dimensions” (Fixsen, et al., 2005, p. 5). “Implementation is 

a mission-oriented process which takes 2-4 years and involves multiple decisions 

actions, and corrections” (Blasé et al., 2010). 

Institutional classification of Very High Research University (VHRU): The 

Carnegie Foundation (2010) developed six classification categories for higher education 

institutions. Doctoral granting universities include; (a) doctoral research universities, (b) 

research universities-high research activity, and (c) research universities-very high 

research activity. The Carnegie Foundation has not established a definition for each of 

the sub-categories; however, the Foundation document provides information on 

selection criteria that included levels of financial and other resources devoted to 

research and development as delimiters between high research activity and very high 

research activity universities referred to as VHRUs. Doctoral research universities in 

contrast are typically 4-year universities that award fewer than 10 doctoral degrees 

annually. 
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Intellectual/Developmental Disability: This classification includes Autism, 

mental retardation, Down syndrome, traumatic brain injury, PDD-NOS, and fetal alcohol 

syndrome. An individual with an intellectual disability is characterized by significant 

limitation both in intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior as expressed in 

conceptual, social, and practical adaptive skills. This disability typically originates before 

the age of 18. 

These are individuals who require extensive ongoing support in more than 

one major life activity to participate in integrated community settings and to 

enjoy a quality of life that is available to citizens with fewer or no disability. 

Support may be required for life activities such as mobility, communication, 

self-care, and learning as necessary for independent living, employment, 

and self-sufficiency. (Causton-Theoharis, Ashby, & DeClouette, 2009 p. 88) 

Post-secondary education:  Programs for young adults with 

intellectual/developmental disabilities that are offered on university campuses. These 

programs provide college experiences for persons who would not otherwise qualify for 

university attendance. 

Significance of the Study 

Available research on the implementation of PSE programs for individuals with 

intellectual disabilities has addressed program design, student experiences, and student 

and program outcomes. However, only two studies made mention of program 

implementation. The present study contributes to the limited body of research by 

providing an intimate view of the implementation process in a VHRU as experienced by 

program development team members, and other relevant stakeholders. In addition, it 
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offers insight into critical incidents encountered during the process of implementing the 

program. This study adds to the body of research using a conceptual framework 

grounded in implementation science to illuminate the process of program development 

and evolution. Understanding this process may be valuable to others attempting to 

implement new programs in VHRUs whether PSE or other innovations.  

Overview of the Dissertation 

This dissertation research was conducted using qualitative case study methods. 

In Chapter 1 the study is introduced and background essential to understanding the 

problem is addressed. In Chapter 2 relevant literature supporting this inquiry is 

reviewed. Methods used to conduct the study including study design, data collection, 

and analysis, are included in Chapter 3. The findings from this analysis are presented in 

Chapters 4 and 5, and conclusions, implications for practice, and recommendations for 

future research are discussed in Chapter 6. 
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Figure 1-1. Multilevel Influences on Successful Implementation. Used with permission 
from the Louis de la Parte Florida Mental Health Institute, University of South Florida, 
2005. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter offers a review of topics essential to understanding the concept of 

providing higher education opportunities to young adults with intellectual disabilities. 

These topics include: (a) an overview of disability policy and its intentions, including 

recent provisions of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA); (b) a 

description of the youth with disabilities typically served in these programs; (c) the type 

of services frequently provided; and (d) the higher education environments in which 

these opportunity programs are located. The topics guiding this review are these: (a) the 

purpose of PSE programs for young adults with intellectual disabilities, and (b) the ways 

in which they are being implemented in institutions of higher education. Research 

related to implementation of PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities is 

reviewed and synthesized. Finally, research related to program implementation is 

reviewed. 

Information for this review was selected from peer reviewed journals and from 

books related to opportunity programs for individuals with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities such as Autism, Down syndrome, traumatic brain injury (TBI) 

and pervasive developmental disability-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). Topics of 

interest for this review included policy contexts, the population of students served in 

PSE programs as well as the service models utilized, the environments in which 

programs were implemented, and the types of services provided in these programs. 

 The following search terms were used alone and in combination to locate 

relevant literature: special education, transition programs, post-secondary education, 

transition to adulthood, transition research, transition to higher education, community 
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college transition/special education, community college/special education, special 

education/research/post-secondary programs, special education/ post-secondary 

programs, post-secondary programs/adults with disabilities, research/adults with 

disabilities/education, and disability/higher education/policy. The search terms were also 

used to search within specific peer reviewed publications. Research was conducted 

through use of search engines located on the University of Florida’s Library website 

including: Academic Search Premier, Ebsco Host, Wilson Web, and ProQuest. Finally, a 

search of web pages including, ThinkCollege, Association on Higher Education and 

Disability (AHEAD), National Center on Educational Statistics, and HEATH Resource 

Center was conducted resulting in a number of resources that are included in this 

review of literature.  

The search was narrowed from 262 articles, studies, and books, to the 29 

publications that were chosen for this review. In order to be included the literature had 

to be published after 1980 and address issues related to policy context, population 

served, service models, environments in which programs were implemented and the 

types of services provided. Articles or studies that focused on high incidence disabilities 

were excluded in favor of those specifically addressing Intellectual/Developmental 

Disabilities and Autism. In addition to books cited, all articles and studies are from peer 

reviewed professional journals or federally funded research projects investigating 

opportunity programs for individuals with developmental disabilities and Autism.  

The review is organized according to the following topics: (a) disability policies, 

(b) PSE programs for persons with intellectual disabilities, (c) implementation science, 

and (d) a review of empirical research. Research is viewed through the lens of 
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implementation science (Fixsen et al., 2005) and includes the following topics: program 

design and capacity, students’ experiences, program and student outcomes. Further 

analysis addresses ways in which implementation science has been used to aid in 

program development.  

Disability Policy 

Passage of the Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA) is the most 

recent addition to disability policy that directly influences the future of thousands of 

young adults with intellectual disabilities. This legislation builds on the strong mandate 

against discrimination presented in the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) 

and aligns with the law’s 2008 amendments. The intent of HEOA is to remove the last 

barrier to full participation of individuals with intellectual/developmental disabilities by 

providing access to higher education. HEOA also offers financial support in the form of 

Federal Financial Aid and work-study for individuals with intellectual disabilities 

receiving transition services in college and university settings. This legislation provides 

a certification process for colleges and universities providing comprehensive transition 

programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities that allows for access to Federal 

Student Financial Aid funding.  

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 provided a clear and comprehensive 

mandate for the elimination of discrimination by providing clear, strong, consistent, 

enforceable standards that address discrimination against all individuals with disabilities 

including those with intellectual and developmental disabilities. This law further ensures 

that the federal government plays a central role in enforcing the standards established 

on behalf of individuals with disabilities. Additionally, Congress was given full authority 

to address the major areas of discrimination experienced by people with disabilities on a 
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daily basis. The 2008 reauthorization entitled the Americans with Disabilities Act 

Amendment Act (ADAA) provided a broader interpretation of the construct of disability 

that may have implications for colleges and universities seeking to provide PSE access 

to people with intellectual disabilities (Grigal, Hart, & Lewis, 2010). 

The Developmental Disabilities Act of 1963 (DDA) was the first legislation that 

specifically addressed the needs of individuals with developmental disabilities 

suggesting for the first time that this population was beginning to be viewed as 

participating members of society. This act provided funding and support to expand 

opportunities for individuals with developmental disabilities and for professional 

development to expand the knowledge base regarding needs of persons with 

developmental disabilities. The DDA was reauthorized in the 1970s with language 

requiring the integration of services for individuals with developmental disabilities to take 

place in the least restrictive environment. 

 Each piece of legislation from 1963 to 2008 provided more freedoms and rights 

for individuals with intellectual disabilities. From the DDA in 1963 to the passage of the 

HEOA of 2008 there has been increasing recognition that individuals with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities have specific needs requiring professionals to expand 

their knowledge and further expand the expectations of inclusion and adult educational 

opportunities for these individuals. Figure 2 provides a visual presentation of the 

building blocks of American disability law related to education. 

PSE Programs for Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities 

This section looks at information available regarding PSE programs for 

individuals with intellectual disabilities. Topics covered include the population of 



 

33 

students served, expectations for their participation, program environments, services 

offered, and outcomes for students and programs. 

Population Served 

The population typically served in PSE programs for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities are aged 18-22 years, they have most likely graduated from high school with 

a non-standard diploma, and have received special education services. These 

individuals have Autism, Down syndrome, traumatic brain injury, a developmental 

disability, or a pervasive developmental disability-not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) 

(The Florida Consortium on Postsecondary Education & Intellectual Disabilities, 2011; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2011; Zafft et al., 2004). 

These individuals typically require support to improve self-determination skills, 

make choices, and express preferences. Self-determination has been widely viewed as 

a fundamental human right “to govern or direct one’s own life without unnecessary 

interference from others” (Wehmeyer & Palmer, 2003 p. 132). The value added to 

increased self-determination includes adult outcomes such as employment, community 

integration, and independent living. Providing opportunities for individuals with 

intellectual disabilities to achieve greater self-determination could decrease costs to 

families and taxpayers by more than $1 million over an adult lifetime (Harmon, 2011).  

According to data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) for 

academic year 2008/09 approximately 61,000 individuals with intellectual disabilities 

receiving special education services under IDEA graduated from U.S. high schools.  

Individuals with intellectual disabilities have not typically been afforded opportunities to 

explore, define, and redefine personal goals related to adult learning, employment and 

social connections. They may have been included in general education classes in high 
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school with limited choices in which ones they could attend. Students with intellectual 

disabilities might have been limited to life skills or functional academic classes with 

employment experiences that were teacher directed. Employment experiences may not 

have matched a student’s course work, interests, or skill level, and may not have led to 

paid employment (Grigal & Hart, 2010).  

Expectations 

In high school the guidance counselor is typically the gate-keeper to college. 

Students with intellectual disabilities seldom have access to a guidance counselor 

(Grigal & Hart, 2010). As part of a transition plan parents of students with intellectual 

disabilities are typically referred to State Vocational Rehabilitation Centers or the State 

Developmental Disabilities Agency for adult services and supports. Few will be 

assigned an adult service provider who will find them jobs in the community. Most will 

remain unemployed or under employed. Ninety-eight percent will not engage in any kind 

of adult learning whether at a college or in other community education settings (Grigal & 

Hart; Grigal, Hart, & Lewis, 2012). 

Often college and university faculty expect that in order to include students with 

intellectual disabilities, modification of curriculum will be required. However, according 

to Hart et al., (2010) “this is not considered best practice and is not what students 

expect” (p. 137). Students do expect to be able to access appropriate accommodations 

available under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and ADA available to all college 

students with disabilities.  

Program Environments 

Postsecondary education programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities can 

be found in a variety of environments. Current options include vocational technical 
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institutes, adult education programs, continuing education programs, community 

education programs, and distance education programs. Opportunity programs also exist 

on two-year and four-year college/university campuses. According to current data from 

Think College! (http://www.thinkcollege.net/) web site there are PSE programs in 72 

two-year colleges, 99 in four-year colleges/universities, and 11 in trade or vocational 

schools. Of the 99 programs in four-year colleges/universities, 20 are located in VHRUs, 

18 in public universities, and 6 in universities that are members of the Association of 

American Universities (AAU). Therefore although it might seem counterintuitive to 

include students with intellectual disabilities on the campuses of VHRUs, they do indeed 

exist there. 

Services Offered 

Services offered to students in PSE programs located on college and university 

campuses typically use one of three model frameworks: (a) mixed/hybrid model, (b) 

substantially separate model, and (c) inclusive individual support model.  

Mixed/Hybrid Model. In this model students with intellectual disabilities are 

included with students without disabilities in college courses and social activities. The 

level of support provided for each student is determined by individual need. Students 

with intellectual disabilities may also participate in separate courses designed 

specifically for students with disabilities. These life centered education courses might 

include topics such as self-advocacy, independent living, organization, time 

management, and financial responsibility. This model typically provides students with 

employment experiences on or off campus. The college or university usually provides a 

base where the program staff’s offices are located and sometimes provides a space 

where students can meet for individual or small group counseling or instruction (Hart, 

http://www.thinkcollege.net/
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2006; Hart & Grigal, 2010). This model of service delivery provides inclusion in an age 

appropriate setting while supporting person centered planning based on individual 

strengths, and goals.  

Substantially Separate Model. In these programs students participate only in 

classes with other students with disabilities (Hart, 2006). As in the mixed/hybrid model, 

students participate in life centered education courses that focus on skills of daily living. 

Employment experiences are often accessed through a specific rotation of employment 

options either on or off campus (Hart, 2006). Students may have opportunities to 

participate in generic social activities on campus. In some on-campus programs a range 

of classes are developed and taught by graduate level special education students. 

These classes include academic, life skills, independent living, health and nutrition, self-

advocacy, and leadership (Hart & Grigal, 2010). Therefore, it appears as though this 

model is a continuation of a typical high school program for students with intellectual 

disabilities. The differences are in location and faculty; oftentimes graduate students 

provide instruction for PSE program students in university settings instead of school 

district assigned faculty. 

Inclusive Individual Support Model. These programs are not typically based on 

a college campus. Using this model students receive individualized supports and 

services to assist with access to and participation in all aspects of college and 

continuing adult education and the focus is on establishing specific career goals that 

direct the course of study and employment experiences based specifically on the 

individual students’ wishes and interests. 
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The difficulty with the inclusive education model lies in the individualized nature 

of students’ inclusion in academics and all other aspects of college life. One specific 

area of challenge is navigating access to colleges and universities in which entrance 

criteria may differ from that of matriculating students. Another area that requires 

mention is that of collaboration with interagency teams from adult service agencies, 

community service organizations, and college’s disability support offices. In the inclusive 

education model, members of each agency help to identify a flexible range of services 

and share the costs (Hart, 2006; Hart & Grigal, 2010). For information on specific 

services offered to students with intellectual disabilities in PSE programs. (Table 2)  All 

of the services are available to students with disabilities in each program model. It 

should be noted that most of these services are required by ADA to provide equal 

access to higher education as reasonable.  

Program Outcomes 

Student Level. Outcomes for students with disabilities attending PSE programs 

can be measured in their growth in: (a) academic and personal skill building, (b) 

competitive employment, (c) independence, (d) self-advocacy, and (e) self-confidence 

(Hall, Kleinert & Kearns, 2000; Hart et al., 2010; Zafft et al., 2004). Students who had a 

PSE experience were more likely to be employed in competitive work than in sheltered 

employment and less likely to need employment supports when compared to their 

counterparts without PSE experiences (Hall, Kleinert & Kearns; Hart et al.; Zafft et al.). 

In fact, “having ever attended a PSE, including a two-year or a four-year college, was 

associated with a greater likelihood of employment for students with ID (p ≤ .05)” 

(Grigal, Hart, & Migliore, 2011 p. 9). 
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Program Level. Program outcomes indicate support to instructors, non-disabled 

students and others involved in the course of study for young adults with intellectual 

disabilities in a PSE setting (Weinkauf, 2002). Students taking college classes with their 

non-disabled peers led to changes in methods of teaching. “Interactions with these 

students changed the way that these faculty members thought about their teaching and 

instruction” (Causton-Theoharis, Ashby, & DeClouette 2009, p. 98). In addition, 

inclusion of these students had an impact on doctoral students who helped teach 

courses. Issues of inclusion became real for students, teaching assistants, and faculty 

members who had opportunities to interact with students with intellectual disabilities.  

Institutional Level. At the institutional level PSE programs may be considered 

an “instrument of social change that counters traditional and historical perceptions of 

intellectual disability and can be a catalyst to acceptance and accommodation of people 

with disabilities in the community” (Weinkauf, 2002, p. 34). Inclusion of these students 

increases positive perception and raises expectations of faculty, and prospective 

employers, because once these students enroll in a university they are considered 

college students instead of simply an individual with a disability (Zafft, et al. 2004). 

Implementation Science 

Implementation of PSE programs can be viewed through the emerging lens of 

implementation science, which can serve as a guide to understanding the challenges of 

breaching the stanchions of large organizations to embed research initiatives into 

practice. “Large human service organizations are characterized by multiple and often 

conflicting goals, unclear and uncertain technologies for realizing those goals, and fluid 

participation and inconsistent attentiveness of principal actors” (Rosenheck, 2001, p. 
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1608). These are the characteristics that must be understood and addressed when 

undertaking the implementation process in VHRUs. 

Rosenheck (2001) described “organizational process as a largely unaddressed 

barrier and as a potential bridge between research and practice” (p. 1608). When 

considering implementation of PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities, 

“an approach that views post-adoption events as crucial and focuses on the actions of 

those who convert it into practice as the key to success or failure” is essential 

(Petersilia, 1990, p 129). “Implementation is synonymous with coordinated change at 

system, organization, program, and practice levels” (Fixsen et al., 2005 p. VI). 

The National Implementation Research Network (NIRN) describes four stages of 

implementation that take from 2-4 years to complete. The four stages are: (a) 

exploration, (b) installation, (3) initial implementation, and (d) full implementation 

(http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/learn-implementation/implementation-stages). These stages do 

not necessarily have a clear ending or beginning and may overlap at either end of the 

continuum. If there are extreme changes in the process of implementation, efforts may 

drop back to a previous stage. Examples of extreme change might include staff turnover 

at the teacher, assistant, building, or institutional level.  

Exploration 

During this stage implementation teams assess readiness. The implementation 

team is accountable for helping create a readiness especially when the goal is to reach 

an entire population such as the faculty, administration, and student body of a university 

(Fixsen et al., 2005). Without readiness of the intended target audience, implementation 

will most likely fail. 

http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/learn-implementation/implementation-stages
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Installation 

The purpose of the installation stage is to collect or repurpose resources 

necessary to do the work affiliated with implementation. This includes selecting staff, 

developing training, locating office space, equipment, and identifying assessment tools. 

All initial preparation must be complete before initial implementation can occur.  

Preparing implementation teams help organizations understand the need for resources 

and prepare for the next stage. 

Initial implementation 

Initial implementation occurs when the new program is used for the first time. 

Practitioners are attempting to use newly learned skills in the context of a new program 

within a broader organization that is beginning to learn how to accommodate and 

support the new ways of work, or in this study, leaning how to support a new population 

of students in ways that are untried and unknown. According to NIRN, ”This is the most 

fragile stage where the awkwardness associated with trying new things and the 

difficulties associated with changing old ways of work are strong motivations for giving 

up and going back to comfortable routines” (http://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/learn-

implementation/implementation-stages). Without external support for change, 

establishing and sustaining change to the point of integration in daily routine is not 

likely. 

Full implementation 

The full implementation stage is achieved when 50% or more individuals involved 

in the new program are using the new innovations with fidelity and good outcome. The 

new ways of providing services are the standard routine for work and practitioners and 

staff are routinely providing high quality services. The only constant at this stage is 
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change and ongoing support for new staff and administrators will continue to be 

necessary. Program changes will continue to take place and will be directed by results 

of ongoing program assessment and student outcome data. 

Vocabulary from the NIRN model and stages of implementation is used within the 

following analysis of current research of PSE programs for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities. This analysis will focus on four main components: (a) how topics have been 

studied, (b) frameworks used, (c) methodology, and (d) stage of implementation.  

Research on PSE Programs  

This section of the review provides an analysis of the ways in which PSE 

programs for students with intellectual disabilities have been studied. First, the rationale 

for including studies for review is discussed. Next a brief synthesis of the studies, 

purposes, methodologies, and samples is provided to give the reader an overview. 

Then the 11 studies are presented and critically analyzed. The review addresses three 

general areas: (a) program design and capacity, (b) students’ experiences in PSE 

programs, and (c) program and student outcomes. These areas serve as the 

organizational structure for analysis and synthesis of studies in this section. 

Selection Criteria  

Specific parameters for selection of studies for the review were established prior 

to searching the literature. First, studies were to focus on PSE programs for students 

with intellectual/developmental disabilities in the United States and Canada, take place 

in two and four-year institutions, and provide services through one of three models: (a) 

mixed/hybrid, (b) substantially separate, or (c) inclusive intensive support. All of the 

studies represented in this review were located in one of these settings. 
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The search for this review resulted in research of PSE focused on program 

design and capacity, students’ experiences in these programs, and students’ and 

program outcomes. Search terms mentioned in the first part of this chapter were used to 

identify14 studies, 11 of which are examined in this section. Studies not included looked 

at the impact of self-determination on post high school success of individuals with 

disabilities, support provision for individuals with intellectual disabilities and outcomes of 

vocational rehabilitation programs for the same population. None of these were related 

to individuals with disabilities in PSE programs in college or university settings and were 

set aside in favor of studies focusing on topics relevant to this study. 

Purposes 

Researchers have studied various aspects of providing transition services for 

young adults’ aged 18 – 21years in PSE settings. Some looked at program design and 

capacity (Hart, Mele-McCarthy, Pasternack, Zimbrich & Parker, 2004; Neubert, Moon & 

Grigal, 2004; Papay & Bambara, 2011; Pearman, Elliott, & Aborn, 2004; Sharpe & 

Johnson, 2001). Others attempted to document students’ experiences in PSE programs 

(Ankeny & Lehmann, 2010; Paiewonsky, 2011) or describe the outcomes for students 

and other individuals involved in PSE programs (Causton-Theoharis, Ashby & 

DeClouette, 2009; Grigal, Hart & Migliore, 2011; Weinkauf, 2002; Zafft, Hart & Zimbrich, 

2004). Two studies alluded to implementation of PSE programs (Causton-Theoharis, et 

al., 2009; Pearman, et al., 2004). 

Methodologies 

Survey was the method most frequently used in these studies. Two studies 

conducted secondary analyses using data from the National Longitudinal Transition 

Study 2 and the National Survey of Postsecondary Education Supports for Students 
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with Disabilities (Grigal, et al., 2011; Sharpe & Johnson, 2001). Others developed their 

own surveys that were used to answer their specific research questions (Hart et al., 

2004: Neubert et al., 2004; Papay & Bambara, 2011; Zafft et al., 2004). Four studies 

involved qualitative methodology using narrative inquiry or a combination of narrative 

inquiry and in-depth interviews (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2010; Causton-Theoharis et al., 

2009; Pearman et al., 2004; Weinkauf, 2002). One study used participatory action 

research (Paiewonsky, 2011). 

Program Design and Capacity 

Five studies addressed the topics of program design and capacity. Hart et al., 

(2004) investigated options that support youth with learning, cognitive, and intellectual 

disabilities (LCID) in PSE settings while still enrolled in secondary school. According to 

Hart et al, their national survey of 25 PSE options was designed to serve as an 

empirical foundation for future research of these services models. Programs were 

identified through postings on two national listservs related to youth with disabilities in 

higher education, a database of programs from the University of Kansas, Graduate 

College of Education, and the National Center for the Study of Postsecondary 

Educational Supports at the University of Hawaii at Manoa.  

Telephone surveys of 40 college programs led to identification of 25 programs 

that met the selection criteria of serving students with LCID ages 18-21years who were 

dual-enrolled and receiving services on a college campus. The programs represented in 

this survey were located in California, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Kentucky, 

and New York. Results of surveys indicated that programs typically fell into one of three 

PSE models: (a) substantially separate model, (b) mixed model, and (c) inclusive 

model. The mixed model was the program model used in most PSEs (n=13). Data 
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indicated the substantially separate program model had been used longer than either 

the mixed or inclusive program models. Data revealed that 62.5% of the combined 

number of mixed and separate programs had been in existence for more than 5 years. 

The longest running program in this group had been operating for 16 years. Based on 

stages of implementation represented in the NIRN model, these programs are in the 

fully implemented stage. 

Substantially separate programs tended to be larger with 60% having over 21 

students. Some programs had as many as 70 students across multiple classes. Mixed 

programs served an average of 11-15 students whereas inclusive programs served 

between 6-10 students on average. All of the mixed and inclusive programs surveyed 

had fewer than 15 students at any one time. Postsecondary programs often (61.1%) 

identified “attitude” as the most significant barrier to overcome. Other barriers 

mentioned by survey respondents were transportation, entrance standards, and a lack 

of transition planning.  

In this study, Hart et al., (2004) described initial findings of a nationwide survey. 

Neither theoretical perspective nor the framework for conducting this research was 

provided. At the time of this study PSE programs for this population of students were 

beginning to grow and there was little research available to guide program 

development. These researchers were breaking new ground in the study of PSE 

program options for individuals with LCID. Although this study provided a detailed 

description of service models that are described similarly in subsequent studies in this 

section the results might hold more credence if there had been more description 
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regarding their process of analysis and if the empirical framework mentioned in the 

study had been fully developed and described.  

A second study surveyed Maryland teachers to learn about students’ inclusion 

opportunities in postsecondary settings (Neubert et al., 2004). Surveys were mailed to 

teachers in 17 postsecondary settings, covering all of the local school districts serving 

students ages 18-21 years. All of the teachers identified were certified secondary 

special educators who were responsible for providing services to students with IEP 

objectives generally related to vocational training and community–based instruction. All 

students were on track to receive a certificate of completion rather than a high school 

diploma. Thirteen teachers returned completed survey forms. Descriptive data were 

compiled and links to adult services were entered into an Excel spreadsheet for data 

analysis.  Open-ended questions from the survey were grouped according to themes of 

inclusion, transition, planning, interagency efforts, and follow-up efforts however there 

was no explanation of the analysis process to help the reader understand how the 

results were derived.   

Teachers were asked to describe their inclusion and integration efforts at the 

postsecondary site, in the community, as well as their interagency efforts and the type 

of follow-up activities through open-ended question. Survey participants were also 

asked to provide specific information for students served during the 2001-2002 school 

year. Teachers did not consistently provide the specific information requested. Perhaps 

part of the inconsistency in reporting can be attributed to lack of communication 

between teachers and a program coordinator from the school system. There appeared 

to be some confusion regarding who was responsible for initiating the follow-up survey. 
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Systematic follow-up to document student outcomes is an area of need because 

only two program teachers reported engaging in these efforts. Two teachers reported 

efforts were in the process of development by their program coordinators which may 

suggest these programs were in the initial implementation stages. A majority of the PSE 

programs were facilitated on a two-year college campus in which many social activities 

for students took place in the evening hours or on weekends. The teachers providing 

support for the students held teaching contracts with the local school district and their 

schedules mirrored the regular high school schedule. Therefore, teachers were not 

available during hours when college students might be engaged in social inclusion 

activities. To reach full implementation, school system administrators should consider 

how to support teachers in collecting data on activities and outcomes. Logistical 

problems in accessing activities on campus were reported including transportation 

issues, conflicting student employment hours and lack of peer support structures. 

Due to shortcomings in data collection and analysis, little can be gained from this 

study that can be useful to make a case for providing postsecondary opportunities. 

Even though there was no mention of a theoretical framework organizing this study, 

there was adequate description of the service delivery models, types of activities and 

interactions that resulted from student access to PSE opportunities. 

A third study used descriptive methods of analysis to examine the general 

characteristics of PSE programs for students with intellectual/developmental disabilities 

and the extent to which these students were participating in college classes (Papay & 

Bambara, 2011). Data were collected through a national survey of PSE program 

coordinators in the United States between August and December 2008. To be included 



 

47 

in the study, programs had to provide access to a PSE program located at a two-year or 

four-year college or university. In addition, the programs had to provide services to 

individuals with intellectual or developmental disabilities aged 18-21years who were still 

receiving special education services. Through use of the ThinkCollege data base 87 

programs were identified for inclusion. Researchers received 58 responses to the 

survey. Six programs were excluded because coordinators reported the program did not 

provide access to a college campus, or did not serve students who were still receiving 

special education services, or did not serve students with intellectual/developmental 

disabilities.  

Findings indicated three models of service delivery were represented by survey 

respondents. The majority of programs used the mixed model (n=40) whereas 

individualized and separate model types were used in the rest of the programs (n=6 of 

each type). More programs were located on two-year or community college campuses 

(57.7%) than four-year college/university campuses (42.3%). No difference in the type 

of program model by location of program was reported. The distribution of program 

models across program settings was approximately equal. School districts operated 

58.8% of programs, but they may also have been operated by the college, an outside 

organization, or through a collaborative partnership between the school district and the 

college. 

The majority of programs were funded by school districts, and student tuition was 

the second most cited funding source with the exception of individual programs in which 

student tuition was not a source of funding. Federal grants were relatively rare across 

the sample. Other sources of funding that came either directly or indirectly from 
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organizations receiving Federal supports include Vocational Rehabilitation, and 

Medicaid. Additional reported income sources included grants and fundraising. All but 

two respondents indicated their programs were sustainable. The remaining two 

programs respondents indicated their program was time-limited based on funding. 

The median enrollment across all programs was 12 students, although a few 

programs reported much larger enrollments that resulted in a higher average number of 

students enrolled. The main criteria for admission into one of these PSE programs 

included: (a) a minimum age for participation of 18; (b) a desire to be on a college 

campus; and (c) residency in a particular school district. Other criteria were considered 

in mixed and separate models. The majority of programs using one of these two models 

of service delivery excluded students who exhibited challenging behaviors and at least 

1/3 of them excluded students who lacked safety skills. No individualized program 

reported excluding students for either of these reasons. A higher proportion of 

individualized programs stated that they have no criteria for excluding students. 

Respondents reported the purpose of PSE was: (a) for employment or 

opportunities for vocational training (90%); (b) for inclusion with same age peers (75%); 

and (c) for development of independent living skills (75%). Nearly 30% of all students 

enrolled in PSE programs were taking college classes. There was little difference in 

percentage of students participating based on type of institution.  

Papay and Bambara, (2011) indicated that future research should continue to 

enhance understanding of PSE programs in relation to other PSE activities in which 

students with intellectual/developmental disabilities are participating. Future research 

should also focus on the benefits of participating in both of these settings and in college 
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classes with students without disabilities. This was a well-designed study with results 

that were tied to data, described in detail, and tied back to the original research 

questions. Such data representation would be helpful in decision making and for 

program development.  

The fourth study in this section used program theory to evaluate the Southwest 

Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA) of the Los Angeles County School District 

and El Camino College (Pearman, Elliot, & Aborn, 2004). Researchers interviewed 16 

program staff from SELPA, conducted observations of 60 program participants and 

examined program records providing a historical record of program goals and 

objectives. These sources were selected in order to gain the most complete information 

regarding the program so that a set of theories could be created. “The SELPA transition 

service emphasizes access, inclusion, equity, equality, empowerment, natural supports, 

demonstrable results, personal development, social integration, affiliation, and 

acquisition of natural supports” (Pearman et al., 2004, p. 33). 

The transition services program theory model derived from this study provided a 

prototype of collaboration between the local school districts and a community college. 

“The model provides linkages to services, instruction, and community referral, proven to 

redress an unmet need for students between the ages of 18 and 22 years” (Pearman, et 

al. p. 33). The focus of service provision utilized individualized student planning to 

develop a flexible strategy to meet the unique individual needs of each student. These 

might include class registration and access, tutoring, academics, job training, paid 

employment, independent living skills, use of public transportation, and job coaching. 
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The anticipated outcome of the program is to prepare young adults to live, work, and 

participate in their communities. 

The question guiding this research was: What are the underlying propositions or 

hypotheses of the transition program for secondary college students moving to 

community college? The researchers provided a description of the students served in 

the program as well as the program staff. They also included a description of the referral 

process, program design, and the process through which students’ access services and 

supports. The provision of services through a well-established network of service 

providers is one of the strengths of the model developed through this study. The 

underlying propositions or hypotheses of the transition program were not addressed in 

this study. Providing an answer to the stated research question along with the program 

description would have made this a much stronger study. 

 In the fifth and final study in this section researchers conducted a secondary 

analysis using data from the National Survey of Postsecondary Education Supports for 

Students with Disabilities representing 1,500 disability support coordinators in PSE 

institutions across the United States. Sharpe and Johnson (2001) conducted a 20/20 

analysis to study institutional characteristics of support services that reflect high and low 

levels of capacity based on supports and accommodations available to student with 

disabilities. The main purpose of this study according to Sharpe and Johnson was to 

develop an operational framework to identify the parameters of institutional capacity to 

be used in subsequent longitudinal studies addressing a variety of topics including 

program access, satisfaction, and positive perceptions of post school outcomes. This 

secondary analysis was derived from 24 survey items reflecting measures of capacity. 
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These survey items represented a service, program, support or technology that could 

be measured to estimate frequency of use or availability. 

Results indicated that a large percentage of public institutions were included in 

the high capacity groups compared to the relatively low percentage of such institutions 

in the low capacity groups. Whereas a high percentage of private institutions were found 

in the low capacity group in contrast to the relatively low percentage of private 

institutions in high capacity groups. There were few difference reported in the types of 

supports and accommodations provided by either group although the availability of 

these services varied considerably. Low capacity institutions were found to have lower 

staff to student ratios than high capacity institutions. 

These findings hold significance for individuals with intellectual disabilities 

transitioning to postsecondary education in public universities with student enrollment in 

excess of 10,000 students. These large public institutions are more likely to enroll 

students with disabilities and provide a wider array of services than smaller private 

institutions. It appears that large public institutions have the capacity to address the 

needs of a wide range of students with disabilities through development of funding 

mechanisms and infrastructure. Sharpe and Johnson were able to describe some 

aspects of capacity present in both private and public universities.  

Studies in this section represented programs in the initial implementation and full 

implementation stages based on the NIRN model. These five studies utilized varying 

methods to describe characteristics of PSE programs, program design, and capacity. 

Hart et al., (2004) did not describe a theoretical perspective or a framework for 

organizing their research and the empirical framework they claimed to be building did 



 

52 

not appear to be fully developed. The majority of programs described by Hart et al., and 

by the Neubert et al., (2004) study were located on college campus and facilitated by 

high school teachers selected by local school districts. These teachers were bound by 

the same academic calendar/daily schedule as most other high school teachers. If 

these are truly programs providing transition experiences on a college campus it would 

seem that there should be a difference in more than the location of their classrooms. 

One might expect that students receiving PSE on college campuses would be taking 

college classes, but only 37% of the students represented in the Neubert et al. study 

and 27.7% in the Papay & Bambara (2011) study were doing so.  

Papay and Bambara (2011) suggested that the benefits of students with 

intellectual disabilities participating in PSE programs are that the programs offer a 

promising opportunity to promote lifelong inclusion and self-determination. Neubert et 

al., (2004) indicated that those who are planning PSE programs should consider 

whether campus environments are the best options in the community for social and 

recreational supports for this population. Finally, Sharpe and Johnson (2001) posited 

that large public universities have the capacity to provide services and supports to a 

wider range of students with disabilities including those with intellectual disabilities. 

Based on the results of these studies there is room for much more research on 

program design and capacity. Although there were similarities in service model 

descriptions, the interpretations ascribed to them differed across studies. There was 

lack of consistency in methodology and reporting of results and in some instances the 

research questions were not fully addressed.  
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Students’ Experiences 

Two studies specifically addressed students’ experiences in PSE programs 

Ankeny and Lehmann, (2010) used narrative inquiry to examine the perceptions of four 

students with disabilities who successfully completed a college vocational program and 

were gainfully employed. The study participants, each under the age of 22 years, 

remained on Individualized Educational Programs (IEPs) while attending a community 

college program. The purpose of this study was to understand how the transition 

program incorporated into their IEPs supported their successful outcomes.  

Data were collected through a series of three interviews with each student. Data 

were also derived from reflective journal entries, field notes of the interview settings, 

debriefing notes after each conversation and transcriptions of taped interview 

recordings. Findings derived from the shared narratives of participants indicated that 

participation in the transition program provided the following benefits: (a) meaningful 

supports to aid in transitioning into adult roles and status, (b) opportunities enhancing 

the individual’s self-esteem thus leading to gainful employment, and (c) expectations for 

the students to become more independent and responsible. Each student’s telling of his 

or her experience provided insight into the community college experience. “As a result 

of participating in the transition program each student could compose a new way of 

envisioning himself or herself, and his or her potential” (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2010 p. 

490).  

In another study of students’ experiences, Paiewonsky (2011) used participatory 

action research to promote active engagement of students with intellectual disabilities. 

Participants were recruited from a group of college students with intellectual disabilities 

who participated in the Massachusetts Inclusive Concurrent Enrollment initiative (ICE). 
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The initiative involves partnerships between 7 community colleges and 20 school 

districts and is administered by the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education in collaboration with the Department of Higher Education. Funds 

for this initiative were appropriated by the State Legislature. To be included in this study, 

individuals had to be at least 18 years old and no more than 25 years of age, be eligible 

for special education services from their school districts, and not meet the local 

requirements for a standard high school diploma. Two to three students from each of 

the seven community colleges were invited to be researchers in this study. Scheduling 

conflicts prohibited participation by students from two colleges. A total of nine students 

accepted the invitation and consented to co-research their own college experience 

facilitated by the experienced researcher conducting the study. 

Data collected for this study included students’ images, video clips, and 

narratives, and the research facilitator’s field notes and photographs. Developing a 

procedure to organize and examine relationships among emergent concepts was an 

important first step for research. “Six major themes evolved from students’ work that 

addressed both what they liked and their recommendations” (Paiewonsky, 2011 p. 37). 

Student researchers described personal changes that resulted from their engagement in 

postsecondary education. Evidence also emerged to suggest developmental changes in 

students’ self-identity, academic engagement, and self-reliance.  

The studies conducted by Ankeny and Lehmann (2010) and Paiewonsky (2011) 

utilized student voice to identify characteristics of PSE programs that influenced student 

success. Missing from much of the literature on PSE programs is information regarding 

students’ perceptions of the benefit of such programs. These studies provided evidence 
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of student growth through use of students’ own perspectives. Having primary source 

documentation of what works for students with intellectual disabilities in PSE program 

settings serves a useful role in program design. As with any other programs providing 

services to specific populations, collecting data on what consumers need and what they 

want in PSE programs is important. This research may help program implementers 

make decisions about what to include in their programs.  

Program and Student Outcomes 

Four students addressed the outcomes for programs and students. Causton-

Theoharis et al. (2009) used qualitative inquiry to investigate two PSE programs in 

Central New York that supported students labeled with significant disabilities. 

Purposeful sampling was used to select participants representing different groups 

involved in two PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities. Major 

stakeholders included parents, program staff, program developers, and University 

faculty. Those persons who were most able to speak to the complexities of each of the 

programs were selected for participation. Each of the eight individuals who agreed to 

participate in this study was involved in interviews that lasted from 45 minutes to 2-

hours and consisted of open-ended questions. All interviews were digitally recorded and 

later transcribed. “In keeping with other forms of critical qualitative research, this study 

is grounded on the assumption that all students, regardless of perceived abilities or 

disabilities, should be entitled to higher education with peers without disabilities” 

(Causton-Theoharis et al., p. 90). The questions guiding this study were: What are the 

benefits and major accomplishments of these programs? and what obstacles exist to 

implementing these programs?  
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PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities are perceived by major 

stakeholders as making a difference in the lives of students by creating opportunities for 

students who have not traditionally been provided opportunities to obtain a University 

education. According to Causton-Theoharis et al., (2009), three perceived benefits 

emerged in response to the first research question: (a) benefits to students with 

disabilities, (b) benefits to college classmates, and (c) benefits to college faculty. The 

benefits or outcomes for students with intellectual disabilities included student growth 

and opportunities for friendship. Data indicated benefits for classmates of these 

students that include learning to include others and opportunities for natural peer 

interactions. Benefits for faculty included clear planning for instruction that benefit all 

students and opportunities to practice inclusion. “Interactions with these students 

changed the way that these faculty members thought about their teaching and 

instruction” (Causton-Theoharis et al., p. 98). 

This is the only study in this collection that dealt directly with any facet of 

implementation. In this instance the focus was on obstacles to inclusion. Data from this 

study indicated two main types of obstacles: institutional/logistical and attitudinal. 

Course selection and auditing were mentioned as two “pretend services” that serve as 

obstacles to program implementation. A key component in both programs was inclusion 

in academic coursework with typical peers in a variety of disciplines, departments, and 

schools; however, course selection was complicated by institutional and logistical 

barriers.  In one of the programs non-degree students were required to register through 

a department that supports part-time and non-traditional learners. According to 
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Causton-Theoharis et al. (2009), this department erected barriers to registration that 

hindered student access. 

Paraprofessionals posed a second logistical and structural barrier according to 

program participants. Paraprofessional support can be beneficial during early days of 

program participation but as one becomes more familiar with campus and the program 

less support is required and paraprofessionals become a barrier to social interactions 

with peers.  

Issues of access have been noted as obstacles for students who attempt to 

obtain identification cards that allow access to campus services and the library. Lack of 

access to parking can also be an obstacle for students who do not have access to 

public transportation and who rely on drivers for transportation. Attitudinal obstacles 

including faculty resistance also make it difficult for students with intellectual disabilities 

to be included in academic settings. Faculty resistance was identified when students 

attempted to register for courses and were told there was not enough room in the class. 

Others denied enrollment with no explanation. Causton-Theoharis et al., (2009) posited 

that “another barrier is the widely-held perception that it takes specialized skills and 

training to be able to interact with and teach students with significant disabilities” (p. 

101). Peer mentoring was also seen as an obstacle to social interaction and the 

development of friendships. If arranged friendships are the only source of peer 

interaction these relationships often preclude the development of real friendships 

(Causton-Theoharis et al.). 

Design of this study used qualitative inquiry and purposeful sampling to examine 

inclusive/individual support model programs in two PSE programs. Although the 
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programs are located on mid-sized private college campuses the programs are 

representative of much of what is happening in the development of PSE programs for 

individuals with intellectual disabilities. Data from these two programs shed light on key 

issues in the field of inclusive higher education and highlight challenges still to be 

overcome (Causton-Theoharis et al., 2009l). 

This particular study was chosen for inclusion in this section because it directly 

addressed the benefits of PSE programs and used analysis of collected data to identify 

those benefits. Another reason for selecting this study was the inclusion of a second 

research question examining obstacles to implementing these programs. This study 

provided a comprehensive look at the barriers to implementation of PSE programs. 

Although the setting for this study was in private institutions, many of the faculty and 

administrative attitudes described have been mentioned in literature addressing public 

institutions, as well. When planning implementation of PSE programs for students with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities, understanding the possible barriers and 

detours may be beneficial to the implementation process. 

Another study addressing outcomes, conducted by Grigal, Hart and Migliore 

(2011), presents a secondary analysis of variables from the National Longitudinal 

Transition Survey 2 (NLTS-2). Students with intellectual disabilities were compared to 

students with other disabilities regarding post-school transition goals listed on their IEPs 

Transition Plans, contracts/referrals made to outside agencies during transition 

planning, participation of other agencies/organizations in transition planning, and 

students’ postsecondary education, and employment outcomes. This study focused on 

students’ postsecondary education outcomes. 



 

59 

A stratified random sample of 3,630 Local Education Agencies (LEAs) selected 

from the universe of 12,000 LEAs operating in the United States, and 70 state-

supported special schools were contacted. A total of 500 LEAs and 30 special schools 

agreed to participate, yielding a total of more than 11,000 students eligible for the study. 

This study focuses on more than 520 students with intellectual disabilities as identified 

by school districts. Students with intellectual disabilities had less positive education and 

employment outcomes than did students with other types of disabilities. The only 

predictor associated with a greater likelihood of employment for students with 

intellectual disabilities was a post school transition goal of attending a two-year or four-

year college. “Having ever attended PSE, including a 2-year or 4-year college, was 

associated with a greater likelihood of employment for students with ID (p≤.05), but this 

relationship was not evident for students with other types of disabilities” (Grigal et al., 

2011, p. 9).  

The sample size represented in this study provides opportunities for generalizing 

findings regarding student outcomes to other PSE programs. One interesting finding 

was the association between receiving specific VR services and employment outcomes. 

One possible explanation for this finding is that VR services are more readily accessible 

to individuals with intellectual disabilities than PSE programs on college campuses. One 

other interesting finding was the relationship between increased earnings in competitive 

employment and VR support of PSE programs for students with intellectual disabilities. 

Although both supports provided improved employment outcomes, the combination may 

provide a stronger network of supports for successful access to competitive 

employment. 
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In a Canadian study Weinkauf (2002) reported results of a study undertaken to 

describe a new adult education phenomenon at the time called Inclusive Post-

Secondary Education (IPSE). This descriptive study used a qualitative approach to 

interview senior staff of three IPSE programs in Alberta, Canada. All seven were full-

time employees with leadership positions in their respective programs. Interviews were 

recorded and transcribed for use in data analysis. An operational definition of ISPE 

programs’ principles and practices was developed as well as a description of student 

outcomes. Both were derived from opinions of participants. 

Weinkauf (2002) suggested that by utilizing a set of guiding principles, an IPSE 

experience can prove beneficial to individuals with intellectual disabilities and to the 

community at large. “For students, outcomes can include ‘friendship, enriching 

experiences, employment, self-esteem, independence, community living skills, and the 

opportunity to secure employment or supported employment in the community upon 

graduation’” (p. 35). Additionally, IPSE programs provide opportunities for influencing 

community attitudes toward individuals with intellectual disabilities. Weinkauf goes on to 

say that “Existing programs have the potential to influence not just post-secondary 

institutions, but to also change what families of students with intellectual disabilities 

believe is possible after high school” (p. 36). 

The final study addressing program and student outcomes used survey methods 

to measure the effectiveness of PSE on areas of employment including: number of 

hours worked each week, hourly pay rate, length of time on the current job, benefits 

received, type of work setting, work with or without supports, assistance in finding work, 

and socialization with fellow employees (Zafft, Hart, & Zimbrich, 2004). The sample in 
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this study was a matched cohort of 40 students’ ages 18-22 years; 20 participated in 

PSE and 20 did not. All students previously participated in substantially separate 

education programs at five local high schools, with almost all students enrolled in life 

skills classes rather than the general education curriculum 

The results of this analysis suggested several relationships: (a) students with 

PSE experience were more likely to be employed in competitive work than in sheltered 

employment; (b) Students who participated in PSE and were engaged in competitive 

employment were less likely to need employment supports when compared to their 

counterparts without PSE; (c) PSE may increase the cost of the transition process, but 

students participating in PSE are less likely to need on-going supports as they move on 

to their lives as employees; (d) students who participated in PSE were more likely to 

receive a high school diploma, and (e) 16 of the 20 students who participated in PSE 

chose to continue on at college after completing their first class. A factor contributing to 

student success in the college environment was access to a wide variety of 

accommodations that students had not needed or used in high school.  

The four studies in this section were well planned and executed and looked 

closely at outcomes of students with intellectual disabilities participating in PSE 

programs on college and university campuses. Some of the studies addressed program, 

faculty, and community outcomes related to these PSE programs. One study directly 

addressed obstacles to implementation along with program outcomes. Three of the 

studies examined outcomes of PSE programs in the U.S. and the fourth described the 

operational practices of IPSE programs in Canada.  
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Although outcomes for students were similar in the U.S. and Canada, issues 

related to access were different. In the U.S. there are no universally accepted 

operational practices for PSE, and access to programs differs based on the location of 

the program, service model used, and on the structure of individual programs. Likely in 

the U.S. these differences are related to the states’ rights to choose what type of 

educational system will be offered in public schools and public institutions of higher 

education.  

Conclusions 

As of 2013 there were over 200 PSE programs on college and university 

campuses nationwide. Despite the number of programs currently operating, very little 

outcome data are available to suggest what works for students with intellectual 

disabilities in these programs. Large data sets such as those collected in the NLTS-2 

may be the best way to access outcome data for those participating in PSE programs. 

Certainly many of the researchers represented in this review based their studies on 

these large data sets. 

Admittedly there is a dearth of research on PSE programs however not all 

available research provides a level of detail that would permit replication. For example, 

Hart et al (2004) and Neubert et al., (2004) provided no theoretical perspective or 

framework in their studies. Hart et al. did not fully develop the empirical framework that 

was stated to be the purpose of the study. This information would be beneficial for 

others attempting to design and implement PSE programs.  

Several researchers posit that participation in PSE programs on college and 

university campuses result in higher rates of competitive employment for students with 

intellectual disabilities (Ankeny & Lehmann, 2010; Hart et al., 2004; Pearman et al., 
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2004). Despite this contention, Neubert et al., (2004) suggested that program 

developers consider whether campus environments are the best environments for PSE 

programs. Meanwhile, Sharpe and Johnson (2001) suggested that large public 

universities might be the best place for PSE programs for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities because of the wide range of supports and accommodations typically offered 

by these institutions, and because of the number of resources available to support a 

large population of students with disabilities. If one were to compare what is 

represented in PSE literature to what is happening in practice, Sharpe and Johnson’s 

line of reasoning makes sense. Based on self-reported data available on the Think 

College website the largest increase in PSE programs is taking place in VHRUs. 

Neubert et al. also have a valid point in suggesting that program developers consider 

the appropriateness of two-year colleges as settings for PSE programs. The population 

on these campuses represents dually enrolled high school students, vocational 

technical students, and adult learners along with typical aged college students. Due to 

the lack of a student body predominantly represented by 18 – 24 year olds, perhaps 

two-year colleges are not the best settings for individuals with intellectual disabilities to 

gain optimum growth and engagement with same aged peers.  

The studies represented in this review raised more questions than they 

answered. Descriptions of service models, population served, funding mechanisms, 

inclusion criteria, and collaborative partnerships providing services and programming 

occurred frequently in the literature. Empirical studies derived from large data sets 

provided evidence of use of specific service models and limited results related to 

student outcomes. If PSE programs continue their pattern of growth, those wishing to 
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implement said programs would benefit from research that explains how implementation 

choices and compromises have been made and whether or how campus cultures allow 

such programs to exist. 

Needed Research 

The research reviewed in this chapter reveals that PSE programs have been 

studied mainly through survey design, or through qualitative methods using narrative 

inquiry. The studies have provided descriptions of program models, student supports, 

and program outcomes. Researchers also provided insight into the perceptions of 

individuals participating in PSE programs. Information from each of these studies could 

be placed into the NIRN frameworks illustrating the stages of and influences on 

implementation. The majority of information applied to the exploration and installation 

stages of implementation. Some researchers described programs in the full 

implementation stage and two groups of researchers mentioned initial implementation. 

Researchers who looked at initial implementation stages discussed obstacles to 

implementation, or advocated that a process for implementation was required. During a 

period of time when PSE programs are steadily increasing in number more guidance is 

required. 

This review of literature points to the need for future research related to 

implementation of PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities. There is a 

need to establish a broader understanding of the implementation process through 

qualitative methods that collect the understandings and experiences of those who have 

been involved in implementing PSE programs for individuals with intellectual disabilities. 

The greatest amount of growth is occurring in VHRUs with a 50% increase in PSE 
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programs at these institutions from 2011 to 2012,  as compared with a 60% increase in 

the number of PSE programs overall from 2009 – 2011. 

 The rapid growth in the number of programs serving this population combined 

with limited research creates a need to investigate many aspects in order to build a 

foundation of research upon which to guide effective implementation of PSE programs 

There is a need to understand the PSE program implementation process as it occurs in 

natural settings:  for the purpose of the present study that would be within programs 

located at VHRUs. There is need to further identify and examine factors influencing 

program implementation, those that hinder the implementation process, and factors 

influencing choices and compromises made in the process of implementation. In order 

to accomplish this, program developers and relevant stakeholder’s understandings of 

the process that led to implementation of their PSE program will be explored. Chapter 

three provides the methodological underpinnings of this qualitative case study which 

explores the ways in which program developers and key stakeholders understand the 

process that led to implementation of their PSE program in a VHRU. 
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Higher Education 
Opportunity Act 2008 

 
Guarantees access to higher  
education and financial aid 
for Individuals with ID/D 
 

 

       
        Developmental 
      Disabilities Act 
        1963 
  Amended 2008 

 
Addresses  the needs of 
individuals with 
developmental disabilities. 
The amendment provided a 
broader interpretation of the 
construct of disability.  

 
 

 
 

ESEA – No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
2001 

 

Ensures all children a fair, equal, 
and significant opportunity to obtain 
a high-quality education  

 
 

 IDEA 2004 
 

       Ensures special education 
        & related services meeting 
           the needs of students  
              with disabilities. 
 
                   

 

   §504, 1973 & 
Americans with 
 Disabilities Act 1990 

 
Protects individuals with 
disabilities against 
discrimination.  

 
 

Figure 2-1. Building blocks of disability education law 
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Table 2-1.  Accommodations and Services in Higher Education for Individuals with 
Intellectual Disabilities 

Instructional Academic Test Accommodations Skill Building, Strategies 
& Services 

Note taker Counseling referral Setting:  

Separate room for tests 

Skills: 

Study 

Scribe Special advising Minimal distractions Memory 

Reader  Priority Seating Organizational 

Tutor   Time management 

   Technology equipment 
and software 

Tape-recorded lecture Early registration Time/Schedule 
Changes: Extended 
time (50%, 150%) 

Strategies: 

Meta-cognitive 

Advanced receipt of 
syllabus & course 
handouts 

Course substitution for 
“required” courses 

Breaks during testing Self-advocacy 

Priority registration  Administer tests in 
several sessions 

Career/Vocational 

Course materials 
available in alternative 
format 

Class relocation Format Changes: 

Reader to read 
directions & questions 
or oral test 

Services: 

Job placement, 
Internship opportunities 

Screen Reader (CCTV)  Dictate answers to 
scribe or tape recorder 

Transfer of supports to 
work placement 

Screen Enlarger    

TextHELP: read/write 
software 

 Allow student to mark 
responses on test rather 
than on Scantron 
answer sheet 

 

Spell/grammar checker  Increase size of Answer 
Sheet bubbles 

 

Textbooks on tape  Larger type  

  Use of word processor 
for written responses 

 

Hafner, Moffatt, & Risa (2011); Hart et al., (2010); Stodden, Whelley, Chang, & Harding (2001); Wilson, 
Getzel, & Brown (2000); Zafft et al., (2004). 

Note: CCTV = closed circuit television 
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CHAPTER 3  
METHODOLOGY 

Overview of the Methods 

This chapter provides an overview of the methods used in conducting this study. 

In the first section of the chapter the purpose of the study is addressed and 

assumptions and rationale for the qualitative case study design are presented. In the 

second section information on the selection of settings, participants, and assurances of 

confidentiality are presented. Issues of entry, reciprocity and ethics are also addressed. 

The last section of the chapter includes detail of the data collection and analysis 

procedures used in this study.  

Purpose of this Qualitative Study 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the ways in which program 

developers and relevant stakeholders understand the process that led to 

implementation of their PSE program. Of particular interest is developing an 

understanding of the critical incidents including the choices or compromises that 

influenced program implementation. To accomplish this purpose, incidents that were 

critical in influencing the implementation process were analyzed. The research question 

driving this study was this: How do program developers and relevant stakeholders 

understand the process that led to implementation of their PSE program? 

Qualitative inquiry was selected for this study because “qualitative work starts 

with the assumption that social settings are unique, dynamic, and complex” (Hatch 

2002, p. 9). Qualitative methods are especially useful when answering how and why 

question in situations where investigators would have little control over events or 

circumstances (Yin, 2009). Case study design was used to understand the unique 
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experiences of program development teams and relevant stakeholders implementing a 

PSE program for individuals with intellectual disabilities in one VHRU.  

Type of Design 

A case study is an empirical study that takes place within the real life context of a 

specific phenomenon, “in particular, case studies are relevant when conducting 

research in organizations where the intent is to study systems, individuals, programs, 

and events” (Yin 2003, p. 15) such as PSE programs in VHRUs. Use of purposeful 

sampling in qualitative case study methods allows the researcher to select a case 

projected to yield great stores of information about a specific topic (Merriam, 2009). 

This case study is bounded by the selected university in which it is located, and 

the personnel directly involved with implementation of the PSE program. Along with the 

program director, relevant stakeholders included the director of disability resources, the 

director of special education, the former dean of the college of education, and a parent 

of a student participating in the program.  

Data from the case were analyzed using CIT to identify incidents that appeared 

to be critical to participants involved with implementation. Provision of rich description of 

the context should be beneficial to understanding the processes and decision-making 

required for PSE program implementation in this VHRU. This case study was conducted 

through the theoretical perspective of hermeneutics. 

Theoretical Perspective 

“Hermeneutics is defined as a method for deciphering indirect meaning; a 

reflective practice of unmasking hidden meanings beneath apparent ones” (Crotty, 1998 

p 88). Hermeneutics was used in this inquiry to go beyond a simple description of 
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program implementation and to uncover a deeper understanding of the process of 

implementation.  

To understand something, one needs to begin with ideas, and to use terms that 

assume a fundamental knowledge of what one is trying to understand (Crotty, 1998). As 

the researcher in this study I bring ideas gained through my experience assisting in the 

development and implementation of a PSE program in a VHRU. This experience along 

with review of literature related to PSE programs and implementation science, in 

combination with informant interviews, serve as a means of transmitting understanding 

from one person to another. During the interview process an affinity between the 

individuals with whom I interacted and me was created.   

My pre-understandings were the basis for interacting with each informant and my 

pre-understandings combined with the understandings of my informants contributed to a 

more developed understanding of the implementation process.  The Hermeneutic Cycle 

described by Crotty (1998), is useful in understanding the process used to create a 

deeper understanding of the process of implementation. Pre-configuration is the 

knowledge that the researcher brings to assist in comprehending the understanding of 

data. This pre-configuration when combined with new ideas and perceptions for 

analysis provides a basis for new understanding to emerge. Configuration involves 

considering new information from data to gain new insights. New ideas and insights are 

combined with the researchers beginning understandings and reconfigured into new 

understandings. This Hermeneutic cycle is illustrated in Figure 3-1.  

The Researcher’s Role 

According to Hatch (2002), “Qualitative researchers are interested in exploring 

the world from the perspective of cultural insiders. Their methods are designed to allow 
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them to get close to the action and close to their informants”(p. 65). When investigating 

a specific topic, qualitative researchers should have a good understanding of the issues 

related to their topic (Yin, 2009). I bring life experiences gained over a lengthy career in 

business and budget management, training, and administrative support. In each of 

these roles I have been responsible for implementing new initiatives and interventions 

and evaluating their resulting outcomes. These experiences provide context for 

administrative processes required in implementing new programs, initiatives, practices, 

and interventions. I have an adequate understanding of budget development, grant 

management, and resource allocation, all of which assisted in my understanding of the 

experiences of my research participants. 

In my role as a secondary special education teacher I was responsible for 

assisting students and parents with planning for post-secondary transition. I found that 

transition options for work or further education for individuals with intellectual disabilities 

are few and opportunities are limited. Now, having helped to implement a PSE program 

for individuals with intellectual disabilities, I am aware of emerging practices that have 

the potential to provide additional transition opportunities for this often overlooked group 

of individuals. These experiences have been helpful to my understandings of the 

implementation process utilized by this University Program.  

My pre-knowledge of PSE programs and implementation science were utilized in 

analyzing data from each interview.  A research journal was maintained throughout this 

study to help identify my personal thoughts and to help me be aware of how they might 

influence my understanding of what emerged from interviews and data analysis. 
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Procedures 

This section provides information on the selection of the setting, participants, and 

assurances of confidentiality. Issues of entry, reciprocity and ethics are also addressed. 

Selecting the Setting 

VHRUs were located through use of the Think College database of PSE 

programs (http://www.thinkcollege.net/component/programsdatabase). This study used 

criterion-based sampling, and to be selected the institution had to: (a) have an 

established PSE program for young adults with intellectual disabilities, (b) be ranked as 

very high research institution on the Carnegie Ranking scale, (c) be a public institution, 

(d) have a program that provided more than vocational training or an extension of a high 

school program, and (e) be implemented since the passage of HEOA in 2008. These 

criteria were chosen because implementation of PSE programs in this sector of higher 

education is growing rapidly. Research of the implementation process took place at one 

such VHRU in which the institution’s characteristics met the selection criteria. This 

university is located in the state capitol of a city at a public, Land Grant University in the 

Eastern United States; for purposes of this study, the institution will be referred to as the 

University. 

The Setting 

Situated in a major urban area, the University is bordered by an industrial park, a 

heritage neighborhood, and a depressed area, a business district that is being 

revitalized with boutiques, restaurants, hotels, a conference center, and office suites. 

There is little to separate the University from the communities surrounding it because 

the boundaries are interspersed with green spaces, parks, creeks, walking paths and an 

occasional wrought iron fence. The campus itself has an urban feel, with specific use 

http://www.thinkcollege.net/component/programsdatabase


 

73 

areas set aside for the administration of university business, classrooms, and villages 

relegated to university and Greek residence halls.  City parking garages border the 

north side of campus providing parking for nearby businesses, visitors to campus, and 

university students, staff, and faculty.  

The University is a well-respected research institution with highly competitive 

entrance requirements, and strong athletic programs.  It is also the first university in the 

state to implement a PSE program for students with intellectual disabilities. Proximity to 

the state capitol building and its concomitant resources may have played a unique role 

in the process of implementation of this Program. 

A variety of PSE program models are represented at universities involved in 

extensive research endeavors. This is a relatively new PSE program with a broader 

focus than most other PSE programs. The selected university also has strong 

connections with the community and state agencies providing services for individuals 

with intellectual/developmental disabilities. This PSE program is not merely an 

extension of high school in a different location but a new environment for individuals 

with intellectual disabilities to learn and to grow in self-confidence, self-advocacy, and 

decision-making. The program implemented at this university uses a hybrid mode, is 

student centered and incorporates planning to meet the individual needs of participants. 

This PSE program will be referred to as the Program. See Table 3-1 for a demographic 

profile of this institution. 

Selecting the Participants 

In my previous role as a member of a PSE implementation team I have had 

opportunities to collaborate and negotiate with members of a university community. 

Each interaction contributed to the structure of the program that was implemented. I am 
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interested in exploring the understandings of personnel engaged in implementing PSE 

programs in a peer institution, particularly in the ways they describe critical incidents 

leading to choices or compromises in their program implementation. 

Snowball sampling was used to select participants for this study. “This strategy 

involves locating a few key participants who easily meet the criteria you have 

established for participation in the study” (Merriam, 2009, p. 79). In this case study I was 

looking specifically for individuals who were involved with Program implementation 

either from the Program’s beginning, or individuals who became involved during the 

implementation process and had responsibility for changing or adjusting the way in 

which the Program was operated. Selection began with contacting the Program Director 

to request his participation. He agreed to participate in this study and is considered the 

first point of contact at the University, and a key participant. The director was asked to 

identify people involved in the Program’s implementation process and he identified the 

following individuals: the chair of the university’s department of special education, the 

director of disability services, and the parent of a program participant. The director of 

disability services recommended speaking to a former special education faculty 

member, and the former dean of the college of education. The chair of the special 

education department also suggested speaking to the former dean of the college of 

education. In all, six participants were recommended for inclusion in the study and five, 

including the program director, agreed to participate. The former special education 

faculty member could not be reached. 

The Participants 

Program Director. Dr. Arthur Leadner received his Ph.D. in special education in 

2009 and began working with the Program in 2010. Leadner has a background in adult 
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services and has a Master’s degree in career counseling.  He works closely with the 

University Center of Excellence in Disabilities and with statewide transition. His primary 

research interests include the community inclusion of individuals with significant 

disabilities; specifically their transition to college, supported employment, and the 

collaboration of personnel across systems to promote positive student outcomes. 

Although Leadner was not part of the original implementation team he works closely 

with the team as the program continues to evolve.  Leadner’s responsibility to the 

Program includes: hiring and training staff, selecting Program participants, working with 

faculty to gain access to classes, and interacting with adult services agencies and 

community members to attain support and vocational opportunities for Program 

participants. 

 Director of Disability Services. Dr. Delores Hopewell earned a Ph.D. in 

Educational Psychology in 2006.  Dr. Hopewell serves as the Co-Director of the 

Program for students with intellectual disabilities on campus along with her other full-

time responsibilities.  Hopewell has over 30 years of experience in education as a K-12 

sign-language interpreter and teacher, and in higher education in counseling, career 

counseling and disability services in 2-year college and 4-year university settings. 

Hopewell serves on several university and community advisory boards and serves as a 

consultant for her State’s Department of Education regarding individuals with 

disabilities. Hopewell teaches courses in educational psychology and disability studies 

in the College of Education along with a course taken by Program students called 

University 101.  
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University Special Education Department Chair. Dr. Suzanne Maestro earned 

a Ph.D. in Special Education in1983 with a concentration on specific learning 

disabilities. She spent four years as an elementary special education teacher and 27 

years teaching in higher education. Along with her duties as chair of the department, 

Maestro teaches courses in special education at the University and provides academic 

support to the Program.  Maestro’s personal areas of interest include collaborative 

teacher training programs for special and regular education teachers, models for 

retaining special education teachers, and effective reading instruction for students with 

disabilities. Dr. Maestro is the chair for programs in special education, and is currently 

involved in six funded projects.   

Former Dean of the College of Education. Dr. Gregory Knight earned his 

Ph.D. in Educational Psychology in 1973 and holds the position of special advisor to the 

provost at the University. Knight was Dean at the time the Program was being planned 

and implemented. Dr. Knight was a middle school teacher for four years working with 

students with intellectual disabilities. He has had many positions in higher education 

throughout his working career of which 17 years were spent as a Dean of Colleges of 

Education.  In his interview, Knight shared his passion for working with individuals with 

significant disabilities. 

Parent.  Mr. Norman Wall is the parent of a young adult with autism and the 

individual who introduced the idea of PSE programs for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities to state universities and colleges and founded the College Transition 

Coalition. Wall has a degree in marketing from the University where he also played 

varsity football. Mr. Wall is the founder of an investment services firm, and is a 
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successful investment manager.  Along with his work as an investment manager, Wall 

has been a member of the State Board of Trustees for the University. Wall is well 

connected with state legislators, high ranking administrators within the University, and 

the mayor of the state capitol in which the University is located.  

Assurance of Confidentiality 

Confidentiality was maintained through use of pseudonyms for the institution, 

program (the Program), and informants. The Institution is identified as The University 

and all demographic data has been approximated to further protect the institutional 

identity. The identity of informants has been kept confidential to the extent provided by 

law. Neither the names of the informants nor the name of the program or institution will 

be used in any research reports or presentations. The research protocol as approved by 

the Institutional Review Board at the University of Florida was given to each informant 

before beginning this study (Appendix A). All participation was completely voluntary and 

there was no consequence for withdrawing from the study. There was no penalty for 

nonparticipation.  

Issues of Entry, Reciprocity, and Ethics  

Primary issues of entry were initiated through contact with the chair of the 

university department of education at the selected institution resulting in preliminary 

approval to conduct research. Additional access to the PSE program was gained 

through contact with the PSE program director. The PSE program director at the 

selected University supported this research and anticipated mutual benefits. It was also 

anticipated that through the research process new partnerships would be formed that 

would be mutually beneficial to both myself as the researcher and the participants as 

they continue to grow their program and share their experiences with other institutions 
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participating in the emerging field of PSE for individuals with intellectual disabilities. For 

example, participants may have the opportunity to extend this research at their own 

institution, or provide support for expansion of PSE implementation efforts at other 

institutions.  

Research ethics were carefully observed in this study with minimal risk to 

informants and the participating institution. Every effort was made to protect the identity 

of the institution and informants. Identifying details have been removed from description 

of critical incidents to protect the identity of individuals sharing information. 

Data Collection Procedures 

This section provides detail of the data collection procedures used in this study. 

Data collection, interview procedures and protocols, and review are described in detail. 

A pilot of the interview protocol is also discussed. 

Means of Collecting Data 

Individual interviews with the PSE program director and other relevant 

stakeholders in program implementation are the predominant form of data. Program 

documents such as web-sites, brochures, mission statements, applications, 

organizational charts, etc. represent additional forms of data. Finally, field notes and 

observations were used to provide rich description of the Program, the context and 

setting, and researcher reflections. During initial contact with the program director, I 

asked him to identify specific stakeholders that might be able to shed light on the 

multiple levels of implementation, and provide additional information regarding their 

unique experiences with the implementation process.  The program director provided 

the names of three individuals to contact. 
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Interviews with the Program director and other relevant individuals were 

conducted with the use of an interview protocol designed to capture information about 

Program and organizational components, and other influencing factors. The interview 

protocol was piloted with a PSE program director not connected with the study to 

determine the appropriateness of the interview questions and whether they are likely to 

yield the desired data.  Feedback from the pilot use of the protocol was used to develop 

the final interview protocol used in this study (Appendix B). 

After receiving Institutional Review Board approval, relevant stakeholders 

identified by the program director were contacted to request their participation, 

individuals who agreed to participate were provided with informed consent documents, 

and interviews were scheduled. The Program does not operate during summer 

semester so not all participants were available for on-campus interviews.  Therefore, 

interviews were scheduled at times and locations convenient to the participants. One 

interview was conducted with each participant and follow-up interviews were conducted 

as necessary.  

Two interviews were conducted electronically using Skype and FaceTime, two 

were conducted on campus, and the interview with the parent was conducted in his 

hometown. The interview protocol was designed to include open-ended questions and 

follow-up questions to obtain a high level of detail. The average duration of each 

interview was between 45 and 120 minutes. Interviews were recorded with participant 

permission, and transcribed for purposes of data analysis. Voice files were 

professionally transcribed at the end of each interview. Transcripts were compared to 

voice files for accuracy and then forwarded to participants for their review to ensure that 



 

80 

their words and thoughts were transcribed as they remembered them. After reviewing 

each transcript, questions to clarify or expand on interviewee comments recorded 

during interviews were e-mailed to specific participants for responses.  

Assessing the Cultural Context 

Direct observation was used to develop a portrait of the PSE program, and to 

assess the context of the PSE program, and the institution with which it is affiliated. 

Information from the campus visit was used to describe the setting in which this 

program is situated and the activities of the Program (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 

1997). 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Critical Incident Technique (CIT) was used to organize and analyze data 

resulting from this study. The strength of this technique is that it can be used to obtain 

recalled data in the form of critical incidents relevant to the Program’s implementation in 

the University (Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson, & Maglio, 2005). CIT is useful for 

recounting sequences of events that might be vital for understanding the outcome of a 

process such as the process of implementation (Kaulio, 2008). In this study, CIT is used 

to investigate the process of implementation and by examining the ways in which 

relevant stakeholders understood the critical incidents that led to choices or 

compromises relevant to program development. Critical incidents in this study are 

defined as any interaction, event, choice, or compromise described in great detail by 

members of the implementation team and relevant stakeholders. Specific incidents may 

have been described by one person multiple times or by multiple people involved with 

program implementation. CIT was used to identify incidents in interview transcripts or e-

mail correspondence. CIT analysis was used to determine how these contributed to or 
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detracted from program implementation efforts. With regard to CIT, Butterfield, et al. do 

not ascribe to set rules about how many incidents are sufficient, but suggest the quality, 

clarity, and level of detail provided by participants in recalling the incidents are 

indicators of accuracy.  

In performing CIT analysis the purpose is to create a categorization scheme that 

summarizes and describes the data in a useful manner, while at the same time 

sacrificing as little as possible of their comprehensiveness, specificity, and validity 

(Flanagan, 1954). Data regarding critical incidents should include the following criteria: 

(a) they consist of antecedent information; (b) they contain a detailed description of the 

experience itself; and (c) they describe the outcome of the incident. Flanagan further 

recommended that researchers employ a frame of reference for understanding the 

actions being described by informants and the conditions operating in the specific 

situation. 

 In the present case study Fixsen et al.’s (2005) Model of Multi-level Influences 

on Successful Implementation was used as the frame of reference. After data were 

collected and transcripts prepared, incidents participants described in great detail were 

culled from transcripts and documents. These incidents are grouped together by topic. 

Brief definitions of categories were established noting needs for redefinition and 

development of new categories. Categories were further organized through coding. 

Coding is the process of defining what the data are about and describing what one is 

seeing in the data (Bryant & Charmaz, 2010). 

Data analysis was ongoing throughout the interview process and began as soon 

as the first transcript was available. Critical incidents were identified in each transcript 
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individually, and categorized based on the subject of the incident being described and 

categories from each transcript were compared and coded. The length of description 

and number of incidents represented in each category suggest the incidents’ relevance 

to the implementation process. Those incidents that were mentioned one time, with little 

description were not considered critical incidents. Incidents described in great detail, or 

those mentioned by more than one informant were considered critical. Coded data were 

used to tell the story of the process of implementation of the Program in this University. 

Findings from this analysis are described in terms of the multi-level influences apparent 

in these incidents across core program components, organizational components, and 

other influencing factors related to the Program’s successful implementation. 

Addressing Credibility 

Credibility is established through use of multiple data sources and by conducting 

member checks. Peers were asked to examine the emergent categories to determine 

the appropriateness of my interpretation and categorization of the data (Tirri & Koro-

Ljungberg, 2002).  Participants were asked to review their own interview transcript to 

ensure that their thoughts were transcribed accurately, and asked to provide additional 

thoughts that they may have had after reading the transcript. Credibility was established 

by determining how closely the data reflect the perspectives of the participants. A local 

understanding of the implementation process was developed from analysis of the case.  

Transferability 

Results of this study provide insight into the implementation of a PSE program at 

a very high research institution. However, singular aspects of this case limit the 

transferability of the findings to other VHRU programs, or to PSE programs in colleges 

or universities with other Carnegie designations. Rich detail of the context of this 
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program and the critical incidents that occurred during the implementation process may 

prove helpful to those who are attempting to implement new PSE programs or to those 

who are in the planning process. 

Dependability 

Demonstrating rigor in the process of analysis is an important step in any type of 

research and especially in qualitative studies where data analysis is an inductive 

process (Leedy, 1997; Merriam, 2009; Mertens, 2012). Therefore, documenting the 

exact methods of data collection, analysis, and interpretation, is an important criterion 

for ensuring dependability in qualitative research (Krefting1991). To address this 

criterion, I used a researcher’s journal as a means of creating an audit trail to provide a 

detailed account of the methods, procedures, and decision points in carrying out the 

study (Merriam). The journal was also be used to document any points at which 

changes occurred in the research process and my understandings related to that 

process (Mertens). Content of the research journal was used to capture questions 

regarding the process and to assist with the analysis process. 
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Table 3-1.  Demographic Profile of the University 
 

Characteristic University  

Type of University Public 

Carnegie Classification Very High Research 

Other Affiliation n/a 

Undergraduate Enrollment Over 22,000 

Main Campus Location Medium city 

Length of PSE Program 2-4 years 

Age of Participants Minimum age 18 

Number of Participants 12-20 per year 

Enrollment Status Non-degree 

Diploma/Certificate Certificate 

Tuition and Fees $8,000 per semester 

Books n/a 

Room and Board $5,700 per year 

Financial Aid Yes 

Focus of Program Employment 

College Course Access 

Self Determination 
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Pre-configuration 

Implementation of 
postsecondary education 
programs for young 
adults with intellectual 
disabilities. 

1. My understanding from 
literature review and 
experience 

2.  Data Sources 

Setting aside 
judgment to 
consider new 
information 

3.  Understandings from new data 
combined with original understandings to 
form new understandings 

New data, 
new insights 

 

Process repeated for 
each additional data 
source 

  Configuration 

Reconfiguration 

Figure 3-1. Hermeneutical Cycle 
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CHAPTER 4 
PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION 

This qualitative case study examined the ways in which program developers and 

relevant stakeholders understood the process that led to implementation of their PSE 

program for young adults with intellectual disabilities at a research university. In this 

chapter the narrative of program implementation is organized using the NIRN 

framework to present the story of the Program’s implementation.  

The description of this Program’s implementation was derived from interview 

transcripts, documents, e-mail correspondence, websites, and observations during 

campus visitations. Two distinct categories emerged from the data: the vision driving 

implementation, and the process of implementation. Participants discussed multilevel 

influences involved in the implementation of their program (a) beginning with a vision, 

(b) enacted by a village, and (c) driven by visionary leadership. Participants described 

situations and events that occurred during the implementation process that shaped the 

Program. What follows is a descriptive account of Program implementation based on 

findings derived from the data.  

In telling this story of implementation codes have been used linking participant’s 

comments to the transcript in which they occurred; codes are also used to link 

references from Program documents.  Bracketed words within participant quotes have 

been added to clarify the context of the quote. Findings regarding program development 

represented in Table 3 are organized sequentially and correlated with a stage of 

implementation. The findings in this chapter are organized in accordance with this 

implementation sequence. (Table 4-1) 
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Description of the Program  

This section begins with observations of the University campus and opening day 

activities for fall semester 2013, followed by an in-depth description of the program that 

has been implemented in this University.  Finally, the vision leading to Program 

implementation is presented.  

On a rainy morning in August 2013, students swarmed campus with their parents 

laden with bags, boxes, and suitcases, jockeying for position in the queue waiting to 

move into their new on-campus homes. Backpack wearing, umbrella toting students 

moved faster than the cars on the heavily trafficked roads nearby, seemingly undaunted 

by the unrelenting rain. Groups of students gathered at the student union, and waited in 

lines at the Registrar’s and Bursar’s offices. Students, both new and returning, were 

involved in the annual migration back to the hallowed halls of higher education.  

This year, like the four preceding years, an atypical group of students mingled 

among the campus community; students with intellectual disabilities were moving into 

their on-campus apartments and getting ready to start a new academic year at the 

University. These students were indiscernible from the rest of the swarm. They had 

similar backpacks and umbrellas; they wore t-shirts emblazoned with the University 

mascot and; these students looked just like everyone else.  

Campus was not only crowded with students moving in but also cluttered with 

fences, equipment, and construction workers finishing up summer building projects, or 

starting new ones.  Some of the campus streets were barricaded with detour signs 

flashing in the rain. Heritage trees were uprooted in the front lawn of a building, a hose 

was leaking into the street, joining the flow of rainwater as it ran into storm drains. 

Program students navigated through campus, around water hazards, and construction 
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equipment to socialize with friends, and go about the business of moving onto campus. 

The Program that began with three students in 2008 has grown to include up to 20 

students each semester, and it appeared that efforts to weave students with intellectual 

disabilities, seamlessly into the fabric of the University has been successful, in this very 

high research institution.  

What Do We Have Here? 

The mission of the Program is to facilitate high achievement of diverse learners 

in the areas of personal independence, self-sufficiency, and empowerment through 

inclusive teaching, research, creative activity, and services. (D2) The Program is a two-

to-four year, post-secondary program for students with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities that might not otherwise have the opportunity to experience collegiate life in 

a way that is appropriate to meet their needs and advance their long-term goals (D1). 

Individuals ages 18-23 years who want a college experience, and are willing to work 

toward educational, vocational, social, and community living goals while enrolled, are 

served in the Program. 

The Program uses the hybrid model, also known as mixed model, to provide an 

appropriate higher education experience for individuals with mild to moderate 

intellectual disabilities with a high school, non-academic track diploma.  Students 

enrolled in this Program participate in academic classes and social activities with 

students without disabilities, and have the opportunity to live on campus in residence 

halls. In the Program students have access to classes designed to increase skills of 

daily living, and improve their self-advocacy and employment skills. Person centered 

planning is used to set individual goals for each student and the goals determine which 

classes are appropriate for students and the requisite services vital to goal attainment. 
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Students are not required to take Program classes if they are not necessary for goal 

attainment. For example, if a student does not have problems with managing and 

handling money, and does not have goals that require managing and handling money, 

he or she would not be required to take a financial planning class.  

Students register to audit academic classes, thus allowing for modified 

curriculum if required. Dr. Hopewell and her staff in disability services provide necessary 

accommodations to Program students just as they would for any other student with a 

disability. Dr. Leadner and the Program staff provide tutoring and curriculum 

modification essential for Program students’ to fully participate in their chosen classes. 

Program staff believes individuals with intellectual disabilities should have college 

experiences as similar as possible to those experienced by typical college students. 

Full-time faculty, graduate, and undergraduate students provide support to 

Program participants. In addition to approximately 20 paid staff and faculty members 

providing support for the Program, administrative staff from University departments such 

as financial aid, admissions, housing, and the Registrar’s  and Bursar’s office, State 

Office of Vocational Rehabilitation, and members of Greek, social, and intramural clubs 

provide additional support to the Program and its participants.  An organizational chart 

of the University’s PSE Program is illustrated in Figure 4-1.  

Young adults with intellectual/cognitive disabilities require individual supports to 

be successful in this inclusive post-secondary environment as evidenced by the number 

of faculty, staff, and volunteers involved in this Program providing support to a 

maximum of 20 participants. Because of the high level of individual student supports 

provided by the Program, associated costs are also high with tuition amounting to 
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approximately $8,000 per participant per semester. In addition to program costs, 

students who choose to live on campus pay rent of nearly $3,000 per semester for a 

fully furnished two bedroom apartment that includes a kitchen, bathroom, and living 

room, as well as utilities, cable television, and internet service. Program participants of 

the same gender share apartments and have access to a resident mentor for support. 

Program participants can choose to cook their own food, purchase a meal plan for on-

campus dining, or choose a combination of both. Meal plans range in cost from $650 to 

$1,400 dependent upon the number of meals and snacks chosen. Total cost for one 

year of program attendance, including room and board, ranges from $22,650 to 

$23,500. Although the University has received Federal certification as a Comprehensive 

Transition Program and is authorized to offer Pell Grants and Federal Work Study for 

students who meet federally set income limits, oftentimes students and their families are 

unable to make up the difference between what is offered through Federal Financial Aid 

and Vocational Rehabilitation, and the actual cost of attendance. Consequently access 

to the Program is limited to individuals who have the financial means to participate.  

In this research intensive university where inclusion of young adults with mild to 

moderate intellectual disabilities might seem counter intuitive, the actions of a few key 

people were instrumental in facilitating their inclusion. The following is a descriptive 

narrative of the evolution of this University’s program and the efforts of individuals who 

brought it to life. 

How Did We Get Here? 

  A young man with autism who wanted to go to college inspired the vision 

leading to the implementation of this PSE Program. This young man, Norman Wall, Jr., 

spent most of his high school years in a private boarding school for students with 
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intellectual disabilities. He returned home before the end of his junior year of high 

school and told his parents that he did not want to return to his school. Reflecting on this 

event his father, Norman Wall recalls “when he stood up for himself and advocated for 

himself my wife and I said we have to listen. We have to encourage that self-advocacy 

of his” (NW 2.) Young Wall also wanted to know if he would ever go to college, to which 

his father responded, yes. Later Wall considered the significance of his promise saying 

“little did I know what I was promising my son at the time, but he wanted to go to 

college, and I wanted him to go to college” (NW 2). According to Norman Wall, his son’s 

request “got my curiosity up and I recognized that this is happening all around the 

country, why the heck can’t we do something here?” (NW 2)  

Wall Sr., a sophisticated executive with political connections and a gregarious 

personality, contacted people across the United States involved with PSE programs for 

individuals with intellectual disabilities to gather information. Wall had developed a wide 

network through experiences gained as a respected financial advisor in his hometown, 

an alumnus of the largest public university in his home state, and a former member of 

the State Board of Trustees. He had developed a wide network of influential people 

including friendships with the University President, the mayor of the city housing the 

University, and state legislators. Perhaps most importantly, Wall was first and foremost 

a husband and a father who viewed himself in the traditional role as the leader of his 

family.  Wall had the connections required to promote the vision his son inspired.   

Wall and his wife began talking to other families of young adults with intellectual 

disabilities to see if there was interest in PSE programs. Wall recalled, “Lo and behold, 



 

92 

we found early on that there was a tremendous amount of interest in trying to get a 

program started in our state” (NW 3). 

 As a result of these initial conversations with parents, Wall began to get 

unsolicited calls from other parents throughout the state. One individual in particular, 

who lived several hours away, wanted Wall to come share his vision with a group of 

interested families. To Wall’s surprise all six families attending the meeting wanted to be 

involved with moving the vision forward. The next time Wall shared his vision was at a 

meeting in fall 2005 that took place in his hometown. Approximately 20 families 

attended this meeting during which the group decided to form a nonprofit organization to 

support the development of PSE programs in the state, calling it the College Transition 

Coalition.  Interest continued to grow as evidenced by the 60 individuals who attended 

an informational meeting in early 2006. Speakers from different walks of life who were 

interested in Wall’s vision and who could speak to some of the legal and educational 

issues that might be encountered in promoting the vision attended the all-day meeting.  

Wall was beginning to realize that although he was “Simply a dad who wanted to do 

something for his son, there were a lot of men around this area that were trying to do 

the same thing for their families” (NW 5). 

Wall and his College Transition Coalition board determined that the next step 

was to publish a request for proposals (RFP) for development of PSE programs. 

Universities and colleges submitting winning proposals would be awarded 3-years of 

funding to assist with planning and implementing the proposed PSE program. Wall’s 

next step was in essence a leap of faith because although the vision was compelling, 

the funds were scarce.  He wanted to “get us some money out of the legislature 
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because the fact of the matter is we’re going to do this RFP, we’re going to promise 

colleges and universities money; but we didn’t have any money” (NW 7). 

 Even though Wall and his College Transition Coalition had raised some money it 

was not enough to provide adequate support for planning and implementing even one 

PSE program. Regardless of the lack of financial resources, Wall was confident that 

somehow everything would fall together to make funding the startup programs possible. 

In the meantime the College Transition Coalition sent out invitations to a roundtable 

meeting to all the state colleges and universities to provide information regarding PSE 

programs and encourage the submission of proposals.  The coalition also invited 

individuals from existing PSE programs at the College of New Jersey and Pennsylvania 

State University, Meg Grigal and Deb Hart from Think College at the University of 

Massachusetts, Boston, Madeline Will, former Director of the National Policy Center of 

the National Down Syndrome Society, adult services agency personnel, and a two 

young adults with intellectual disabilities, to speak to the group. 

 In the summer of 2007 Wall shared his vision with a group representing 12 

colleges and universities including two major research universities.  Wall recalls the 

serendipitous call from the state legislature just as he began his welcoming remarks to 

the gathering.  

My phone rang and my contact at the senate called to tell me it had been 

approved, that the house and the senate had come together and the 

$300,000 had been approved in the budget.  It was very huge. It was timely 

in that I was able to announce it at the conference. At that moment we’re in 

business, all of this that we’re talking about is not just frivolous talk we’ve 
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got the money to back it up. Who is going to step up to the plate and 

respond to our RFP? (NW 9) 

Only the two largest research universities in the state responded to the RFP and one 

withdrew its proposal before decisions involving grant funding had been made. 

The First Year, Exploration and Installation 

Two faculty members from the University were in attendance at Wall’s initial 

roundtable meeting; Delores Hopewell Director of Disability Services attended as a 

representative of the advisory committee for the State’s Department of Special 

Education, and Dr. Linda Claro a faculty member representing the University College of 

Education.  Dr. Hopewell recalled going back to the University after the meeting and 

discussing the idea of starting a PSE Program in the University. Hopewell and Dr. Claro 

determined “this is a good thing for us to do” (DH 4).  

Exploration 

Hopewell and Claro worked together to share responsibility for developing a PSE 

program at their university. Hopewell took responsibility for the student services aspects 

of program development and Claro was responsible for the educational components.  

Hopewell discussed her thoughts regarding program development 

You have to look at not just what’s good for these students, but what’s good 

for the campus, what’s good for the individuals on campus. I knew that in 

order for this to work we were going to have to make it a win-win for 

everybody.  (DH 4) 
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Dr. Gregory Knight, Dean of the College of Education explained, the Program was 

“designed to provide a relevant higher education experience for young adults, who 

happen to have significant cognitive disabilities” (GK 2). 

Selecting a model. Hopewell discussed how she and Claro decided on a model 

for their PSE Program, indicating that they had spent a great deal of time trying to figure 

out what would work for their campus, and for the potential students they anticipated 

would apply to attend the Program. Claro had spent time in public schools and had an 

understanding of what was being taught and the public school’s expectations for high 

school students, Hopewell explained. The implementation team also talked with CTC 

parents and found the expectations and desires of these parents, who had either home 

schooled their children or had placed them in private settings for high school, were very 

different from those parents whose children attended public schools and the public 

school teachers who worked with their children. Claro knew the public school setting 

and expectations, and Hopewell, in her role as the director of disability services, had an 

understanding of the University climate,  

I had a good handle on the campus environment and expectations of folks 

on campus. We both knew that we could not support a program that was 

totally separated from the rest of the university, which is what some schools 

had gone to. We also knew that the students we had met were not prepared 

for a totally integrated program. (DH 35) 

Hopewell went on to discuss what type of program she thought the University would be 

willing to support; she did not believe it would be a totally inclusive program.  
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After considering their options, Hopewell and her colleague decided a hybrid 

model would be the best option for the University, and the students it would serve. 

Students would be integrated at a level best matching their needs and abilities, with 

some separate courses to assist with skills of daily living that they may not have had 

opportunities to work on in high school.  All of the students selected for attendance 

would be required to have a level of self-sufficiency including the ability dress 

themselves, spend time independently without supervision, and have at least some 

level of self-advocacy, but their ability to manage money, make decisions, and pay for 

meals would most likely be limited. The hybrid model would provide flexibility allowing 

changes to accommodate the varying needs of individual students.  

  Confronting concerns. Once the Program model was selected, there were 

many details to be addressed before responding to the College Transition Coalition’s 

RFP. Hopewell reflected on the work that was done to prepare for the grant submission. 

“We started by talking to people, making friends, and explaining what the program 

would look like, what we wanted to do, and allaying their fears of what the program 

would not be” (DH 5). 

According to Hopewell and Dr. Maestro, the Dean of the College of Education, 

Dr. Gregory Knight, played an integral role in allaying the fears of University 

administrators. In discussing his role Dr. Knight described one of the main fears 

expressed by administrators as “the fear of individuals with disabilities” (GK 5). 

They might couch it in terms of liability, but I think in certain respects they 

would say . . . what would the other students who were not disabled, what 

would they think? Would their parents call? Would somebody complain? My 
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view has always been you have to sometimes take a risk and institutions 

like us sometimes don’t take enough risks. People are just afraid, but a lot 

of times it’s more of a personal kind of thing, a personal kind of fear that, I 

don’t want to have to deal with that, either from an administrative or 

instructional standpoint. I’ve always thought that if you take these steps you 

create a better community and if you don’t take the steps you’re never 

going to change the community. (GK 5-6) 

University administrators had a number of concerns about including students with 

intellectual disabilities. One of the main concerns was how including students with 

significant cognitive disabilities into the campus community might compromise the 

admissions process. To address concerns regarding admission of individuals who might 

attend this proposed program, the implementation team limited Program eligibility to 

individuals with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities that had finished high school 

with a certificate of attendance or a certificate of achievement. Individuals who 

graduated high school with a standard academic diploma would not be eligible to attend 

the Program.  

Hopewell and her colleague submitted their Program proposal to the College 

Transition Coalition (CTC), and the University was the first in the state to receive 

Program funding. The grant was awarded in October 2007, with a projected Program 

implementation date of August 2008. Although 10 months seemed to be plenty of time, 

according to Hopewell, in reality more time was needed to initiate the Program. 

At first we thought it would be enough time, but between the issues of 

staffing and then trying to work out the logistics, it just seemed like 
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everything took a lot longer than we thought, so by the time August got here 

we felt like we were really up against a wall. (KM 8) 

One of the unexpected consequences of receiving grant funding to develop and 

implement this Program according to Hopewell was the level of involvement the CTC 

expected to have in the process. Through the proposal process the implementation 

team explained how it would use the first year funding, and expected CTC might check 

in to evaluate progress toward program implementation, but CTC had other ideas about 

how the program would develop.   

Drs. Hopewell and Claro knew that with the number of human resources required 

to provide adequate support for this population of students the cost would be prohibitive 

to many families. Considering the costs, the implementation team initially wanted to 

have a program that included opportunities for high school students ages 18-22 years to 

be dually enrolled in their high school and in the day program for individuals who were 

no longer being served in a high school setting. According to Hopewell, 

They [members of the CTC] didn’t want the Department of Education 

involved. That was a huge obstacle for everybody, but our concern was if 

this program is only for the children of privileged families, what message 

are we sending? What good is it doing? (DH 6) 

So the implementation team moved forward to develop a day program for students who 

were no longer attending high school, and continued to build an infrastructure to support 

the fledgling program.  



 

99 

Installation 

The first thing the implementation team members needed was assurance that 

they would be permitted to take time from their assigned roles within the university 

structure to work on implementation. According to Dr. Maestro, what was most needed 

was time, but with responsibilities in the College of Education, time was the most 

difficult resource to find so most of Maestro’s work for the Program was completed in 

her spare time. Dr. Hopewell also explained that her dean allowed her to work on 

program development, but she was not able to spend a great deal of her time doing so. 

Second, classroom space was needed and the University agreed to provide space for 

Program specific classes, the University also provided computers, and agreed not 

charge the usual fees associated with grant administration. Other than these supports 

provided by the University the Program had to be self-supporting. Therefore, the team 

had to develop a budget to include all of the expenses related to operating the Program 

including; staffing, tuition for general education classes, and any supplies or equipment 

required to facilitate learning for Program participants.  

Beyond, space, time, computers, and budget, the implementation team also had 

to define additional program supports that would be necessary before recruiting and 

accepting students into the Program. The team worked with admissions staff to develop 

a process for admission, and met with the Registrar’s office to work out the process by 

which students would be registered for classes. According to Hopewell, 

Initially the university was not excited about this program because there 

were misconceptions about the expectations of what a program like this 

would be like on campus. People thought it was going to water down the 
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curriculum, and that these kids were going to get degrees that they didn’t 

earn. We needed to sit down and talk about what’s possible. (DH 3) 

During the team’s many meetings with staff in the offices of the provost, admissions, the 

registrar, and legal services, the intent and purpose of the Program was explained with 

enough detail to gain approval to continue with program development. Up to this point 

Maestro explained, “I felt like a stealth bomber, flying under the radar” (SM 13).  

Implementation team members worked to develop an application for Program 

participation and define the criteria for acceptance into the program. They also had to 

decide how many participants they could support during the first semester, and provided 

applicants with a fee schedule derived from their proposed budget. Hopewell explained  

It ended up that tuition was $8,000 a semester per student. There were no 

Pell Grants at that time, no student loans, nothing like that.  We looked at 

our staffing and what we wanted to do and felt like we could not, that first 

year, handle more than three students. (DH 7) 

Applications were made available to interested families, and according to the 

implementation team, fewer than 10 were submitted.  After a review of the applications, 

individuals who appeared to meet the criteria for admissions were invited to campus for 

interviews, but according to Hopewell, not all of those who were invited came. The 

interview panel included Drs. Hopewell and Claro, and a representative from the State 

Office of Vocational Rehabilitation. The panel met with the applicant, had them provide 

a writing sample, and then met with the applicant’s family.  After interviewing five 

applicants the team sent out three letters of acceptance to two young men and one 

young woman who had either attended a private high school or been homeschooled. 
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Hopewell explained, “two of the students ended up living in apartments independently 

off campus. They were within walking distance of campus and then one student stayed 

at home and parents drove them back and forth” (DH 8). Hopewell and Knight described 

the first cohort of students as extraordinary individuals who were articulate, and well 

behaved, with strong parental support.  

Once participants had been selected, Hopewell and Claro set up a schedule of 

classes, and identified appropriate supports for the first semester. They determined that 

first semester students would take University 101, a class for all freshmen entering the 

University, and have other Program specific classes to meet students’ individual needs.  

After developing participant schedules, graduate students were recruited to teach 

Program classes, and undergraduate students were recruited to be academic and social 

mentors.  Implementation work to this point was accomplished by Hopewell and Claro 

who could only contribute part of their time toward this effort. When Hopewell described 

being “up against the wall” (DH 8) little did she know what the future would hold.  

Year Two, Initial Implementation 

In August 2008 two weeks before the Program opened its doors to students, Dr. 

Claro accepted a position at another university and left the Program.  The sudden loss 

of a key member of the implementation team was a shock to Hopewell because without 

the support of the second team member there was some doubt as to whether the 

Program would be able to exist as planned.  Upon learning of Claro’s departure, 

Hopewell had a discussion with the University’s Special Education Program 

Coordinator, Dr. Suzanne Maestro, Claro’s supervisor, about how the program could 

continue. 
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So it was like, are we going to do this or not, because there was no way she 

[Maestro] was going to hire another faculty member at that point in time and 

get them in here in two weeks. We both felt very strongly that we could 

make this work and so we did. (DH 10) 

At the time of their discussion, Hopewell was not aware that the Dean of the College of 

Education was already working to insure the Program’s success. According to Dr. 

Maestro,  

I was a program coordinator in special education so I was involved 

peripherally at this stage.  Before the program had started, when they were 

still trying to initiate it, Claro left for another position. So at that point the 

Dean asked me if I would step in for a year. It ended up being two or three 

years. (SM 3)  

According to Hopewell, in the first semester of the Program, students were 

enrolled in University 101, which she taught, and the rest of their time was spent in 

Program specific courses.  First semester program specific courses were designed to 

assist students  with navigating campus, learning to use campus transportation, 

accessing on-line academic supports, and online supports such as BlackBoard. 

Students also learned how to use their student ID card to access campus resources 

such as dining, libraries, and recreational resources.  Many of the program specific 

courses were taught by graduate students thus affording the implementation team time 

to make plans for the upcoming semester. 

That gave us time to then plan for spring. What are we going to do for 

courses? What courses will work? What courses won’t work? What 
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supports do students need in the classroom? How can we get some faculty 

to buy in? It was a long semester of trying to make all those things work. 

(DH 10) 

Students worked toward setting goals during the first semester of the Program, which 

helped the implementation team answer the question: What are we going to do for 

courses? According to Dr. Leadner, “that first semester is critical; we talk about 

developing goals and getting to those student strengths. Then they can choose what 

classes they want to take and have autonomy in their schedule of classes” (AL 5) 

Students chose second semester classes that closely matched their interests. 

Accessing classes. Hopewell and Maestro approached faculty to request 

access to specific classes for their students, and to inquire about the format of their 

classes to see if the requested class would be appropriate for the requesting student. If 

it appeared the class was appropriate, Hopewell or Maestro met with the faculty to 

describe the supports the Program staff was able to provide for the student.  

Because our students were paying tuition, your department’s going to get 

the money for this student just like they do for every other student.  Here 

are the supports that we have for you. You can contact Delores, and you 

can contact Suzanne. Then we would start talking to faculty [explaining] we 

need a class that has a lot of hands on. We have a student that’s interested 

in theatre, is there a course that we can make work? If they were in a 

course [and] they were successful the first semester then the next semester 

people were more inclined to say; we can do this again;  it kind of went from 

there and then it just kind of grew.  (DH 11) 
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After students received approval to audit a class, they had to register; Dr. Maestro 

shared the process of registering students for classes; 

If there was a slot available [in a class] after the seniors and everybody 

registers, we contact the professor and explain the situation. In some 

colleges you had to go to the dean first, in some colleges you had to go to 

the department chair. If there is a slot available we will try to get them in. 

(SM 8) 

Registering for second semester classes was another issue implementation team 

members were required to address. 

Processing registration. A process for fee payment was an issue the team had 

not considered before students arrived for their first semester.  Tuition was set at $8,000 

and would go toward payment of general education classes, program expenses, and 

salaries. Hopewell explained that she assumed responsibility for collecting and 

disbursing funds, 

I ended up handling all that money the first year and I was not comfortable 

doing that. Parents would make out the checks and then I would take them 

over to the College of Ed and we would disburse them. When it came time 

for their income taxes they [parents] needed the bill to show that their 

students were enrolled in courses. So trying to get our computer system to 

acknowledge these fees and set it up so they could pay all their fees on line 

at one time like everybody else was a logistical piece that took a while to 

figure out. (DH 12) 
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Hopewell discussed explaining the purpose of the Program, and working with the 

university accounting department to determine the best option for meeting the goals and 

obligations of the Program in regards to tuition payment, and disbursement of funds to 

pay salaries and program expenses.  Hopewell and Maestro described the purpose of 

the program to many departments on campus and believed there had to be a better way 

to explain what they were trying to accomplish.  

Hopewell talked about choosing a program that was already operating at the 

University to serve as an infrastructure model for the Program. Hopewell chose the 

English Language Institute (ELI) for international students who have been accepted to 

the University, but are unable to pass the Test of English as a Foreign Language. 

Individuals who enroll in this program are not registered as university students.  

According to Hopewell ELI operates much like the Program, 

So we took a lot of their policies and procedures, and the way they did 

things even to their charges and mirrored our program to theirs so that we 

could say we have this precedent set, here is another program. Ours is just 

like that program, so that kind of made sense to some people, and helped 

us out a little bit there. (DH 12) 

Describing the needs of the Program in terms of ELI was beneficial to developing 

processes and procedures for the Program that mirrored those in place in other stand- 

alone programs (DH, SM).  

Securing housing. The next decision Hopewell and Maestro began to address 

was housing for Program participants.  They considered the pros and cons to each 

living situation on and off campus and decided that providing on-campus housing might 
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be the better option.  A typical college experience includes social as well as academic 

life, and Program students would have more access to the social learning environment 

by living on-campus. Hopewell explained, “we realized in some ways the liability was 

less for us if they lived on campus [rather] than off” (DH 11). Hopewell and Maestro both 

discussed concerns regarding program students walking home from campus after dark, 

and for at least one student, the lack of supervision and support in the off-campus 

apartment. Having made the decision to attempt to secure on-campus housing, 

determining the type of on-campus housing situation would be most appropriate for their 

participants was the next step in the process.  

The first living situation considered was a freshman hall; the benefits were being 

with their same aged peers, but there were disadvantages too. Hopewell discussed two 

behaviors that would be beyond the control of Program staff in a typical undergraduate 

housing setting: promiscuous behavior and underage alcohol use. Instead, Hopewell 

and Maestro determined that a more stable environment, such as graduate student 

apartments, would be most appropriate for Program students. ”In apartments they can 

learn to cook, they have their own kitchens and living rooms, and also there are 

advantages for improving independent living skills” (DH 11).   

Hopewell broached the subject of on-campus accommodations for Program 

participants with University Housing administrators, couching the request in terms of 

safety and security. Although the University always has more housing requests than 

space, Housing agreed to provide space in graduate student housing for Program 

participants. Living on-campus provided an extra measure of security for participants 

and also gave them access to full access to the local transportation system (SM). 
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Placement in on-campus graduate apartments also contributed to the Program goal of 

participants being able to live independently upon program completion (DH). 

Year Three and Beyond, Full Implementation 

By the time the second cohort of students arrived in 2009 a process for fee 

payment was in place along with an accounting process that would stand up to scrutiny 

and demonstrate accountability, on-campus housing was available for Program 

participants, and the search for a full-time program director was under way. In addition, 

Maestro and Hopewell applied for Federal Certification of the Program to be designated 

as a Comprehensive Transition Program (CTP).  

Maestro and Hopewell both discussed their concerns regarding the amount of 

time required to keep the program going, and the limited amount of time left after 

keeping up with the responsibilities of their respective positions. Maestro shared, “after 

two years, I told my dean we need to have somebody” (SM 17). Dr. Knight explained 

the need for full-time committed staff,  

You can’t run this program with a couple of doctoral students here or a part-

time person there. You have to have a college commitment to the program, 

and academic unit commitment. If you don’t have those commitments, the 

Program will always be viewed as a sideling, not a part of the mission of the 

academic unit. (GK 10) 

Knight understood “if we’re going to do this, we’ve got to let the person coming in to the 

position know this isn’t a little sideline, it is going to be a major part of their 

responsibility” (GK 11). ). A national search was conducted to find a director for the 

Program.  
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Knight and Maestro explained that they are one of the few programs to have a 

tenure line position of Program Director. Knight believes that without a tenure line 

position, the future of the program would be vulnerable, and according to Maestro, 

creation of a tenure line position allowed them to find an individual who is “very high 

quality, very experienced, and has enough time to coordinate this Program” (GK 10, SM 

17). Dr. Leadner became the Program Director, and with the assistance of Hopewell, 

Knight, and Maestro the Program has become the standard bearer for new PSE 

programs in their state (DH, GK, AL, & SM). 

Hopewell and Maestro worked together to apply for CTP certification. They called 

on the expertise of CTC members regarding the application process, making sure the 

Program met Federal requirements. According to Hopewell and Maestro theirs was one 

of the first three colleges in the country to receive CTP certification (DH 17, SM 5). This 

certification made it possible for Program participants to apply for Federal Student 

Financial Aid, and receive Pell Grants and Work Study funding if eligible.  Unfortunately, 

according to Hopewell, few students qualify for Federal Student Aid because this type of 

aid is income based and many of the students have been declared mentally 

incompetent; as such their ability to pay is based on their parent’s or guardian’s income. 

By the third year, the Program had reached full implementation; it was fully 

operational, with a staff, students, and organizational practices, policies and procedures 

in place (Fixsen et al., 2005). The Program was in its fifth year at the time of this study, 

and after the intensity of establishing a fully-implemented program in a new 

environment, program implementers were beginning to realize the need to establish 

plans for sustainability through professional development and fund raising. 
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Implementation science suggests new social problems will arise, partnerships will 

change, and champions may move on to other causes. The challenge for 

implementation team members and program staff is to be aware of the evolution of 

influence factors and adjust to the changes without compromising the functional 

components of the Program (Fixsen et al.). 

Discussion of the Program’s Implementation  

In this chapter a narrative description of the process of program implementation 

was portrayed within the sequence of a conceptual framework of implementation. 

Program implementation team members shared their understandings of the process 

that led to implementation of the PSE Program. The telling of their story of 

implementation revealed overlaps between stages of implementation as discussed in 

implementation science (Blasé et al. 2010), and illustrated in Figure 4-2.  

In this case the progression of the implementation process described by team 

members was not unique in following the stages of implementation described by Fixsen 

et al. (2005). A distinguishing factor that influenced its initiation, however, is the source 

of its vision, a young man with an intellectual disability who wanted to go to college, and 

parents who wanted to ensure their child’s dream would be realized.  The program also 

received start-up funding from a unique source, the College Transition Coalition 

comprised of parents invested in the establishment of PSE programs in the state. Most 

programs do have the advantage of such an initial investment, and typically rely on 

school district/IDEA funds for support, or on private payments by parents once students 

are enrolled in programs (Grigal & Hart, 2010).  

Although many aspects of program development were consistent with 

implementation research and relevant research of PSE programs, there were some 
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important differences in oversight resulting from the Program’s relationship with the 

CTC. Typically the choice of service delivery models resides with the program 

implementation team; however, CTC members exerted their influence in selecting the 

model that would be used at this university. Other variances in implementation included 

the CTC’s function as a supervisory body, and the extent to which the Coalition was 

involved in program development.  

Implementation team members in this case identified similar obstacles to PSE 

implementation as those researching these programs, including obstacles related to 

course selection, auditing courses instead of taking courses for credit, parking, 

transportation, scheduling difficulties, and attitudinal factors such as fear and faculty 

resistance (Causton-Theoharis, et al., 2009). The team did not allow the obstacles to 

stop the process of implementation, but instead found ways to work around them and 

keep going. Tenacity is not an uncommon trait to those engaged in program 

implementation. Findings from a study conducted by Neubert and Redd (2008) 

indicated that program staff dealt with obstacles to program implementation by using 

their own resources to meet the needs of program participants, and volunteered time to 

support students.  

This narrative could be used to develop a sequential process for implementing 

PSE programs in very high research institutions, but implementation of this program 

required more than a simple formula for implementation.  It required the right people, 

those with the authority and expertise to assist with the process. It required people who 

were passionate about including students with intellectual disabilities into the culture of 

the University such as Dean Knight who early in his career had been a middle school 
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special educator of students with intellectual and developmental disabilities. It took 

partners like Norman Wall, a college alumnus with ties to local and state government; a 

parent of a child with an intellectual disability who wanted to help his son realize his 

dream of college attendance.  It took a state legislature recognizing the value of PSE 

programs for this population and willing to provide on-going funding for program 

implementation.  

This program came into existence because the right combinations of factors 

came together at the right time, for the right reasons, and the right people were in place 

to provide support for its implementation. Drs. Hopewell, Knight, and Maestro’s efforts 

were supported by the University President, who had a close relative with an intellectual 

disability, and a wife who was willing to provide support to program students. The 

president attended many of the program functions and interacted with program students 

regularly. His wife interacted with the students on a regular basis also, meeting with 

students monthly to teach cooking skills in the residence hall kitchen (DH, SM, & GK). 

According to members of the implementation team, this program might not have come 

into existence if they had waited a year to start the program. One year later, the 

economy declined resulting in cuts to the State’s education budget. Within the following 

two years, Dean Knight left the College of Education for a new position within the 

University, and there was a new university president.  

Despite challenges along the way, this Program continues to be successful. The 

number of students entering the program has grown from three students in the first year 

to 16 students in the 2013/2014 cohort and a full-time tenure track position was created 

and filled to support the Program. The University continues to provide support for the 
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Program and inclusion for Program participants. According to Dr. Hopewell, the 

Program and its participants have been woven seamlessly into the fabric of the 

University. In addition, the Program is one of only 14 PSE programs recognized by the 

US Department of Education as a comprehensive transition and postsecondary 

program for individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities. As such, this 

Program is approved to participate in the Federal Student Aid Programs, and its 

participants are eligible for Federal Pell Grant, Federal Supplemental Educational 

Opportunity Grant, and Federal Work-Study programs if they meet the basic federal 

student aid eligibility requirements. Students who participate in this Program typically 

find employment when they leave, and are making more than minimum wage. One 

student opened a photography studio, another is employed as a personal trainer by his 

local YMCA, a third has been certified and teaches Kindermusik, and a fourth left the 

University with a culinary arts certificate and found employment with the Marriot 

Corporation. Finally, over 80% of program graduates are gainfully employed. Therefore, 

this Program can be considered an exemplar of a successful PSE program in a 

research university. 

This chapter provided a narrative description of the evolution of the PSE Program 

under study. Chapter 5 provides an analysis of the critical incidents that prompted 

implementation team members to make choices or compromises influencing program 

development.   

http://studentaid.ed.gov/types/grants-scholarships/pell
http://studentaid.ed.gov/types/grants-scholarships/fseog
http://studentaid.ed.gov/types/grants-scholarships/fseog
http://studentaid.ed.gov/types/work-study
http://studentaid.ed.gov/eligibility/basic-criteria
http://studentaid.ed.gov/eligibility/basic-criteria
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Table 4-1.  Program Implementation Process and Stages of Implementation 

Program Model Stage of Implementation 

Year 1  

 CTC Publishes RFP to establish PSE programs in state colleges and 
universities, July 2007 

 Hopewell and faculty member from University Special Education 
Department decide to respond to RFP 

 Hopewell and colleague choose program model 

 Program planning begins 

 Response to RFP submitted 

 CTC funding awarded October 2007 

 Determined needs 

 Implementation team addressed logistical issues related to program 
implementation 

Exploration 

 Policies and procedures established 

 Determined tuition costs 

 Developed application process 

 Recruited program participants, conducted interviews, selected 
participants 

 Recruited graduate and undergraduate students to provide support 
for program participants 

Installation 
 

Year 2 Initial Implementation 

 August 2008, 2-weeks before classes start, Faculty from Special 
Education leaves University for new Job 

 University Chair of Special Education steps in to assist with program 
roll-out 

 First cohort of three students arrive on campus 

 Students attend University 101 and Program specific classes 

 Mentors assist with travel training and academic support  

 Worked with Program students to set educational, vocational, and 
social goals 

 Implementation team recruits campus faculty to include Program 
students in general education classes  

 2nd semester Program students begin taking general education 
classes matching their academic goals 

 Implementation Team applies for Federal Certification  of their 
Comprehensive Transition Program 

 Certification Awarded 

 Financial Aid in the form of Pell Grants and Federal Work Study 
available for qualified program participants 

 Program applications available for Fall 2009 cohort 

 Student interviews conducted and new cohort selected 

 

Year 3 Full Implementation 

 On-campus housing added to Program 

 College of Education establishes a tenure line position for a 
permanent Program Director 

 Search for Director begins 

 New cohort arrives on campus 

 1st year cohort continues on 

 Director hired 

 Planning begins for next cohort 
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Director of Disability 
Services 

Chair, University Dept. 
Special Education 

 

 

Figure 4-1. Organizational chart for the University PSE Program 
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Exploration 

Installation 
Initial 

Implementation 

Full 
Implementation 

Figure 4-2. Process of Implementation. Most new programs go through all four 
stages in the process of implementation however stages often overlap with no clear 
end to any stage (Blasé et al., 2010). Used with permission from the State 
Implementation and Scaling-up of Evidence-based Practice (2010). Stages of 
Implementation: Initial Implementation. FPG Child Development Institute, University 
of North Carolina Chapel Hill, The National Implementation Research Network, 
September 2010.  
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CHAPTER 5 
FINDINGS: CRITICAL INCIDENTS IN PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT 

Incidents that led to choices or compromises in the way the program was 

developed were of particular interest in this study. In this chapter findings are configured 

in the form of critical incidents in the evolution of this University’s PSE Program. Each of 

these incidents influenced the choices and/or compromises made by members of the 

Program implementation team. The hermeneutic cycle informs the presentation of these 

findings beginning with my pre-configured understandings of the PSE implementation 

process. The analysis of the data in the configuration of critical incidents is addressed in 

depth, followed by a reflection on my re-configured understandings of program 

implementation. 

My experience as a member of a PSE program implementation team informed 

my pre-understanding of the implementation process, and activities and decisions at 

each stage of implementation. In my experience the process of installing a PSE 

program within a research university was challenging because there was no written 

process for implementing initiatives for this population of students. Educating this 

population of students has not been part of higher education’s role (Eisenman & 

Mancini, 2010).  Also, individuals who appeared to be supportive in face-to-face 

interactions were not necessarily as supportive when the work of implementing the 

program took place. In addition, gaining access to classes for students was a challenge, 

as not all members of the university community were able to share our vision of 

inclusion for young adults with disabilities. Finally, although students were excited about 

having college and independent living experiences, their parents were not always ready 

to let go. 
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Research literature related to PSE also informed my pre-understanding of 

various aspects of implementation. Some were reflective of my experiences and 

increased my awareness of emerging practices beyond high school that have the 

potential to provide additional transition opportunities for this often overlooked group of 

individuals. Prior experiences and information from previous research shaped my own 

pre-understandings of the implementation process. Data were configured through 

analysis and reconfigured as new understanding. The configuration of data was the 

source for identifying the critical incidents specific to development of this Program. 

Reconfiguration of data resulted in my understanding of the salience of these critical 

incidents in relationship to the Program’s development. 

Critical Incidents: Choices and Compromises 

In this study critical incidents have been defined as any interaction, event, 

choice, or compromise described in great detail by members of the implementation 

team and relevant stakeholders. Specific incidents may have been described by one 

person multiple times, by one person, one time in great detail, or by multiple people 

involved with program implementation. Participants’ use of key phrases also signaled 

the significance of specific interactions, events or choices. Key phrases include: like a 

stealth bomber, flying under the radar, flying by the seat of our pants, the perfect storm, 

drop back 10 and punt, the saddest thing for me, it’s not fair, it’s sucking the life out of 

me, the biggest challenge, etc. The Critical Incident Technique (CIT) was used to 

analyze incidents in interview transcripts or e-mail correspondence to determine which 

incidents appeared to be critical to some aspect of program implementation. My 

experiences and understandings were used in the analysis of events, choices and 

compromises discussed by members of the Program implementation team. 
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Program implementation team members described incidents that took place 

throughout the implementation process. Findings derived from a hermeneutical analysis 

of these data suggest incidents related to four aspects of the Program’s development 

were most critical to its implementation. These incidents are discussed in terms of their 

influence on program decisions, and are ordered in this chapter by their level of 

intensity: (a) addressing parental expectations, (b) supporting student inclusion in 

college, (c) defining the organization of the Program, and (d) initiating friendship (Table 

5-1). Discussion is guided by the model of Multi-level Influences on Successful 

Implementation (Fixsen, et al., 2005), which allows for the development of a deeper 

understanding of the critical incidents by examining relationships among core program 

components, organizational features, and influence factors producing changes in 

program implementation. The incidents are also discussed in relation to the ways in 

which relevant research and professional literature relate to these findings 

Addressing Parental Expectations 

Parental expectations were of critical concern to the professional members of the 

team at the initial and full implementation stages of program development. Related 

incidents were emphasized by Dr. Hopewell, Director of Disability Services, (b) Dr. 

Knight, Former Dean of the College of Education, (c) Dr. Leadner, Program Director, 

and (d) Dr. Maestro, University Special Education Department Chair as illustrated in 

Figure 6. As Leadner noted, no matter how much the implementation team planned, 

something new and unforeseen happened each semester. Oftentimes, the 

unanticipated events were a direct result of parental expectations, many of which were 

incompatible with core goals of the program addressing community inclusion. Some 

parental expectations interfered with inclusion, and others caused friction between 
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Program staff and University administrators or faculty. One unanticipated event resulting 

from parental expectations caused friction among stakeholders and had the potential to 

place the Program in jeopardy.  

The team was not prepared for parents who did not understand the difference 

between high school and college for either themselves or their children. This was not a 

unique misunderstanding though as related research indicates “parents can also be 

confused by the differences between services proved by their student’s IEP in public 

schools and the types of services available in college” (Hafner et al., 2011, p. 29).  

Adversarial relationships came out of these misunderstandings however, and 

these affected interactions at the program level, the administrative level, and with the 

city department of transportation. For example, Hopewell described an incident in which 

she received a phone call from the regional transit authority (RTA) regarding a request 

made by a Program parent. The parents contacted the RTA to have a campus bus stop 

moved to a location that was more convenient to their student’s first period class. RTA 

personnel asked Hopewell to get these parents under control. Parents seemed to lack 

understanding of the differences between high school and college. Door to door bus 

service is an accommodation available in K-12 school systems, but not in college. 

Parents also attempted to change times for typical campus social events; they wanted 

things to happen between 8:30 am and 5:00 pm because that was convenient for them 

(DH). Dr. Hopewell explained “if you want inclusion, you can’t expect college students to 

change their life around to meet your son or daughter’s needs; you’re going to have to 

plug-in to the campus” (DH 8).  



 

120 

Some aspects of the program required parents to allow their students to plug-in 

to campus activities, and in other aspects, they were required to unplug. For example, 

during the first year of Program implementation, Program staff enrolled students for 

classes based on student interest, correctness of fit, and an agreement with specific 

faculty to include Program students. At the beginning of each semester Program staff is 

required to inform admissions staff of the classes students are taking. Once classes are 

set up, according to Hopewell, they cannot be changed without permission from her or 

Dr. Leadner.  Parents, unaware of commitments made by Program staff and faculty, 

would go into the University’s online registration system and add or reschedule classes 

for their children. Hopewell then had to have conversations with parents to explain how 

their behavior violated agreements designed to approve enrollment for Program 

students because they did not meet initial entrance requirements as matriculating 

students. Dr. Hopewell struggled to help parents understand that their son or daughter 

was not admitted to the University, but provided access to selected classes because of 

their relationship with the Program,  

 Implementation team members described parents as unique individuals who 

approached independence for their student in differing ways. According to Dr. Hopewell, 

parents appeared to fall into one of three categories: (a) hands off, (b) middle of the 

road, and (c) extremely hands on. One incident having the potential to put the Program 

in jeopardy involved extremely hands on parents with little understanding of differences 

between inclusion in high school setting and inclusion in the university setting. Hopewell 

provided an example of one such interaction. 
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We had one set of parents that were extremely hands on and they would go 

to these different offices on campus and make demands.  People were very 

nice to them, but then called me up and told me to get these parents under 

control. I would try to explain to the parents you can’t just willy-nilly go 

around campus like this; you have to go through me. Then they were not 

happy with me. (DH 14)  

This one set of parents was the catalyst for change in the early years of the 

Program. Their son was in a music class with a performance component and the 

parents were unhappy because he was not permitted to fully participate in course 

activities. The parents approached the professor and demanded their son be included in 

public performances in which others in his class had auditioned. Unlike high school 

classes, college classes can have prerequisite skills required for participation, and in 

this class students had to audition to participate in musical performances. Unfortunately, 

this student was unable to maintain the required level of performance and consequently 

the professor refused inclusion. The parents felt the professor was acting in a 

discriminatory manner; “Other students in the class started complaining about the class 

disturbances caused by the student and his parents and . . . it just blew up in 

everybody’s face” (DH 14). In the end, the music department chose to stop accepting 

Program students.  

Members of the implementation team were disappointed by this decision 

because they had other students who wanted to enroll in music classes, but who were 

similarly not able to participate. Ultimately those students chose to attend programs at 

other universities. Due to parental decisions to remove these students from the 
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program, the implementation team was unable to influence a positive change or to 

engage in compromise that might have created a suitable alternative.  

Often parents are unclear about the type of services provided in post-secondary 

settings and expect their son or daughter to receive the same services outlined in their 

IEP. It is sometimes difficult to balance parental expectations with the realities of 

university life. Universities are administered differently from high schools; the laws 

governing provision of services are different, as are the expectations for student 

participation.  As Hafner, et al., (2011) noted, “many parents have been vigilant in 

ensuring their son or daughter’s needs were met during public school years, and it has 

been difficult to relinquish this same level of vigilance when their child is in a college 

setting” (p. 29).  As other scholars have indicated, there is a fine line between involving 

families in a PSE program and helping them understand that their children are adults 

(Weinkauf, 2002, p. 34).  

Parents are unclear about the differences between high school and college in 

other ways, too. This Program is expensive with tuition costs of $8,000 and housing 

costs of $2,850 per semester. Dr. Hopewell explained one of the things she talks to 

parents about is the cost of the program. After looking over applications and talking with 

parents, the team knows if the family is able to afford the program. To facilitate the use 

of a payment plan, the Program has adopted the same fee structure as the University, 

allowing four equal tuition payments over the course of each semester. Hopewell said 

one of the most difficult things for her was when several parents were able to meet the 

first payment deadline, but not the second. “When parents didn’t pay their rent, the 

Program covered in and then expected them to pay us” (DH 25). Then when repayment 
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did not occur, Program staff had to give families 30-day notice and at the end of the 30-

day period, students were removed from housing, or in the case of non-payment of 

tuition, from the Program. Dr. Hopewell recalled that “you ended up at Thanksgiving 

kicking people out of the program, which was probably the hardest thing that we had to 

do” (DH 25).  

According to Dr. Hopewell, 

 Just about every semester there’s been somebody that has gone ahead 

and signed their kids up [for the Program], and now we even tell them don’t 

do this, it’s not fair to your son or daughter, it’s not fair to everybody 

involved if you can’t make these payments. Yet we’ve had kids here who 

have no money for food. So at first you kind of try to help them out, and you 

buy them groceries, and then after a while, I say we can’t keep doing this. 

It’s not fair to the other kids who are paying their bills. It’s sucking the life 

out of us and we’re becoming resentful. But by the same token, how can 

you not? It was frustrating for me. How could a parent send their child here 

and not send them with money for food? But I think sometimes it’s that 

public school mentality of ‘they’ll at least give you a peanut butter jelly 

sandwich. Well, one meal a day, but three? (DH 25) 

It is difficult to include students with their peers when they cannot go and do social 

activities. Although the reality is that not everybody will be able to do all the things their 

peers are able to do, parents need to insure their children’s basic needs are met. 

Parents cannot expect their children to live independently in college and university 

settings through the good will of others. 



 

124 

Supporting Student Inclusion in College 

The second area of critical concern professional members of the implementation 

team addressed was the efforts required to support the inclusion of students with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities in an institution of higher education. Related 

incidents occurred at the initial and full implementation stages of program development 

as illustrated in Figure 5-1. The implementation team worked with University 

administrators to build the Program’s infrastructure to mirror that of the rest of the 

University. Each member of the team discussed the challenges related to including 

Program students in college classes. In the beginning, after students identified classes 

they were interested in auditing, a member of the implementation team contacted 

professors to request inclusion for Program students.  Team members would explain 

the purpose of inclusion, and the level of support the implementation team would 

provide for specific individuals. 

 Often discussions with faculty focused on misconceptions regarding behaviors of 

students with intellectual disabilities and faculty responsibilities for their matriculating 

students and Program students. Some instructors think students with intellectual 

disabilities are not capable of being successful in typical college classes, will be socially 

isolated, and will not fit into campus life (Hart et al., 2010). Dr. Maestro explained,  

Students have the responsibility of participating in their courses but the 

faculty isn’t obliged to give grades. We’ve found that as long as we provide 

good support for our students, they take their courses seriously and 

participate to the fullest extent possible. (SM 7)  
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Although Program students are entitled to accommodations available under Section 504 

of the Rehabilitation Act and the ADA available to all college students with disabilities, 

they were not requesting modification to course content (Hart et al., 2010). 

Drs. Hopewell, Leadner, and Maestro each discussed issues related to gaining 

access to classes for Program students and the ways in which Dean Knight often made 

the process easier.  Members of the Program implementation team viewed Dr. Knight 

as “our knight in shining armor many times because he could get to people and say 

things in his position that Suzanne and I could not have said” (DH 32). For example, 

when Drs. Hopewell, Maestro, or Leadner approached professors about including 

Program students in specific classes their request was sometimes denied.  When this 

happened, one of them would approach Dean Knight and ask for his assistance. Dean 

Knight discussed his role in gaining access to classes, “I spoke with deans on campus 

in terms of faculty because we wanted to be able to use faculty from all over campus” 

(GK 3).  Knight along with the implementation team wanted to secure access to a 

variety of classes for Program students to audit. Oftentimes, Knight’s conversations with 

department chairs resulted in the opening of additional classes for Program participants. 

Related research underscores the institutional challenges to securing access because  

“unlike access to general education courses in high school, students with disabilities at 

post-secondary sites must often abide the policies of the college” (Grigal, et al., 2001, p. 

251).  

According to Dr. Maestro, many of the program students wanted to participate in 

physical education (PE) classes during their second semester in the Program “as their 

first taste of general education courses” (SM 14). Maestro approached faculty in the PE 
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department requesting the inclusion of Program students. PE faculty members 

explained that because their courses were activity based, they did not allow them to be 

audited. The PE faculty was concerned that students, who did not have a great 

investment in participating in the classes, would register, and not participate. Including 

Program students in these courses became a critical incident because of the PE 

department policy. The implementation team had to choose whether to attempt to 

change policy, or compromise with members of the PE department in order to support 

student inclusion. 

The implementation team chose to work with members of the PE department to 

create a new policy allowing Program students to audit PE classes. “So it took a little bit 

of work and having a dean who could help broker access to PE classes for our 

students” (SM 14). Dr. Knight assisted with the new audit policy in his role as Dean of 

the College of Education; it also helped that the PE department was under his purview.  

Some of the issues related to student inclusion discussed in detail by members 

of the implementation team might have been mitigated during the installation stage of 

implementation, if professional development for faculty had been provided. There are 

some faculty members who fear that including students with intellectual disabilities in 

their classes would weaken the academic rigor associated with college level classes 

(Hart & Grigal, 2009). There are others who would benefit by understanding that a 

successful college experience can be measured by improvements in learning, self-

determination, independence, and positive social experiences (Hart et al., 2010). Both 

of these issues could have been addressed prior to the beginning of the program.  

There is evidence in literature to suggest the efficacy of providing professional 



 

127 

development for faculty members on the rationale for including individuals with 

intellectual disabilities in PSE, and the practices that will help support its implementation 

(Hart et al., 2010, p. 145). 

Defining Program Organization 

Critical incidents also occurred at the installation stage, and when considering 

program organization, “planning must take into account the anticipated student needs, 

the goals and outcomes of these services, and also the philosophical beliefs and values 

that will guide the creation of services and activities“(Grigal & Hart 2010, p. 241-242).  

Dr. Hopewell discussed the program she and Dr. Claro hoped to implement at 

the University and the rationale for the design and organization they wanted (DH 19). 

Their original plan was to create a program for young adults with intellectual disabilities 

aged 18-22 years of age who were, either still enrolled in high school and receiving 

special education services, or who had graduated from high school and wanted a 

college experience. In the implementation of this program, incidents involving the 

Program’s sponsors greatly influenced the alteration of the original plan and ultimately 

shaped the program’s organization.  

“Claro and I spent a great deal of time trying to figure out what would work for our 

campus and for the potential students that we anticipated would apply to the Program” 

(DH, D1). Hopewell and Claro spoke with parents pushing the PSE movement forward 

and found that the parents’ expectations and desires were very different from those of 

parents and teachers in public schools.   

We both knew we could not support a program that was totally separated 

from the rest of the University. We also knew the students we had met were 

not prepared for a totally integrated program. We did not believe the 
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University would support a totally inclusive program at this time either. We 

chose a blended program because it would give us the best of both worlds, 

students could be integrated at a level that best matched their needs and 

abilities. Having some separate courses gave us the opportunity to work on 

daily living skills these students may not have worked on in high school. All 

of the students were able to function independently in some areas but their 

ability to manage money, make decisions, and pay for meals was limited at 

best. (DH, D1) 

Thinking of some of the students who might be interested in attending the 

program, Hopewell talked about her conversation with the State Director of Special 

Education about the possibility of having a teacher from the state’s special education 

agency located on campus working for the grant. “Students may or may not be dually 

enrolled [in high school] and we were still trying to determine how that was going to 

work because we wanted to keep the cost down for the students” (DH 6).  

After the implementation team received a program start-up grant from College 

Transition Coalition (CTC), they were surprised to learn of CTC’s expectations. “We 

were accustomed to writing a grant proposal and explaining what we intend to do with 

the money we are awarded, and then there might be checkups along the way. We did 

not anticipate the extent of their interest” (DH 6). CTC membership was comprised 

mainly of parents of young adults with intellectual disabilities who had abandoned the 

public school system in favor of private educational opportunities for their students. 

Many of the parents had been disappointed by the services and supports available to 
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their children in the public school setting and had no desire to reinitiate a relationship 

with public school educators in a college setting.  

Dr. Hopewell described a conversation she had with CTC members that took 

place after the Program received funding. In this conversation she discussed the team’s 

plan to have a special educator from the state’s special education agency working with 

the team to provide support for Program participants. CTC members demanded that the 

Program have no affiliation with the state public school system in general and 

specifically no affiliation with the state special education agency. Because CTC was the 

primary funding source for Program implementation, the team agreed not to involve the 

special education agency in the Program. Like the implementation team, CTC wanted a 

program to serve young adults with intellectual disabilities who had received special 

education. Where they differed was in when they would serve their target population. In 

the same conversation, CTC members further emphasized their discontent with the 

public school system by requiring the Program to accept only those students who were 

no longer being educated in high school settings.  Program implementation team 

members discussed their concerns, “this was a huge obstacle for everybody because 

my concern and Claro’s concern was if this program is only for the children of privileged 

families, what message are we sending” (DH 6).  

There is no single way to organize a PSE program and often the organization of 

a program depends upon the range and intensity of resources that are available to 

support the initiative (Hart & Grigal, 2010). CTC was comprised of individuals who were 

influential members of their communities and who had the financial means to support 

and influence the development of a PSE program for their children. In this case CTC 



 

130 

provided the resources to support the Program, therefore, the implementation team felt 

obligated to develop a program that would be approved by their grant funders. “So we 

had to drop back 10 and punt” (DH 6). Hopewell hired a full-time doctoral student, who 

was also a special educator, to work with the Program to keep program costs down, and 

to have access to a special education professional in the guise of a graduate student 

without involving the state’s special education agency.  

One of the main concerns with this decision was directly related to the inclusion 

of students across the economic spectrum. Hopewell and Claro were both very 

concerned about the message they were sending to other families.  By excluding the 

support of a State Department of Education Special Education teacher the cost of the 

program was $8,000 per semester, making it a very expensive program for less 

privileged families. When PSE programs serve young adults who are no longer being 

educated in a high school setting, the local education system no longer participates in 

providing student resource supports, and financial responsibility falls to families (Hart et 

al., 2006). There was no student financial aid available at the inception of the program 

so inclusion of less wealthy students was close to impossible. There is some financial 

support available through the state’s vocational rehabilitation agency for students’ 

whose coursework is related to work readiness. There may also be support available 

through other rehabilitation organizations or through the Social Security Administration 

(Hart et al.), but funding equitable opportunities for young adults with intellectual 

disabilities to participate in this PSE program remains a challenge.  
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Including students with intellectual disabilities into the academic community of a 

research intensive university had its challenges as well. Hopewell explained concerns 

voiced by the admissions office personnel, 

Entrance to this University is very competitive. There were concerns by 

some people that students would use this [program] as a backdoor to the 

admissions process, so we had to have a very narrow window for those 

who could attend. (DH 4) 

To address concerns regarding individuals who might attend this proposed 

program, the implementation team limited Program eligibility to individuals with mild to 

moderate intellectual disabilities who had finished high school with a certificate of 

attendance or a certificate of achievement. Individuals who graduated high school with a 

standard academic diploma would not be eligible to attend the Program. According to 

Dr. Hopewell, “that seemed to make people comfortable and it seemed to make us 

comfortable, giving us some leeway and flexibility in how we would structure things” (DH 

5). In addition, individuals participating in the Program would be eligible to register for 

and audit general education classes, but would be required to wait until all matriculating 

students had registered. As such there would be no concerns about Program students 

taking seats required by matriculating students. Finally, Program students would not be 

admitted to the University, they would be admitted to the Program with access to 

university classes, resources, and experiences but without access to degree programs. 

Two additional incidents had the potential to change the course of the Program. 

The first happened two days before classes began for the first cohort of students when 

Dr. Claro left the program for a position at another university. This incident is critical 
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because without the support of administrators outside of the Program, this one incident 

could have led to the demise of the program. Instead, Dean Knight was already working 

to find a way to keep the Program going because of his strong passion for working with 

individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities. The University President’s 

niece was a member of the first cohort of students enrolled in the Program and he, too, 

had a desire to see the Program continue and succeed. Dean Knight approach Dr. 

Maestro, Claro’s supervisor, and requested that she step in and provide leadership and 

support for the Program. Maestro reflected, “I was asked to do it and did not want to see 

the program dropped, so I was willing” (p. 17).  So, with ardent supporters and two 

weeks before students arrived on campus, Drs. Hopewell and Maestro sat down 

together and said “are we going to do this or not” (DH). They decided they were going to 

persist, and kept working to ensure a successful opening day for the Program. 

The second incident took place during year two of program implementation when 

on-campus housing was added.  A graduate student had been hired to provide support 

with the independent living needs of the participants. On the day when students were 

scheduled to move in to their campus housing assignment, the housing mentor 

resigned. This incident also had the potential to change the direction of the program and 

its access to on-campus housing. Instead, Dr Maestro explained that she and Dr. 

Hopewell 

 Stayed in the dorms for two weeks until we found somebody to take her 

place. If there were any issues, we were the ones who were called at any 

time, so we took that. But frankly I think it was a personal choice. (DH 14, 

15) 
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The level of support provided from the highest level of the University administration to 

the high level of commitment of the program staff can be attributed to the success of 

this Program. 

One “humorous” incident that had the potential to shut the program down took 

place after Wall Jr., son of the Program’s initiator, graduated from the Program. Dr. 

Hopewell shared,  

One humorous thing for me, in a very frustrating kind of way, was there 

were a number of people who assumed this program was all about Wall’s 

son, and that once his son graduated the program would go away. So the 

year after he graduated, when we started to try to enroll students, we 

couldn’t enroll them. (p. 20)  

At that point Dr. Hopewell turned to Dean Knight for assistance in gaining access to 

admissions, enrollment, and course selection. “Sometimes you need those mediator 

people and sometimes you need those knights in shining armor” (DH 20). According to 

Hopewell, Dr. Knight was their knight in shining armor. “A lot of it was just timing and we 

storm troopered our way through, saying this program is continuing on” (DH 20). This 

program was built with more than one child in mind; there were 18 more waiting to be 

enrolled. Again, the success of this Program was the result of a concerted effort by 

individuals at all levels of the University.  

Initiating Friendship 

Critical incidents related to students’ social lives and initiation of friendships with 

others on campus arose throughout the evolution of the program from the installation 

stage through full implementation. Typical college students were utilized as mentors to 
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provide social support for Program participants. The mentors provided entrée into the 

social life of the University; however program students rarely considered their mentors 

to be friends. Drs. Hopewell, Leadner, and Maestro each spoke with concern about 

these interactions which are also discussed in related literature. Causton-Theoharis, et 

al., (2009) describe the relationship between young adults with intellectual disabilities 

and their mentors as an arranged marriage.  

Students with disabilities are matched up with typical college students and 

encouraged to engage in recreational and social activities. Obviously, the 

hope is that these peer mentoring relationships will develop into something 

more reciprocal and less programmed. While that has happened in some 

cases, in many, the relationship ends once the required time has been 

spent. (p. 102) 

The implementation team tried to develop naturally occurring relationships 

between Program students and typical college students but according to Hopewell, “a 

lot of people wanted mentors where you applied, and matched a mentor with a Program 

student. You had all these rules that you must call your mentee twice a week and you 

must take them out once a week, and I’m like, that is not a friendship” (DH 27). This is 

not what the implementation team wanted for its mentor program. Program students 

came to depend on their mentors, waiting for them to call about going to the movies or 

to do something. “They never learned to reach out and call a friend or mentor when they 

were lonely or wanted to do something. We’re creating more dependent adults to be 

responsible for and that’s not what this is about” (DH 27). 
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The mentor mentee relationship did not yield the anticipated results in this case. 

Instead, Hopewell and Maestro worked together to teach Program students explicitly 

about friendship. “I had to say to people a couple of times Suzanne and I are friends but 

I don’t expect her to call me twice a week and ask me how I’m doing. That’s not how 

friendship works” (DH 27).  Hopewell prompted Program students to think about who 

they would like to go and do things with, and encouraged them to contact a mentor. 

Program students’ expectations were sometimes as unrealistic as the expectations of 

the mentors.  Undergraduate mentors tended to over-commit, they made plans to do 

something with their mentee and sometimes forgot to show up.  Some parents would be 

very angry with mentors, and according to Hopewell parents would call mentors and ask 

“How dare you stand my child up” (DH 27)? Hopewell also indicated that parents 

wanted her to call mentors and insist they “hang out” with their children. Hopewell uses 

these situations as teachable moments for the mentees and parents. “This is not a 

supervisory relationship. This happens in friendships, but what I would tell you, is not to 

be as anxious to connect with this person in the future” (DH 28). 

Almost all of the Program participants are in-state students so they know other 

students from their high schools. In addition to high school friends, Hopewell talked 

about targeting specific groups to interact with Program students.  One group she 

targeted was Greek life, “and people thought we were out of our minds, but if you 

choose appropriately it works well” (DH 26). Some of the sororities in particular took 

students in, made them members, and included them in chapter activities. The 

implementation team also targeted religious organizations, which also provided good 

connections for the Program students.  
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According to Dr. Leadner, Program students “have opportunities to have more 

friends than they know what to do with” (AL 17). However, not all program participants 

want friends; some only want friends who are in the Program, and others do not want to 

be friends with anyone in the Program. Because he considers all of the Program 

students as adults, Leadner indicated he does not require student participation in any 

social activity, but he does encourage participation. One of the intended outcomes of 

PSE programs is friendship. PSE participants should have the “opportunity to meet and 

be with others to establish friendships and relationships. As is the case with other 

students these friendships have the opportunity to continue beyond college or 

university” (Weinkauf, 2002 p.34). 

Discussion of the Critical Incidents in Program Development 

The critical incidents represented in this chapter resulted from dialogic and 

relational interactions. In this study, critical incidents appeared to be related to four 

major themes: (a) addressing parental expectations, (b) supporting student inclusion in 

college, (c) defining program organization, and (d) initiating friendship. These themes 

are used to organize the following discussion of the critical incidents and the ways in 

which they reconfigured my understanding of the implementation process. (Table 5-2) 

Addressing Parental Expectations 

There were inconsistencies between parent expectations and the realities of 

college life. Parents used to advocating for their students in high school settings were 

unprepared for the changes that occurred as a result of their children’s participation in a 

PSE program on a university campus.  Whether incidents related to transportation, 

course selection, or social inclusion opportunities, much of the conflict was a result of 

unrealistic expectations or misunderstandings. It seems as though some of these 
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incidents could have been mitigated by providing parents with transition supports to help 

them understand the ways in which their parental roles would be transformed to support 

their children’s transition to college and adult life.  

It is also important for parents to understand that their interactions with members 

of the university community have the potential of interrupting and even eliminating 

opportunities for other young adults, as was the case with parental interaction with the 

music department at this University. Additionally, parent expectations can make it nearly 

impossible for their children to be successfully included in the social life of their college 

peers if they cannot insure their basic needs are met. Part of the college experience is 

learning self-determination, and social skills; students who do not have the financial 

means to engage in activities to support these requisite skills, will not gain full benefit 

from their experiences.  

Supporting Student Inclusion in College 

It is interesting to note that individuals who have been highly educated still have 

misconceptions about what it means to be an individual with intellectual or 

developmental disability. The picture that comes to mind for many people is one of 

individuals who act out inappropriately, and have little to no impulse control. This 

presumption of incompetence is evidenced by the amount of time the implementation 

team spent convincing professors and other members of the University community that 

these students do belong on campus, and are able to gain new knowledge through their 

participation.  

Drs. Hopewell, Leadner, and Maestro spent time with faculty explaining the 

purpose of inclusion, and the level of support their team would provide for specific 

students. And when their attempts to gain access were unsuccessful, they called on 
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Dean Knight for assistance. It was the dedication of this implementation team that 

smoothed the road for the inclusion of Program students in this University.  

Beyond misconceptions related to individuals with intellectual disabilities, 

department policies regarding students auditing classes had to be addressed in order to 

include students. Again, Dean Knight was the right individual to assist with the 

development of a policy specifically designed for Program participants allowing them to 

audit PE classes. Implementation takes a group of the willing, led by those with passion 

and desire, to include young adults with intellectual disabilities in a university setting. 

Some of the issues related to student inclusion discussed in detail by members 

of the implementation team might have been mitigated during the installation stage of 

implementation if professional development for faculty had been provided. There are 

some faculty members who fear that including students with intellectual disabilities in 

their classes would weaken the academic rigor associated with college level classes 

(Hart & Grigal, 2009). There are others who would benefit by understanding that a 

successful college experience can be measured by improvements in learning, self-

determination, independence, and positive social experiences (Hart et al., 2010). Both 

of these issues could have been addressed prior to the beginning of the program.  

There is evidence in literature to suggest the efficacy of providing professional 

development for faculty members on the rationale for including individuals with 

intellectual disabilities in PSE, and the practices that will help support its implementation 

(Hart et al., p. 145). 

Defining Program Organization 

Changes to the Program model caused by affiliation with CTC resulted in a 

program that was not easily accessible to families with fewer economic resources, 
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which in turn led to additional negative consequences for young adults with intellectual 

disabilities. As feared by Drs. Claro and Hopewell, families without adequate financial 

resources had difficulty gaining access to enrollment in the Program. Although each 

semester a few families were able to receive some level of support from vocational 

rehabilitation agencies that would get them in the door, they did not have the financial 

wherewithal to maintain their child’s place in the Program. Thus, students who might 

have benefited from participation in the Program were removed as a consequence of 

lack of financial resources. 

The implementation team was also required to provide the University admission 

committee with assurances that Program participants would not use the Program to 

circumvent the traditional means of admission to the university. Furthermore, the team 

was required to inform students and parents that they were not University students, but 

rather they were admitted to the Program. The Program would not have been installed 

in the University had these assurances not been made. Even so, University admissions 

committee members were under the impression that the Program was time-limited.  

Finally, the implementation team was faced with two personnel issues that had 

the potential to end the Program. Drs. Hopewell and Maestro, with the cooperation of 

Dean Knight, and support of the University president ensured the future of the program 

by providing identifying a new team member in Dr. Maestro, and through the dedication 

of Hopewell and Maestro during the opening weeks of their residential program. The 

tenacity and dedication of those involved with implementing and supporting the program 

cannot be overlooked as factors contributing to the success of this Program. 
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Initiating Friendship 

Young adults with intellectual disabilities often have poor social skills and have 

difficulty initiating social interactions. The implementation team addressed these skill 

deficits through use of a peer mentor model whereby peers provided social supports for 

Program students and entrée into the social life of the University. Without direct 

instruction for Program students, these relationships had little chance of resulting in 

lasting friendships as Program staff intended (Causton-Theoharis et al., 2009). Instead, 

Dr. Hopewell recognized that Program participants would require additional support in 

this area and began to explicitly teach students what it meant to be a friend, and how 

one would enact friendship. Program students needed to understand the concepts 

related to friendship, and have opportunities to practice and enact what they were 

learning in order to begin to build lasting friendships.  

Almost all of the Program students attended high school in the state and as a 

result, knew some other students on campus. Some students had religious affiliations 

that helped ease them into the social life of campus, and others had family members 

who were University Alumni with fraternity and sorority connections that helped with 

their student’s transition. According to Program staff, some students chose to limit their 

social interactions and enjoyed spending time alone. 

The experiences I brought into this study as a result of membership in a PSE 

program implementation team were both validated and informed by findings in this 

chapter. In my role as part of an implementation team I learned that the process of 

installing a new program at a research intensive university can be challenging because 

oftentimes there is no written process for implementing new initiatives. Members of this 

Program’s implementation team shared similar experiences, as they worked to develop 
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an infrastructure for the Program that would mirror the University’s infrastructure for 

admissions, class registration, and fee payment. 

 In the stages of initial and full implementation, team members spent a great deal 

of time on issues related to parent concerns regarding their children’s inclusion in the 

Program, and parents’ interaction with members of the University community on behalf 

of their children. In many instances, these interactions led to unnecessary 

consequences for students and the Program. Although PSE programs have the 

potential to improve independent living and employment outcomes for participants, 

attitudes related to the abilities of individuals with intellectual disabilities in the university 

setting are one of the greatest barriers to creating inclusive campus communities 

(Kleinert et al., 2012). These detrimental attitudes are not limited to university faculty 

and staff, but can also be found among the parents of PSE students.  

I came into this study with the understanding that gaining access to classes for 

students was a challenge, and the Program implementation team shared this 

understanding. Not all members of the university community were able to share their 

vision of inclusion for young adults with disabilities; however, in this program there was 

adequate support from Dean Knight and the University president to gain the needed 

access to classes and services for Program participants. Finally, although students 

were excited about having college and independent living experiences, parents were 

not always ready to let go. 

Experiences shared by this implementation team informed my understanding of 

the need for support at each level of the university community. Developing a common 

discourse in which to frame discussion of program development and access to services 
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and supports is essential. In this case study, participants were able to tap into the 

discourse of the University, and by utilizing concepts gleaned from the public health 

background of high ranking University officials, they began to develop a common 

dialogue on campus. When the University president gave his seal of approval to the 

Program, his message trickled down through the ranks, and support of the Program 

became the “right thing to do.” 

Program implementation occurs sequentially with specific tasks and experiences 

at each level. Strictly following a framework for implementation alone will not produce 

the desired outcomes. Successful implementation requires the interaction between 

program implementation teams, university administrators, faculty, parents, and 

community leaders. Without these valuable assets, implementation will not be 

successful. 

Initial implementation requires change (Fixsen et al., 2005), and in this case the 

changes that occurred during these stages influenced the practices of the University, 

eliminated the ability for students to access music classes with performance 

requirements, and changed the ways in which Program staff addressed the social lives 

of students more intentionally. Literature suggests attempts to implement new practices 

effectively may end at the initial implementation stage due to overwhelming influences 

on practice and management (Fixsen et al.). Despite the difficulties experienced during 

initial implementation, the Program did not end. Its evolution followed the progression 

suggested by implementation science. Chapter 6 addresses conclusions that may be 

drawn from these findings, implications for practice, and recommendations for further 

research. 
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Table 5-1.  Critical Incidents  
   Individuals for Whom 

the Incident was 

Critical 

Critical Incident Level of Influence Stage of Implementation DH GK AL SM 

Addressing Parental Expectations Influence Factors (Parents) Initial Implementation 

Full Implementation 

x x x x 

Supporting Student Inclusion in 

College 

The Program 

Influence Factors (Parents) 

 

Initial Implementation 

Full Implementation 

x x x x 

Defining Program  Organization 

 

The Program 

Organizational 

Components 

Installation 

Initial Implementation 

Full Implementation 

x x x x 

Initiating Friendship The Program Initial Implementation 

Full Implementation 

x  x x 
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Table 5-2.  Areas of Critical Concern 
Area of Critical 
Concern 

Critical Incidents Dialogical  
Event 

Relational  
Event 

Addressing parental 
expectations 

Parents contact RTA to request change in 
location of bus stop 
 
Parents request change of time for campus 
social activities 
 
Parents change student classes/class 
schedules 
 
Parent confrontation with music faculty. 
Future Program students denied access to 
music classes 
 
Parents choosing to enroll student without the 
ability to pay. Students removed from program 
before end of first semester 
 
Parents failing to provide adequate financial 
resources to meet basic needs of child living on 
campus 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

X 

X 
 

 
X 

 
X 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
X 
 
 
 

X 
 

Supporting student 
inclusion in college 

Gaining access to classes 
 
Faculty attitudes toward individuals with 
intellectual disabilities 
 
Changing PE policy to allow Program students 
to audit classes 
 

 
 
 
 
 

X 

X 
 

X 
 
 

Defining the 
organization of the 
Program 

No access to state special education agency 
staff per request of CTC 
 
Developing an admissions policy to satisfy 
demands of University admissions committee 
 
Key member of implementation team leaves 2 
weeks before program begins 
 
Graduate housing assistant resigns on the day 
students move in to campus housing 
 
Wall’s son graduates and infrastructure 
supporting program closes 
 

X 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

X 

 
 
 

X 
 
 

X 
 
 

X 
 

Initiating Friendship Mentor/Mentee relationship did not result in 
desired outcome 

X  
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The Program: 

Core Components 

Implementation Team, 

Program Model 

 

Organizational Components: 
University Administration, & 

Departments 

Influence Factors: 
Legislature, State Agencies, 

Parents 

Figure 5-1. Multilevel Influences on Program Implementation for the University PSE 
Program 
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CHAPTER 6 
DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter includes discussion of and conclusions drawn from the findings of 

this case study, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research. To 

date there has been little investigation of how PSE programs for young adults with 

intellectual disabilities are implemented. This study contributes to the professional 

literature with research based on the experiences of PSE program implementers at a 

major research institution. 

The purpose of this case study was to examine the ways in which program 

developers and relevant stakeholders understood the process that led 

to implementation of their PSE program. Interviews provided the primary data source, 

and the Model of Multi-level Influences on Successful Implementation (Fixsen et al., 

2005) was used to analyze the organizational context and other factors influencing 

successful implantation of programs and practices. Examination of the relationships 

among core implementation components, organizational features, and influence factors, 

and an analysis of critical incidents that led to choices or compromises in the way the 

program was developed provide understanding of the multi-level influences on the 

implementation of this PSE program.  

Findings derived from this analysis suggest incidents occurring in four areas of 

concern were most critical in influencing the Program’s implementation: (a) addressing 

parental expectations, (b) supporting the inclusion of students with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities in college, (c) defining the organization of the program, and 

(d) initiating friendships among PSE students and their college-age peers. Parental 

expectations were of primary concern to the participants at the initial and full 
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implementation stages of program development as parents were unclear about the type 

of services provided in post-secondary settings and unprepared for the greater 

independence required of their adult children on a college campus. Additional concerns 

included simplistic understandings and negative attitudes about intellectual and 

developmental disabilities by University faculty, which posed challenges for the 

inclusion of PSE Program students in classes. Active involvement of the Program’s 

financial sponsors in the implementation process unexpectedly influenced the alteration 

of the programs’ original design and ultimately shaped the program’s organization. 

Implementation was also influenced by the need to provide intentional assistance to 

PSE students in expanding their social lives and developing genuine relationships. 

In this case study, members of the implementation team understood aspects of 

program implementation were subjective and specific to the community in which 

implementation occurred. Their comments also conveyed their understanding that no 

matter how much preplanning and thought goes into the development of core program 

components, there will be situations that cannot be planned for or predicted. Data 

suggest they also understood that this program could not have been implemented 

without assistance from individuals at the organizational level, from other agencies, from 

personnel in departments within the university, and without student volunteers, or 

parents, or champions.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

Before conclusions can be drawn from discussion of this analysis, limitations of 

this study must be considered. This is a case study, not intended for broad 

generalization, but undertaken to provide insight into how program developers and 

relevant stakeholders understood the process that led to implementation of their PSE 
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program. This case study took place in one PSE program housed on the campus of a 

university with very high research activity in the Eastern United States. It should be 

noted that levels of financial and other resources devoted to research and the 

development of innovative programs are higher at VHRUs than other colleges or 

doctoral granting institutions. Also, in this case the VHRU was located in close proximity 

to the state capital, which provided implementers with ready access to policy-makers in 

the state legislature. Readers should assess the transferability of these findings to their 

own situations in other contexts. It should also be noted that this inquiry was delimited 

to only five individuals who had deep knowledge of the implementation process in this 

particular setting. Other stakeholders less involved in the process might have 

responded differently.  

Discussion and Conclusions 

Inclusive postsecondary education for individuals with intellectual disabilities has 

gained momentum nationally over the past decade, and since the inception of this study 

in 2013, 19 additional programs have been self-reported to the ThinkCollege database 

bringing the current number of reported PSE programs in the US to 221 

(http://www.thinkcollege.net/component/programsdatabase/).  As college and university 

teams begin the process of implementing new PSE programs, four conclusions based 

on the findings of this study are offered to inform their development: 

1. Using research and understanding that it takes sufficient time to build a 

program.  

2. Developing familiarity with the administrative and organizational structure 

of the university is important to implementation efforts. 

3. Expecting the unexpected is a requirement of implementation teams. 

http://www.thinkcollege.net/component/programsdatabase/
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4. Realizing attitudes and expectations are major barriers to implementation. 

Conclusion 1 

Using research and understanding that it takes sufficient time to build a program 

are central to core program development. This study was based on the assumption that 

program development team members started with core components that served as a 

basis for the program they wanted to implement and that organizational components 

and other influence factors shaped the development of the program that was ultimately 

implemented. Team members talked about using research to inform their decisions 

about what type of service delivery model they wanted to use, and the core components 

of the service model they chose influenced the process of implementation. Team 

members also talked about time, thinking that they had plenty of time to plan and install 

the program, but learning that a year was not enough time.  Researchers describing a 

study of program development conducted at one small college addressed this issue by 

providing a timeline for PSE implementation, indicating when to begin program 

development tasks, and listing the type of activities that should take place at specific 

intervals in the planning and implementation process (Hall, Kleinert, & Kerns, 2000). 

This timeline suggests that a program can be planned and installed within six to nine 

months; however, research grounded in implementation science shows the typical 

process of implementation, from the stages of exploration through full implementation, 

requires 2-4 years (Blasé et al., 2010).  

Conclusion 2 

Developing familiarity with the administrative and organizational structure of the 

university is important to implementation efforts. At each step of the process, 

implementation team members were faced with logistical questions related to installing 
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the program within the existing structure of the University. Team members were able to 

be proactive in determining their needs related to the service model they had chosen for 

the program, but they were not familiar with the University’s administrative operations 

such as the process for billing and fee payment. Research suggests the team that 

actively works to implement a program should include individuals who are familiar with 

each facet of the program being implemented (Fixsen et al., 2005).  

Dr. Hopewell was familiar with university student affairs and disability law relating 

to provision of supports and accommodations for intended participants. She taught 

courses in educational psychology and disability studies in the College of Education.  

She had over 30 years of experience in K-12 sign-language interpreting and teaching, 

and higher education counseling, career counseling, and disability services. Dr. Maestro 

was familiar with academics in the university setting, and her background as a special 

educator with 27 years of teaching in higher education made her a valuable member of 

the implementation team. Both women brought relevant and important skills and 

experiences with them that influenced their understanding of the process of 

implementing a PSE program for students with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities. Even with their extensive experience, they were not fully aware of the 

university’s administrative functions required to build an infrastructure supportive of 

program implementation. 

Fortunately, the team had the support of the dean of the College of Education, 

Dr. Knight. Dean Knight’s employment history included 4-years working with middle 

school students with intellectual disabilities, and an extensive background in higher 

education including 17 years as a dean at this University. These experiences along with 
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his intense passion for working with individuals with significant disabilities made him an 

indispensable ally and a strong advocate of the program. Knight was able to assist with 

gaining access to administrative processes, having frank conversations with other 

university deans, and working in the background to ensure the program was 

implemented. Although each of the implementation team members was highly 

experienced and qualified, all of them had other full-time obligations to the University 

that limited the amount of time and attention they could contribute to program 

implementation.  

Conclusion 3 

Expecting the unexpected is a requirement of implementation teams. 

Other influence factors that shaped the program were unexpected, and implementation 

team members were unprepared and unable to develop plans to mitigate them. 

Members of the implementation team were unprepared for the influence the CTC 

exerted on program implementation as funders of the start-up grant. Even though 

Hopewell had previously applied for and received grant funding from other sources, and 

understood that each funding agency had priorities and specific reporting requirements, 

she did not anticipate the subsequent level of involvement expected by the CTC. 

Consequently, the team was blind-sided by the CTC’s desire for control. Having a 

parent and power-broker with a personal investment in the success of the program as 

the driving force behind this program’s implementation, the team should not have been 

surprised that his involvement would continue after the grant was awarded. It is not 

unusual for parents to be the driving force behind change in postsecondary programs. 

According to Warm & Stander (2011), “many, if not most, similar postsecondary 

programs have come into being because of the passion and supports of the families 



 

152 

and support networks of people with disabilities” (p.1), and some of the parent funded 

grants come with strings attached. For example, a Missouri parent group interested in 

the implementation of a PSE program for young adults with intellectual disabilities 

issued a request for proposals, and met with college officials and proposed staff to 

ensure the college and their group were on the same page regarding the principles that 

would inform and shape the program. In this case, a contract was created delineating 

the deliverables required for each phase of program development, and payment was 

only released when each phase and its deliverables were completed (Warm & Stander).  

In contrast, no one was able to predict that Dr. Claro, a key member of the 

implementation team, would leave the university two weeks before the first students 

arrived on campus, or that that the graduate housing mentor would resign on the day 

students moved into their campus apartment. Scholars suggest the only constant factor 

in the process of implementation is change because at its most basic level, 

implementation requires change (Fixsen et al., 2005). Change is required in the overall 

program environment, in the context of personal, administrative, educational, economic, 

and community factors that are themselves influenced by external factors, many of 

which cannot be predicted (Fixsen et al.). Therefore, those involved with program 

implementation should be vigilant in planning for the unexpected. Any of the changes 

experienced by the implementation team could have brought about the end of the 

program. The team persisted, however, achieving the overarching goal of 

implementation, which is to persist through the awkward stages, learn from mistakes, 

and manage expectations (Blasé et al., 2010). 
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Conclusion 4 

Realizing attitudes and expectations are major barriers to implementation. In 

addition to logistical issues across multiple levels of influence the implementation team 

had to deal with people’s ideas of what it means to have an intellectual disability, and 

what effect including individuals with intellectual disabilities would have on institutional 

rankings, college admission, faculty responsibilities, and matriculating students. 

Research suggests that major barriers to implementation of inclusive higher education 

programs are attitudes and expectations (Causton-Theoharis et. al., 2009; Hafner et al., 

2011; Hart et al., 2004).  

 
Attitudes. In spite of the fact that individuals with intellectual disabilities are 

being included in classrooms, communities, and colleges and universities on a more 

consistent basis, negative attitudes regarding the appropriateness of their inclusion still 

exist.  Surveys of public attitudes in the US indicate that there is a presumption of 

incompetence about people with intellectual disabilities (Grigal & Hart, 2010). Members 

of the implementation team discussed their experiences with university faculty and 

administrators who had the same presumption regarding potential Program participants. 

Thus, team members had to educate the university community regarding the purpose of 

the Program and address individual concerns about the appropriateness of including 

these students.  

In order to gain class access for Program students, team members were required 

to speak with faculty, explain what the students needed, and the supports that would be 

provided for them. Not all professors could be persuaded to include Program students in 

their classes, which according to Causton-Theoharis et al. (2009) is not uncommon. 
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“Some faculty resistance was expressed in terms of logistical constraints, not enough 

space, not enough time, others gave no reason for their refusal, but simply denied the 

request for permission” (p. 101). In cases where professors refused to allow program 

students to enroll in their classes, Dean Knight would initiate conversations with 

department chairs and other deans to recruit their support of the program. Often these 

conversations opened classes that were previously unavailable to these students. 

Professional development and training for faculty and staff explaining the program, its 

purpose, and potential benefits to faculty, staff, and matriculating students is a 

necessary part of the implementation process described by Fixsen et al. (2005) as a 

method for reducing resistance to program implementation. The process of 

implementation that took place at this University aligned with the stages and levels of 

influence frameworks supported by implementation science, but the program 

implementers did not utilize a research-based model to guide the development of their 

PSE program. As a result some of the steps and recommendations for the successful 

inclusion of participants were not implemented. In this case, professional development 

would have been beneficial.  

Expectations. There were expectations on multiple fronts that required the 

attention of members of the implementation team such as expectations for assurance of 

limited liability for the university, expectations regarding the behaviors of students, and 

expectations for the everyday operations of the program to remain separate from the 

everyday operations of the university. However, the most compelling and frustrating 

interactions were the result of parental expectations. Research suggests that most 

parents of children with intellectual disabilities never expected them to have 
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opportunities to go to college. Parents who have realized the possibility of college for 

their child have expressed deep appreciation for having this dream realized (Hafner et 

al., 2011). Although parents anticipate the prospect of sending their children to college, 

they are not necessarily prepared for the realities related to the adult roles they will take 

on in that setting.  

Parents, who are used to vigilantly watching over their children in high school to 

ensure their needs are met, find it difficult to relinquish their vigilant role when their 

children go to college (Hafner et al., 2011). Implementation team members described 

parent behaviors as they continued to try to supervise their children in college, 

sometimes interfering with staff efforts to teach their children to be independent and 

assume adult responsibilities. Parents expected their children to get the same services 

outlined in their high school IEP, and they were unclear about the types of services 

available in college. In order to avoid unnecessary complications, Hafner et al. 

recommended that parents educate themselves on students’ rights related to 

accommodations and privacy, and also understand college policies, such as student 

codes of conduct, financial aid, and tuition costs. Parents need to be informed of the 

appropriate protocol for addressing issues of concern at the college level. Providing this 

type of information might moderate parental expectations.   

The implementation team worked diligently to develop and successfully 

implement a PSE program for young adults with intellectual disabilities. The program 

has grown every year since its initial implementation in 2008 when there were only three 

students; 16 students were expected to enroll for fall semester 2013. An important 

factor in the program’s success was the level of support provided to it by members of 
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the university community, most notably, the President of the University and his wife. 

Their public efforts to support the Program influenced the attitudes of the university 

community regarding the importance of including young adults with intellectual 

disabilities and their value to the university community. 

A young man’s vision, a father’s drive, the dedication of an experienced 

implementation team, the support of university administrators from the very highest level 

of the organizational chart, and the host of others who came together to support the 

inclusion of young adults with disabilities into this university community made the 

implementation of this Program possible. Although outcomes may have changed with a 

different cast of characters, many of the lessons learned through this process can be 

used to inform future practice. 

Implications for Practice  

Current PSE literature provides recommendations for the implementation of 

service models for PSE programs including suggestions of what needs to be done (Hart 

et al., 2010), sequential lists of tasks, and timeframes in which these tasks should be 

completed (Hall et al., 2000; Warm & Stander, 2011). The complexity related to 

implementing a PSE program in a large, public research university, however, cannot be 

encompassed in a sequential list that addresses questions of what and when. The 

following implications for practice are designed to help prepare program staff to address 

the complex issues related to program implementation. 

Preparing for Installation 

Understanding the context in which a program will be installed is important to the 

implementation process. Implementers should delineate how the new program can 

contribute to the mission of the college or university and share the purpose of the 
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program with campus administrators and faculty members (Fixsen et al., 2005). 

Champions and other individuals who are committed to providing college opportunities 

for young adults with intellectual disabilities should be identified, as well as individuals 

who have knowledge of administrative policies and procedures. A social marketing 

strategy should also be implemented to mobilize a cadre of supporters, and to plan 

strategies to obtain the support of key policymakers (Fixsen, et al.).  

Addressing Admissions Policy 

Every institution of higher education has admissions policies governing access to 

the institution. When developing a PSE program for young adults with intellectual 

disabilities on a college or university campus, the program’s admission policy should 

align with the university’s policy (Hart et al., 2010). It is better to amend current 

admissions policy to meet the needs of the program rather than develop a new 

admissions policy (Plotner & Marshall, 2014). In developing either an amended or new 

admissions policy, consideration should be given to protecting the academic integrity of 

the Program. Program admissions policies require the approval of the college or 

university’s admissions board. The program admissions policy should be written in such 

a way that potential participants and their parents/guardians will not misunderstand the 

purpose of the program or think that after a period of successful program attendance 

their student will be eligible for admittance to the university. It is important for parents to 

clearly understand the program’s admissions policy (Plotner & Marshall). 

Preparing Parents for Transition 

Being proactive by building partnerships with parents is critical to successful 

transition for their children. The development of PSE programs has provided 

opportunities for young adults with intellectual disabilities that many parents never 
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dreamed would be possible. As a result, parents have not had time to adjust to the idea 

of their child operating independently without their support. Providing as much 

information as possible about the program, and the supports and accommodations 

available for college students with disabilities would be helpful. In addition, parents 

should be informed about the level of support that will be provided for program 

participants. Research suggests having parent orientation before students enter a PSE 

program to answer any questions, and to provide details of the program structure and 

organization; periodic parent meetings to discuss issues and concerns of parents is also 

recommended (Grigal, Neubert, & Moon, 2001).  

Accessing Classes 

Providing access to a wide range of classes should allow students to explore 

their personal interests and explore new ideas. In order to gain access to classes, “it will 

be necessary to explain and even justify the PSE program’s existence. Being prepared 

to do this in a knowledgeable and clear way is necessary” (Plotner & Marshall, 2014, p. 

9). It is also important for faculty to have an understanding of program goals and 

expectations (Hafner et al., 2011). If a faculty member refuses to allow a program 

student to enroll in his/her class, it would be helpful to discover the reason for the 

refusal so that additional supports can be offered if necessary. If this is a department-

wide issue, it might be necessary to enlist the help of someone in a higher position. In 

this study, Program implementation team members met with professors to get an 

overview of the course syllabus and the types of assignments required to determine the 

appropriateness of the class before making recommendations for students. The team 

wanted to make sure that the placement met the academic needs of the student, and be 

engaging enough for the student to want to go to class and participate. The team also 
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found that instructors who had positive experiences with program students were more 

willing to accept future students.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

In the growing field of postsecondary education for young adults with intellectual 

disabilities there is extensive literature describing effective program models (Grigal & 

Hart, 2010; Grigal, Hart, & Lewis, 2010; Neubert & Moon, 2006; Stodden & Whelley, 

2004) and limited research informing the process of implementing such programs 

(Causton-Theoharis et al., 2009).  More research is needed in this area to expand the 

current research base, and to inform emerging programs of complex issues related to 

program implementation.     

Future research should continue to enhance understanding of the process of 

implementation as it relates to PSE programs in colleges and universities so that 

program implementation teams can be better informed of the logistical challenges to 

implementation. The location of PSE programs for young adults with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities also deserves exploration and documentation to determine 

whether there are any significant differences in the implementation process based on 

size or location of the postsecondary institution. The need exists to know more about 

how to monitor and evaluate the practices for supporting individuals with intellectual 

disabilities that are occurring in postsecondary settings.  

Missing from much of the literature on PSE programs is information regarding 

students’ perceptions of the benefit of such programs. Having primary source 

documentation of what works for students with intellectual disabilities in PSE program 

settings serves a useful role in program design. As with any other programs providing 

services to specific populations, collecting data on what consumers need and what they 
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want in PSE programs is important. This research may help program implementers 

make decisions about what to include in their programs. It is also necessary for future 

research to assess the change in faculty attitudes and instruction resulting from 

interaction with students with intellectual and developmental disabilities in their classes.  

There is also a need for more large-scale studies investigating the educational 

outcomes related to PSE program attendance. Findings from large-scale studies 

provide opportunities for generalizing findings to other PSE programs. In addition to 

investigating educational outcomes through large-scale studies, more research is 

needed to assess the usefulness of various accommodations in PSE settings.  

The intention of this study was to contribute to the literature addressing the 

implementation process as it applies to the development, installation, and 

implementation of PSE programs for young adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities. The need for studies that explore the PSE program implementation process 

as it occurs in natural settings continues, as does the need to further identify and 

examine factors influencing program implementation. Although beyond the scope of this 

investigation, future studies might explore the factors that contribute to the sustainability 

of successful PSE programs, and the influential incidents in their implementation that 

permitted these programs to flourish within institutions of higher education.
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APPENDIX A 
INFORMED CONSENT  

 
Protocol Title: Implementing Post-secondary Education Programs for Students 
with Intellectual Disabilities in Very High Research Universities 
 

Please read this consent document carefully before you decide to participate in 

this study. 

 
Purpose of the research study:  

The purpose of this inquiry is to understand how program development team 

members and relevant stakeholders negotiated the process that allowed a PSE 

program to become established at one VHRU in the Southeastern United States. 

 
What you will be asked to do in the study:   

You are asked to participate in one in-depth interview, one follow-up interview, 

and to review a typed transcript of your interviews to ensure that your words have been 

captured accurately. The program director will be asked to review the initial findings of 

this study.  

 
Time required:  

45-60 minutes per interview 

Risks and Benefits:  
This is a qualitative case study exploring how program development team 

members and relevant stakeholders negotiated the process that allowed a PSE 

program to become established in one VHRU. Research ethics will be carefully 

observed in this study, and minimal risk to participants and the participating institution is 

anticipated. Every effort will be made to protect the identity of the institution and 

participants. Details of critical incidents occurring during the implementation process will 

have identifying details removed to protect the identity of individuals sharing information. 

 
Compensation:  

There is no compensation for participating in the study. 

Confidentiality:  
Your identity will be kept confidential to the extent provided by law. The names of 

the participants will not be used in any research reports or presentations. Results of this 

study may be used in presentations or papers submitted to education journals and 

magazines for possible publication. 
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Voluntary participation:  

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There is no penalty for not 

participating.  

 
Right to withdraw from the study: 

 You have the right to withdraw from the study at anytime without consequence. 

You do not have to answer any questions you do not want to answer. 

 
Whom to contact if you have questions about the study:  

Cheryl Morgan, Doctoral Candidate, School of Special Education, School 

Psychology, and Early Childhood Studies, Room 307 Norman Hall, phone 352-672-

0665.  

 

Whom to contact about your rights as a research participant in the study:  
IRB02 Office, Box 112250, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL 32611-2250; 

phone 392-0433.  

 
Agreement:  
I have read the procedure described above. I voluntarily agree to participate in the 
procedure and I have received a copy of this description.  
 
 
Participant: _________________________________________ Date:____________  
 
 
Principal Investigator: _________________________________ Date: _____________ 
 
 
 



 

163 

 

APPENDIX B 
PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW 1 

Interview Protocol:  
 
Overall Theme: Birth of the program, negotiating the process of implementation 

Questions and prompts: 

1) Tell me about your program for young adults with intellectual disabilities. 

a. Goals of the program 

b. Selection process 

c. Population Served 

d. Programs and Services offered 

2) What led to the inception of your post-secondary education program? 

a. Who championed the program? 

i. How did their support influence implementation of the program 

b. Was there any resistance to implementing this program? If so, please 

explain 

i. How did this have bearing on program implementation? 

3) What supports did you need from university administrators to get this program 

started? 

4) What assurances were required by university administration? 

5) What ongoing administrative supports were required to operate this program? 

6) Were there social, economic, or political factors that had an influenced program 

implementation? 
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APPENDIX C 
PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW 2 

Interview Protocol 2:  
Overall Theme: Additional information as needed to gain greater detail regarding 

incidents appearing to be important to the program development team and relevant 

stakeholders. 

1. In our first interview it seemed as though (specific topic) was important to you.  

Could you tell me more about that? 

2. Several people have mentioned … could you tell me what, if anything, you 

remember about that situation/conversation/decision? 
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