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Does participation in higher education make
a difference in life outcomes for students
with intellectual disability?
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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: There has been a great migration of students with intellectual disability (ID) into the college world.
The Higher Education Opportunities Act of 2008 (HEOA) has opened the door to postsecondary education to a previously
untapped market of students. As a result, programs for students with intellectual disability have been developed around the
country to support this historic systems change (Lee, 2009). Along with improved job prospects as one important measure
of success, college participation also brings opportunity for personal and social development.
OBJECTIVE: With seven years passing since the HEOA, it is prudent to assess outcomes for those students who are choosing
to continue their education beyond high school. The National Core Indicators provide a unique opportunity to assess impact
of higher education across life domains, historically used to determine developmental disability service system quality of life
outcomes. Here, we discuss higher education and outcomes around employment, health, relationships and medications.
METHODS: Students who had completed at least two semesters of college in Kentucky were surveyed about life outcomes
using the National Core Indicators (NCI) Adult Consumer Survey (ACS).
RESULTS: Findings on health, medications, employment, and relationships are reported.
CONCLUSION: Participation in higher education can positively impact life outcomes across a variety of domains. This
research represents a first step in utilizing a nationally recognized instrument that takes a holistic view of outcomes for adults
with IDD to assess impact of participation in higher education. While the results are promising, further studies using larger
samples are needed.
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1. Introduction

The nature of work in our society is undergoing
an evolution. There is an expectation that, by 2018,
63% of jobs will require postsecondary education
(Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2011). This means that
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higher education is not a luxury for students fol-
lowing high school. It is becoming a necessity. In
fact, the need for a qualified employment force with
postsecondary education cannot be met within the
current structure, as the existing postsecondary sys-
tem won’t be able to provide enough graduates to
meet the needs of employers (Carnevale, Smith, &
Stohl, 2011). Compounding this issue is the fact
that disparities in employment for people with dis-
abilities are well known. Approximately 17% of
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people with disabilities are employed, versus 64.6%
of those without disabilities (Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics, 2015). For those with intellectual disabilities
(ID), the gap widens (Siperstein, Parker, & Drascher,
2013). The majority of states utilize National Core
Indicators data to assess service impact for their
constituents with intellectual and developmental dis-
abilities who receive state funded developmental
disability supports. NCI data shows that, in Ken-
tucky, only 11% of adults with ID are employed.
NCI provides a holistic view of quality of life across
a variety of domains, providing a unique measure
of service quality. Domains include relationships,
employment, decision making, respect and rights,
health and wellness, and access to services (National
Core Indicators, 2015).

Recent passage of the Workforce Innovations
Opportunities Act (WIOA) shows a recognition
that more emphasis must be placed on the critical
period around transition. As such, WIOA will focus
vocational rehabilitation resources and priorities on
those transitioning out of high school (United States
Department of Labor). Education pays in a variety of
ways, and more education results in higher rates of
employment, regardless of disability (Smith, Grigal,
& Sulewsi, 2012; Migliore, Butterworth, & Hart,
2009). Unfortunately, the expectation for students
with ID to attend college has not been well shared or
understood by professionals or families (Sheppard-
Jones, Kleinert, Druckmiller, & Kovacavich-Ray,
2015; Thacker & Sheppard-Jones, 2011), resulting
in a transition process that is fragmented and
inconsistent across systems (Hong, Ivy, Gonzalez, &
Ehrensberger, 2007). Having employment can add
value to a person’s life. Employment can also provide
people with disabilities the opportunity for “demon-
strating skills and competencies and for formulating
friendships” (Wagner et al., 2005, p. 5–1).

Attending college can provided benefits for every-
one including those with a disability (Grigal, Hart, &
Weir, 2012). Higher education includes any educa-
tion after high school including vocational school,
two-year colleges, or 4-year colleges. Having some
kind of higher education can help an individ-
ual secure a job (Grigal et al., 2012). Including
people with disabilities in higher education is
not new, as they have been serving people with
intellectual disabilities for over 30 years. Further,
The Higher Education Opportunity Act of 2008
provides opportunities to universities to increase
their programs for people with intellectual disabil-
ities (Ross, Marcell, Williams, & Carlson, 2013).

The National Longitudinal Transition Study – 2
(NLTS-2) showed that there was an increase in higher
education participation among most disability cate-
gories (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005).
Higher education participation still remains low and
almost unchanged from 1987 survey to the 2003 sur-
vey for people with intellectual disabilities (Wagner
et al., 2015).

Universities and college are doing many activities
to support and encourage employment after leaving
their institution; 81% of surveyed institutions are pro-
viding employment support to their students with
intellectual disabilities (Grigal et al., 2012). This sup-
port comes in forms of job shadowing, internships,
and job development and placement services (Grigal
et al., 2012). These supports could potentially
help individuals find employment after completing
studies. Taft College created the Transition to Inde-
pendent Living to assist and educate individuals with
intellectual disabilities (Ross et al., 2013). Of the
graduates from this program Ross et al. (2013) found
that 84% had paid employment. This continues to
suggest that higher education is important for increas-
ing employment outcomes.

Smith, Grigal, & Sulewski (2012) found that indi-
viduals with or without a disability who attained a
higher education had a higher rate of employment. It
was found that 43% of individuals with a cognitive
disability and some college credit were employed,
compared to only 31% with a regular high school
diploma were employed. Attaining some amount of
higher education can potentially impact the career
paths of people with disabilities; it is important
to include them in higher education opportunities.
Further Migliore, Butterworth, & Hart (2009) that
individuals with intellectual disabilities were more
likely to be employed with higher paying jobs if
they received some higher education. Migliore et al.
(2009) found that vocational rehabilitation agencies
can support the inclusion of individuals in higher
education which resulted in these individuals leaving
vocational rehabilitation with paid employment.

Kentucky has had focused efforts in higher edu-
cation since 2008. In this study, we examine the
life outcomes for individuals who have experienced
higher education. Specifically, we will look at: com-
munity participation, relationships, choice making,
employment, respect and rights, and health and well-
ness. Results for students in higher education will
be compared with the state’s overall NCI results.
This will enable us to determine if differences exist
between the groups and ask: Are there differences in
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life outcomes for adults with ID who attend a college
or university versus those who do not?

2. Methodology

We surveyed life outcomes for students who have
completed at least two semesters of college in Ken-
tucky using the National Core Indicators (NCI) Adult
Consumer Survey (ACS) (National Core Indicators,
n.d.). We analyzed results in comparison to the state’s
ACS results. We used the results of the NCI Adult
Consumer Survey (ACS) and the Background Section
of the Survey.

Nineteen students represented the student group
(response rate = 51.4%). The non-student group con-
sisted of 158 people between the ages of 18–30
in Kentucky who had been randomly selected to
participate in NCI from the universe of people receiv-
ing state developmental disability waivers, ICF, and
state general funding in the most recent data cycle
(2013–2014). We used the Statistical Package for
Social Sciences (SPSS) version 22.0 to generate
descriptive and inferential statistics in order to mea-
sure differences between the two groups on a variety
of life outcomes. This manuscript focuses on areas
recognized by the state’s Quality Improvement Com-
mittee as lagging behind the country and the general
population: namely health, medications, employ-
ment, and relationships.

3. Results

3.1. Health

Over 73% of the student group had gone out for
exercise in the past month, versus 37% of the NCI
young adult group. The student group also reported
higher levels of overall health, with over 83% of
students indicating “good” or “excellent” health, as
opposed to 62% of the NCI young adult group.

3.2. Medications

Of the student group, 50% were taking at least one
psychotropic medication. This was less than the 69%
of the young adult group.

3.3. Employment

Thirty-seven percent of students were employed
in the community while 13% of the NCI young adult

sample were employed. A full 100% of students who
were not working wanted to work, versus 53.4%
of the young adult group. Two-thirds (66.7%) of
students also volunteered, while 24.3% of NCI did
volunteer work.

3.4. Relationships

Approximately 83% of the student group had
friends to talk to or do things with, while 54.2% of
the non-student group reported having friends. The
NCI group were at a slight advantage in terms of
loneliness, with 45.8% indicating they were some-
times or often lonely. A full 50% of the student group
self-reported loneliness. However, all of the student
group (100%) had opportunities to help others, versus
44.2% of the young adult group.

4. Discussion

It appears that participation in higher education
can positively impact life outcomes across a variety
of domains. It also further indicates that the loneli-
ness indicator is multi-faceted, and lends support to
the notion that, while students are included in inte-
grated and inclusive higher education settings, true
inclusion may not be taking place. To date, this is
the first study of its kind, using a tool that has been
adopted by a majority of states as a marker of service
quality for individuals with developmental disabili-
ties. The data from the NCI survey has continued to
encourage state agencies to push “Employment First”
polices rather than day service (Bershadsky, Butter-
worth, & Hierteiner, 2014). Results of this small study
support the relationship of higher education and com-
munity based competitive employment. Beyond the
employment implications, participants in this study
were at an advantage in terms of psychotropic med-
ications, health and exercise, ability to help others,
and opportunities to volunteer. It could be surmised
that the higher education environment is supportive
of all of these areas. The fact that the students were
as lonely as non-students makes us continue to con-
sider the opportunities that students have to develop
genuine friendships Additional research is warranted,
particularly as greater numbers take advantage of the
changing landscape of postsecondary opportunities.

The Higher Education Opportunities Act of 2008
and the subsequent emergence of Comprehensive
Transition Programs (CTPs) across the country opens
the door for college opportunities for students who
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were previously overwhelmingly excluded. Though
the door to college has opened, there is now also
greater understanding of the barriers that exist, at
both the student level and the systems level. For
students, we must engage them, families, and educa-
tors far earlier, and find ways to retain and graduate
them. We must also engage and nurture a variety of
systems that have previously not been well engaged
around higher education and ID. There can be com-
plex problem solving that is needed when various
service systems (including Local Education Agen-
cies (LEAs), Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs),
state Developmental Disability Authorities (DDAs),
and state Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)) must unite
in order to develop and sustain meaningful programs.
Each system has its unique mission, set of practices,
policies and methods.

This research represents a first step in utilizing a
nationally recognized instrument that takes a holistic
view of outcomes for adults with IDD to assess impact
of participation in higher education. While the results
are promising, further study using larger samples is
warranted.
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