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Abstract. In this study a secondary data analysis was conducted using the Rehabilitation Services Administration’s 911 dataset.
The findings provide an update on the role of Vocational Rehabilitation in promoting participation in postsecondary education
for individuals with intellectual disabilities, by providing data that focuses on youth with intellectual disabilities in comparison
with youth with other disabilities, and by highlighting differences across states nationwide (i.e., postsecondary education status
upon exiting the VR system). Overall, this study showed that state VR programs play an important role in assisting youth with
intellectual disabilities to participate in postsecondary education, although to a lesser extent than youth with other disabilities.
Findings indicated that youth with intellectual disabilities were substantially less likely to participate in postsecondary education
while in the VR system compared to youth with other disabilities, their participation varied substantially across states, and
participation remained static, nationally, between 2006-2010, despite positive trends in several state VR programs.
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1. Introduction

There is keen interest by the president, policy mak-
ers, family members, and employers nationwide in
creating greater access to a higher education for all
youth as a path to integrated competitive employment.
Enrollment in postsecondary education (PSE) increased
by 38% between 1999 and 2009—from 14.8 to 20.4
million—and is expected to grow another 14% by 2020
(Snyder & Dillow, 2011). However enrollment in PSE
for youth with disabilities is less prevalent, with 60%
of youth without disabilities enrolled in postsecondary
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education after high school, and only 39% of youth
with disabilities and only 28 % of youth with intellectual
disabilities (ID) enrolled in postsecondary education
(Sanford et al., 2011).

The connection between higher education and
employment for people with disabilities is a growing
area of study. Given the recent emphasis in expanding
PSE opportunities for students with ID in legislation
and funding (HEOA, 2008), it becomes more impor-
tant than ever to identify how students with ID are or
are not supported to access postsecondary education
and if their experience differs substantially from those
with other disabilities.

Some funding sources for postsecondary edu-
cation for people with disabilities include federal
student financial aid, National Service Segal Education
grants, Medicaid waiver dollars, Supplemental Security

1052-2263/14/$27.50 © 2014 — 10S Press and the authors. All rights reserved


mailto:Meg.grigal@umb.edu

186 M. Grigal et al. / State VR support in postsecondary education

Income (SSI) and Plan for Achieving Self-Support
(PASS), state funds, Individuals with Disabilities Edu-
cation Act funds, private funds, or other federal grant
programs (Griffin, McMillan, & Hodapp, 2010; Grigal,
Hart, & Weir, 2011). Yet, when these resources have
been exhausted, the Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)
program stands out as an important funding source for
postsecondary education. The primary goal of any voca-
tional rehabilitation program is to engage people with
disabilities in paid employment (Szymanski & Parker,
2003). There are a wide array of services that can be
used to attain that goal including assessment, counsel-
ing and guidance, referrals, job-related services, job
retention services, follow-up and follow-along services.

A recent study (Raue & Lewis, 2011) found that
41% of postsecondary education institutions reported
collaborating with state VR programs either to a mod-
erate or to a major extent. Another study that focused on
youth with disabilities exiting the VR program between
1985-2000 showed that about 30% of these youth
received postsecondary education services (Gilmore &
Bose, 2005). For people with disabilities, the impor-
tance of enrolling in and completing a postsecondary
educational program is magnified in relation to employ-
ment outcomes and earnings (Gilmore, Schuster, Zafft,
& Hart, 2001). The number of transition-age youth
who received college or university training services
increased from 24,767 in FY 2004 to 25,385 in FY 2008
(OSERS, 2010). Of all transition-age youth served,
21.8 % received postsecondary education. In FY 2008,
of all eligible individuals whose service records were
closed after receiving VR services and who received
postsecondary education, 50.2% were transition-age
youth (OSERS, 2010). Youth who exited the VR pro-
gram after receiving postsecondary education services
reported weekly wages of $325, compared to $238
reported by their peers who did not receive any post-
secondary education services (Gilmore et al., 2001).
Although this study cannot prove a causal relation-
ship between postsecondary education and earnings,
it suggests that postsecondary education may be a
path to employment for a range of students with
disabilities.

By building academic, soft and social skills, post-
secondary education is critical for finding and retaining
jobs for individuals with ID that satisfy their aspira-
tions and pay better wages (Getzel & Wehman, 2005;
Grigal & Hart, 2010a,b). Even in absence of earning
diplomas, people exposed to postsecondary education
are more likely to find jobs that pay better wages com-
pared to their peers who did not have any postsecondary

education experiences (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2003;
Leonhardt, 2011; Marcotte, Bailey, Borkoski, & Kienzl,
2005). Findings show that youth who exited the VR pro-
gram after receiving postsecondary education services
reported higher weekly wages compared to their peers
who did not receive any postsecondary education ser-
vices (Gilmore et al., 2001; Migliore, Butterworth, &
Hart, 2009). Though a limited number of studies exist,
researchers are beginning to document the connection
between PSE and improved integrated paid employ-
ment outcomes for students with ID.

1.1. What mitigates VR support of PSE?

Previous studies have indicated that 12.7% of VR
consumers ages 16-25 receive postsecondary educa-
tion and training (National Council on Disability, 2008).
Across states, the rate varies from under 5% (Vir-
ginia, New Hampshire, Colorado) to over 25% (Utah,
Arkansas, West Virginia, Nebraska, New Mexico)
(National Council on Disability, 2008). The National
Council on Disability (NCD) 2008 report indicates that
VR agencies as a whole have steadily increased the per-
centage of consumers in this age range for whom service
funds are being directed to postsecondary education,
a very positive trend given the documented financial
benefits of higher education on earning potential.

Current literature is rich with studies related to post-
secondary education for youth with disabilities (Shaw,
Madaus, & Dukes, 2010). Most of this literature focuses
on students with the disabilities most prevelent in col-
lege attendees (e.g., learning and physical disabilities,
mental health challenges). There is much less of a focus
on youth with ID. In particular, current literature is lack-
ing research focused on the role of the VR program in
promoting postsecondary education for students with
intellectual disabilities. Given the importance of the VR
program as a source of funding and supports, a better
understanding of the VR program’s role in promot-
ing postsecondary education is critical for professionals
and policymakers who determine which postsecondary
education options should be available to youth with ID
and other disabilities.

The purpose of this study was to report on the
participation rates and postsecondary education out-
comes of youth with ID who exited the VR program
in recent years. This study addressed the following
research questions: (1) During their time in the VR
program, to what extent did youth with ID participate
in postsecondary education, compared to youth with
other types of disabilities? (2) Which states reported a
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higher percentage of youth with ID who participated
in postsecondary education? And (3) what trends were
evident in the postsecondary education participation for
students with disability between 2006-2010?

2. Method

The research design of this study was descriptive,
using secondary data analysis. This section describes
the source of the data and variables investigated, the
population studied, and data analysis methods that were
conducted.

2.1. Data source and variables

Data for this study were from the RSA-911 dataset,
an administrative database developed and maintained
by the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA),
U.S. Department of Education. This dataset includes
approximately 150 variables that describe the demo-
graphic characteristics, services received, and outcomes
of people with any type of disability who exited the
VR program in any given fiscal year, ending September
30th. The dataset—stripped of the personal identifiable
information—is available for research purposes to any
organizations that request it and sign a confidentiality
agreement (Bruyere & Houtenville, 2006; Stapleton,
Wittenburg, & Thornton, 2009).

The main outcome variable investigated in this study
was participation in postsecondary education. Postsec-
ondary education participation was defined as exiting
the VR program with one of the following educational
statuses: (a) Post-secondary education, no degree, (b)
Associate’s degree or Vocational/Technical Certificate,
(c) Bachelor’s degree and (d) Master’s or higher degree.
In addition, we examined demographic variables such
as gender, race, ethnicity, disability benefits, and edu-
cation at application.

2.2. Population

This study focused on youth with ID who did not
have any postsecondary education at application, were
16-26 years old at application, received VR services,
and exited the VR program (50 states and DC) during
the five years between fiscal year 2006-2010. Peo-
ple with ID were defined as persons whose VR case
records showed ‘mental retardation’ as the primary
obstacle to employment. In fiscal year 2010, a total of
42,532 people with ID (7%) and 532,332 people with

other disabilities (93%) exited the VR program. There
were also people for whom the primary disability was
not reported, bringing the total number of people who
exited the VR program to 602,814 in 2010.

The study also focused on people without any post-
secondary education at application because the purpose
of this study was precisely to investigate the partic-
ipation rate in postsecondary education while in the
VR program. Almost all people with ID did not have
any postsecondary education experience at application
(98%). Moreover, the study focused on people between
16-26 years of age, as this is a common age range for
transition aged youth (IDEA, 2004; National Collabo-
rative on Workforce and Disability, 2005). In 2010, over
half of the people with ID were 16-26 years old (65%).
Finally, the study included only people who received
VR services because it is only through actively serv-
ing people that the VR program can influence their
transition experiences. The majority of people with ID
received VR services (66% in 2010). Reasons for peo-
ple not receiving services included lack of eligibility,
lack of collaboration, or contact information no longer
available. The final population for this study included
108,188 eligible youth, of whom 17,478 were youth
with ID (16%) and 90,720 were youth with other dis-
abilities (84%).

2.3. Data analysis

Data analysis included transforming and recoding
variables and then running frequencies and percentages.
To increase the accuracy of state-level comparisons, the
analysis was limited to states that reported at least 100
eligible youth with ID in each of the years between
2006-2010. This is because a small change in the
number of youth reporting postsecondary education
participation can have a disproportionally larger effect
in states that reported few eligible youth with ID (e.g.,
Alaska reported 23 and Wyoming reported 34). The
minimum number of required eligible youth with ID
was set at 100 because a percentage is defined as the
number of cases of interest out of 100 available cases.
Thirty-two state VR programs reported at least 100 eli-
gible youth in each of the years between 2006 and 2010,
and were therefore included in the data analysis'.

To compare postsecondary education participation
across states, we looked at participation rates that were

LAL, CA, CO, FL, GA, 1A, IL, IN, KS, KY, LA, MA, MD, MI,
MN, MO, MS, NC, NE, NJ, NY, OH, OK, OR, PA, SC, TN, TX, VA,
WA, WL, WV.
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one standard deviation either below or above average.
This criterion is based on the theory of probability,
which states that in a normal distribution the majority
(68%) of cases fall within one standard deviation below
or above the average (Harris, 1998). Finally, a Pear-
son coefficient of correlation was computed to assess
the correlation between the postsecondary education
participation of youth with ID and the corresponding
figures reported for youth with other disabilities. All
analyses were carried out using IBM SPSS 18.

3. Results

The main findings included the following: (a) Youth
with ID were substantially less likely to participate in
postsecondary education compared to youth with other
disabilities; (b) The postsecondary education participa-
tion varied substantially across states; and (c) At the
national level, postsecondary education participation
remained static between 2006 — 2010, despite posi-
tive trends in several states. The next sections describe
these findings and the demographic characteristics of
the eligible youth.

3.1. Comparison across disability

Overall a substantially lower percentage of youth
with ID exited state VR programs reporting post-
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secondary education participation (4%) compared to
youth with other disabilities (23%), during the period
2006-2010 (Medium effect size; Cohen’s h=0.60). Of
the youth with ID who reported postsecondary edu-
cation participation, slightly more than half reported
postsecondary education without a degree (57%) and
the remaining reported associate’s degree, vocational
certificate, or technical certificate (41%), or bachelor’s
degree (2%). Similarly, slightly more than half of the
youth with other disabilities attended postsecondary
education without gaining a degree (54%), followed by
youth who gained an associate degree, a vocational cer-
tificate, or a technical certificate (28%), or bachelor’s
degree or higher (18%).

It is noteworthy that the percentage of youth with
ID who participated in postsecondary education was
strongly correlated with the statistics reported for youth
with other disabilities (Pearson coefficient=0.85).
Therefore 72% of variance in postsecondary education
participation of youth with ID was explained by the vari-
ance of postsecondary education participation of youth
with other disabilities and vice versa.

3.2. Comparisons across states

The postsecondary education participation of youth
with ID varied substantially across states (see Fig. 1).
Several states reported close to zero percent of youth
with ID who exited VR after gaining postsecondary
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Fig. 1. Average percentage of youth reporting postsecondary education participation: 2006—10.
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Fig. 2. Percentage change of youth reporting participation in postsecondary education in 2010 compared to 2006.

education experiences, whereas five states reported at
least one standard deviation above average figures:
Massachusetts (10%), Pennsylvania (10%), Minnesota
(12%), West Virginia (16%), and Iowa (22%). Partic-
ipation in postsecondary education was substantially
different across states in the case of youth with other
disabilities as well: from 1% in Nebraska to 60% in
Towa. Five states reported at least one standard deviation
above average figures: Kentucky (41%), Pennsylvania
(42%), Tennessee (53%), West Virginia (57%), and
Iowa (60%). In contrast, five other states reported fig-
ures that were at least one standard deviation below the
average: Nebraska (1%), South Carolina (2%), Missis-
sippi (6%), Florida (8%), and Indiana (8%).

3.3. Comparison across years

The overall percentage of youth with ID who reported
participation in postsecondary education remained
about the same from 2006-2010. At the state level,
however, 17 states reported increases in postsecondary
education participation. These increases, however, were
offset by declining participation in the remaining 15
states leading to an overall national static trend. Mis-
souri stood out reporting a 5% increase in participation
whereas both West Virginia and Minnesota reported a
5% decrease (see Fig. 2).

Regarding youth with other disabilities, eight states
reported increased percentages of youth who partic-
ipated in postsecondary education, with Oklahoma
reporting the largest increase (9%). Most states (24
out of 32), however, reported declining figures, with
Louisiana and Tennessee reporting the greatest declines
(—23% and —17%). Overall, at the national level,
participation of youth with other disabilities in post-
secondary education decreased by 3%.

3.4. Demographic characteristics

Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics
of eligible youth as reported for the year 2010. The
majority of youth with ID were male and most were
white and non-Hispanic. About half of the youth with
ID received Social Security and Medicare or Medicaid
benefits at application. Only a minority of youth with
ID were high school graduates (receiving a diploma
or a GED), but about a third had a special education
certificate of completion or attendance at application.
Compared to youth with other types of disabilities,
youth with ID were less likely to be of white race, more
likely to receive disability benefits, and more likely to
have participated in special education. These differ-
ences corresponded to a small to medium effect size
h (Cohen, 1988).
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Table 1
Demographic characteristics of eligible youth - FY 2010
Intellectual Disability Other Disability Total
N % N % N %

Gender

Male 9,928 57% 55,926 62% 65,854 61%

Female 7,540 43% 34,794 38% 42,334 39%

Total 17,468 100% 90,720 100% 108,188 100%
Race

White 10,406 60% 68,248 75% 78,654 T3%*

Black 6,565 38% 20,096 22% 26,661 25%

Other 497 3% 2,374 3% 2,871 3%

Total 17,468 100% 90,718 100% 108,186 100%
Ethnicity

Not Hispanic 15,988 92% 80,388 89% 96,376 89%

Hispanic 1,480 8% 10,331 11% 11,811 11%

Total 17,468 100% 90,719 100% 108,187 100%
Received SSI/SSDI at application

Yes 7,730 45% 16,530 18% 24,260 23%%**

No 9,630 55% 73,506 82% 83,136 77%

Total 17,360 100% 90,036 100% 107,396 100%
Had Medicare/Medicaid at application

Yes 9,068 52% 26,588 30% 35,656 33%*

No 8,329 48% 63,351 70% 71,680 67%

Total 17,397 100% 89,939 100% 107,336 100%
Education at application

No formal schooling 22 0% 115 0% 137 0%

Elementary education 304 2% 1,560 2% 1,864 2%

Secondary education, no diploma 8,959 51% 47,905 53% 56,864 53%

Special education certificate 5,160 30% 12,448 14% 17,608 16%*

HS graduate or certificate 3,023 17% 28,692 32% 31,715 29%*

Total 17,468 100% 90,720 100% 108,188 100%

Note. *=Small effect size h; **=Medium effect size h (Cohen, 1988).

4. Discussion

Higher education has been repeatedly linked to
higher employment rates and earnings for adults in the
United States (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2011). As
people with disabilities in general, and in particular,
people with ID continue to be plagued by sustained high
rates of unemployment, it is not surprising that postsec-
ondary education has become an area of interest and
study. One essential stakeholder group in the arena of
acquiring and sustaining employment for people with
disabilities is this country’s state VR Program. In 2009,
the National Council on Disability conducted a study
confirming that participation in postsecondary educa-
tion and training for students with disabilities resulted in
better postsecondary outcomes, and documenting VR’s
support of youth pursuing postsecondary education and
training opportunities.

The purpose of the current study was to identify and
compare the participation rate and postsecondary edu-
cation outcomes of youth with ID and other disabilities
who exited the VR program and determine if any trends

related to the participation rate were apparent in differ-
ent states in recent years. This study showed that state
VR programs are playing a role in assisting youth with
disabilities, and to a lesser extent youth with ID, to
participate in postsecondary education. State VR pro-
grams reported that up to 20% of youth with ID were in
postsecondary education while receiving VR services
compared to 60% of youth with other disabilities. Over-
all, the findings from our study are consistent with the
literature showing that VR is a possible funding source
for supporting youth with disabilities in acquiring a
postsecondary education (Gilmore & Bose, 2005; Hart,
Mele-McCarthy, Pasternack, Zimbrich, & Parker, 2004;
Raue & Lewis, 2011; Sanford et al., 2011).

4.1. Postsecondary education experience of youth
with ID and other types of disabilities

Youth with ID are exiting the VR program with post-
secondary education outcomes, but at a substantially
lower rate than those with other disabilities. The out-
comes achieved by both groups are similar with slightly
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more than half of youth with ID and other disabili-
ties exiting postsecondary education without a degree.
More youth with other disabilities acquired a bachelor’s
degree than did youth with ID. The strong correlation
between the variance in the outcomes of the two groups
is worthy of further exploration.

It might be argued that some VR programs reported
greater postsecondary education outcomes for youth
with ID due to overrepresentation of youth with less
supports needs—e.g., learning disabilities—within the
group of youth with ID. This hypothesis, however, is
not consistent with the high correlation between post-
secondary education outcomes across the two disability
groups. If overrepresentation of youth with lower sup-
port needs within the group of youth with ID was a
major factor in the postsecondary education outcomes
for youth with ID, these state VR programs should
have reported similar postsecondary education out-
comes across the two disability groups. As Fig. 1 shows,
however, state VR programs that reported higher per-
centages of youth with ID in postsecondary education
also reported higher percentages of youth with other
disabilities in postsecondary education.

The findings also showed that more youth with ID
received disability benefits, attended special education,
and did not receive postsecondary education services,
compared to youth with other disabilities. One interpre-
tation of these findings could be that receiving disability
benefits and attending special education were indicators
of higher support needs and therefore more costly and
/ or the individual was deemed inappropriate for post-
secondary education. Another interpretation, however,
might be that the individual is concerned with losing
his/her disability benefits. In order to receive disability
benefits, applicants must prove that they lack essential
skills that would allow them to become economically
self-sufficient. Therefore, people with disabilities who
receive disability benefits are often advised to refrain
from engaging in any activity that might help them to
become self-sufficient such as, in the case of this study,
participating in postsecondary education (Stapleton et
al., 2009). Regardless, if indeed receiving disability
benefits and having attended special education were
proxy for higher support needs, this group of youth
should receive more support services, not less.

Overall, these findings indicate that state VR pro-
grams’ policies and practices around supporting youth
with ID in postsecondary education were likely the
main factors that led to greater participation in post-
secondary education of both disability groups. Based
on these findings, and given the importance of postsec-

ondary education in career development, VR programs
with lower participation rates in postsecondary educa-
tion may benefit from re-reexamining their policies and
practices around supporting youth with disabilities in
postsecondary education to determine if changes are
needed.

4.2. State level trends

State level analysis revealed substantial variations
across states for both the group of youth with
ID—close-to-zero to 22%—and the group of youth with
other disabilities —1%—-60%. To some extent, varia-
tions across states are expected because states have
different interpretation of VR policy regarding support
of PSE in addition to many socio-economic and cultural
variations. Moreover, variations across states in post-
secondary education outcomes were also described in
Gilmore and Bose (2005) and Gilmore et al. (2001). At
the same time, some state VR programs stood out: Penn-
sylvania, Massachusetts, Minnesota, West Virginia, and
Towa reported at least 10% of youth with ID participat-
ing in postsecondary education compared to only 1%
or less reported by 10 state VR programs. That is a ten-
fold or larger participation rate. West Virginia and Iowa
reported particularly high percentages (16% and 22%),
equivalent to more than two standard deviations above
average.

A number of states including South Carolina, Ken-
tucky, California, Ohio, and Hawaii have recently
developed pilot programs or have written articulation
agreements related to the provision of VR services to
support access to PSE for students with ID (Bailey,
2012; Thacker & Sheppard-Jones, 2011). The state of
Florida VR program sought and received guidance from
RSA on the use of VR funds to support students with
ID in college-based dual enrollment programs in that
state (Rutledge, personal communication, 2011). Such
agreements and policies may impact future state trends,
but may not prove to be generalizable as each reflect
their own state partnerships and resources.

Another element that might impact state VR program
support of postsecondary education is funding equity.
In 2009 the Government Accountability Office (GAO)
concluded that the VR funding formula uses imprecise
measures of state needs and resources and thus does
not equitably distribute funds among the states (GAO,
2009). Costs for providing services and the propor-
tion of people with disabilities are not accounted for
in the current formula. Future researchers may wish to
explore whether the states that demonstrated the high-
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est and lowest percentage of PSE outcomes differed
substantially in their state VR budgets.

4.3. Trends over time

Although during the five years examined post-
secondary education participation of youth with ID
remained static at the national level, at the state level
results were mixed; about half of state VR programs
reported an increase of youth with ID who participated
in postsecondary education. This finding is important
because it confirms that a number of state VR programs
have maintained a focus on supporting youth with ID
in pursuing their postsecondary education goals. As
shown in Fig. 2, however, the increases were modest for
most states, whereas almost half of the states reported
declines in postsecondary education outcomes. This
indicates that the state VR policies and practices around
postsecondary education for youth with ID are not
likely to trigger any major change in postsecondary
education outcomes in the coming years, at the national
level.

4.4. Engaging VR counselors in the transition
process

In a study conducted in 2007 by The Study Group,
one of the most commonly reported barriers to effec-
tive transition was that local education agencies (i.e.,
schools) did not effectively engage VR agency person-
nel in the planning and provision of transition services
for transition-age youth. The difficulty of having VR
pay for specific vocational services while eligible
transition-age youth were attending high school (e.g.,
job coaches, assessment, establishing community-
based work experiences, or providing transportation)
was also reported by this study. In 2011, a secondary
analysis of the NLTS-2 data documented that VR per-
sonnel participation in transition planning is low for
both students with ID (23%) and students with other
disabilities (32%). Further confirming the need for VR
participation in the transition process is a recent study
by the Center on Transition to Employment that iden-
tified the need for interagency collaboration, of which
VR is a critical partner, that was associated with effec-
tive tranistion to paid integrated employment (Fabian
& Luecking, 2012). These challenges and need for
VR counselor participation are likely to have impacted
the state trends observed in this current study for both
groups of youth.

5. Limitations and strengths

Although secondary data is an important source
of information, readers should be aware that it lim-
its the breadth of a study to the available variables.
For instance, for the scope of this study it would
have been informative to know whether postsecondary
education was a goal in the youth’s individual plans
for employment. Such a variable would have helped
to discern if the lack of a postsecondary education
outcomes was an intended or unintended outcome.
Another important piece of information that is lacking
is the role of other local agencies in supporting youth
with ID in postsecondary education. Some state VR
programs may have reported lower postsecondary edu-
cation outcomes because youth interested in pursuing
postsecondary education in these states were directed to
support services other than the VR program. The nature
of secondary data analysis, however, limits the analy-
sis to a set of variables that may not include all those
variables that would make a study more comprehensive.

Another limitation, specific to the RSA911 dataset,
was that this dataset was developed for administrative,
not research purposes. Therefore, data are not neces-
sarily collected following rigorous scientific standards.
For instance, some of the variables are not narrowly
defined, giving counselors room for subjective inter-
pretation. The definition of disability, for instance, is
based on undefined records available to the counselor
at the time of the eligibility determination. Moreover,
the meaning of participation in postsecondary educa-
tion is difficult to determine when not supported by
documentation.

Readers should also be aware that the descriptive
research design of this study poses limits to the nature
of recommendations that can be made. This research
design serves the goal of describing the role of state
VR programs in helping youth participate in postsec-
ondary education. It does not, however, serve the goal of
understanding specific strategies that, if implemented,
would improve postsecondary education outcomes.

6. Implications

Based on the findings of this study, there is a need
for clear guidance on Federal and state levels regarding
the use of VR funds to support PSE for all students,
and in particular for students with ID when necessary.
The wide variability observed in this study is likely
attributed to many factors, but one of those factors is
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state and local level interpretation of Federal policy
language. This misinterpretation leads VR personnel to
believe that the VR program, for the most part, does
not permit use of VR funds or resources to support
access to postsecondary education for students with
disabilities let alone students with ID. Often, if VR
does provide funding for postsecondary education they
require students to be degree seeking/matriculating, to
maintain a certain GPA, and to take a certain number
of credits/courses per semester. These type of policies
significantly restrict participation of students with ID in
postsecondary education because these students often
are not degree seeking or matriculating students, they
frequently audit 1-2 courses a semester, and are in non-
credit bearing or continuing education courses. State
VR programs that are funding access to postsecondary
education for students with ID are often states that have
other initiatives that are supporting access to higher edu-
cation for students with ID such as model demonstration
programs and other pilot programs.

Then there is a need for state VR programs to dis-
seminate their policies and practices regarding support
for postsecondary education and share these broadly
with both institutes of higher education and local and
state education agencies. Collaboration between VR
programs and local postsecondary education institu-
tions may also benefit VR programs through the use of
employment-related services and connections that post-
secondary education institutions have developed with
the community on behalf of their students (Lindstrom,
Flannery, Benz, Olszewski, & Slovic, 2009; Rumrill,
2001). State VR programs that reported lower per-
centages of youth with ID and with other disabilities
in postsecondary education may also benefit from an
examination of their current policies to determine if
those policies are prohibiting participation in postsec-
ondary education.

Finally, there is a need for more research. First, it
would be useful to investigate the reasons for the dif-
ferences in postsecondary education participation and
outcomes across state VR programs and across disabil-
ity groups. Knowing more about these factors would be
helpful in identifying more focused recommendations
for improvement at the state level. Second, there is a
need for research to investigate the differences between
youth who participated in postsecondary education and
youth who did not participate in postsecondary edu-
cation. Findings that address this question would help
better adjust the services needed by those youth at
risk of being excluded from postsecondary education.
Finally, investigating the higher performing state VR

programs would help identify promising practices that
could be transferred to state VR programs that reported
lower participation rates.

7. Final thoughts

Postsecondary education is a vital component in
career development and expanding earning potential
over a lifetime, whether one has a disability or not.
As the central goal of state VR programs is to engage
people with disabilites in employment, the critical role
that postsecondary education plays toward achieving
this goal cannot be overlooked. This study showed that
the VR program can and does play an important role
in helping youth with ID and other disabilities partici-
pate in postsecondary education. However, more needs
to be done to make the path to postsecondary educa-
tion a road more frequently traveled for all youth with
disabilities.
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