
University of Memphis University of Memphis 

University of Memphis Digital Commons University of Memphis Digital Commons 

Electronic Theses and Dissertations 

2020 

College Experiences of Individuals with Mild to Moderate College Experiences of Individuals with Mild to Moderate 

Intellectual Disabilities: Stories of Our Success Intellectual Disabilities: Stories of Our Success 

Lisa Lynn Bryant 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd 

Recommended Citation Recommended Citation 
Bryant, Lisa Lynn, "College Experiences of Individuals with Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disabilities: 
Stories of Our Success" (2020). Electronic Theses and Dissertations. 2478. 
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd/2478 

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by University of Memphis Digital Commons. It has 
been accepted for inclusion in Electronic Theses and Dissertations by an authorized administrator of University of 
Memphis Digital Commons. For more information, please contact khggerty@memphis.edu. 

https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd?utm_source=digitalcommons.memphis.edu%2Fetd%2F2478&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.memphis.edu/etd/2478?utm_source=digitalcommons.memphis.edu%2Fetd%2F2478&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:khggerty@memphis.edu


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COLLEGE EXPERIENCES FOR INDIVIDUALS WITH MILD TO MODERATE 

INTELLECTUAL DISBILITIES:  

 STORIES OF OUR SUCCESS 

 

by Lisa Bryant 

 

A Dissertation 

Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the 

Requirements for the Degree of 

Doctor of Education 

Major:  Instruction and Curriculum Leadership 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The University of Memphis 

December 2020



ii 
 

Abstract 

This article presents a case study of four participants diagnosed with mild-to-moderate 

intellectual disabilities, enrolled in support programs for neuro-atypical students at four-year 

private Christian universities in the Southeastern United States. Further, this article examines 

how these participants measured success in said programs, as well as whether success was 

achieved. This program aimed to provide students with opportunities to learn and grow 

alongside their neuro-typical peers in a rich academic environment. Through this case study, it 

was found that there are three primary criteria for success: class attendance (both general 

population and support-program classes), independence (including independent living, sustained 

employment), and social involvement.  

 Key Words:  Case Study, Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disabilities, Post-

Secondary Collegiate Programs 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



iii 
 

Table of Contents 

 

 

Chapter        Page 

 

1. Introduction             1 

2. Literature Review                  3 

3. Methodology             8 

4. Findings           13 

Relevant Themes         14 

Completion of Traditional College                           

Classes are Successes        19 

   Completion of Program-specific      20 

Classes and Internships are Successes 

Independence is a Definition of Success      21 

A Good Job is a Definition of Success      21 

Social Inclusion is a Definition of Success      23 

5. Interpretations, Conclusions, and Limitations      24 

The Definition of Success by the Participants     24 

Going Forward         25 

Future Research Possibilities        27 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1 
 

College Experiences for Individuals with Mild to Moderate Intellectual Disabilities: 

Stories of Our Success 

  The Higher Education Opportunity Act (HEOA), passed in 2008, provides federal 

support to Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) that meet defined criteria (Moore, 2014), 

including increased access to college for students with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities 

(Griffin & Papay, 2017). Another change brought on by HEOA that impacts students with mild 

to moderate intellectual disabilities is the Transition and Postsecondary Programs for Students 

with Intellectual Disability (TPSID) program, which provides grants to IHE to promote the 

successful transition of students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities from high school 

into collegiate programs (Public Law 110–31 Aug. 14, 2008). This article is a case study that 

examines the experiences of four students enrolled in a support program for students diagnosed 

with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities, which was funded through TPSID. The program 

was housed a private four-year Christian institution in the Southeastern United States, and its 

mission was to provide students with opportunities to learn and grow alongside neuro-typical 

peers, while also providing necessary support. The following research questions guided the 

study: 

• How do individuals with mild to moderate disabilities who have completed a collegiate 

program define success? 

▪ How did the completion of the collegiate program affect the participants’ 

ability to live independently? 

▪ How did the completion of the collegiate program affect the participants’ 

ability to sustain a job independently? 
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▪ How did the completion of the collegiate program affect the participants’ 

ability to maintain meaningful social relationships? 

The case-study model is used in hope that criteria for success established through this study may 

be extrapolated to future studies measuring the success of TPSID-funded programs embedded in 

four-year IHEs.  

Literature Review 

  The experiences of college students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities are rich 

and complex, but research in this emergent field has mostly been comprised of quantitative 

studies focused on students diagnosed with narrow sets of learning disabilities (Mazzotti, et al., 

2020). This case study and analysis expands by using qualitative methods to capture the 

experience of college students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities. The choice to use 

qualitative methodology is rooted in the notion that those with mild-to-moderate intellectual 

disabilities, having successfully completed four-year college programs with the support of 

TPSID-funded programing, should have a voice in the future of such programs (Griffin & Papay, 

2017). This review, then, tethers these students’ experiences to past quantitative literature in the 

field and CDT (Ingram, 2018). 

          CDT views disability as both a lived reality, in which the experiences of people with 

disabilities are central to interpreting their place in the world, and as a social and political 

definition based on societal power relations (Griffin & Papay, 2017, Pothier & Devlin, 2006). 

Emergent in the 1970s, this area of study involves both academics and activists, representing 

multiple disciplines and perspectives (Reaume, 2014), who challenged approaches that 

pathologize physical, mental, and sensory difference. Instead of codifying difference as 

pathology, CDT advocates for both accommodation and equality for people with disabilities in 
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all areas of life. CDT seeks to change the images of disabled people as pitiable, tragic victims 

who should adjust to the world around them (Ingram, 2018). This charity model is criticized for 

providing badly needed services without engaging the underlying causes of social exclusion 

(Erevelles, 2012). Barriers to higher education, employment, transportation, and a host of 

services, both public and private, all come under the scrutiny of critical disability studies, a field 

that works toward universal accessibility (Reaume, 2014). 

 Changing public attitudes toward disabilities is important (Hosking, 2008). Historically, 

students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities have been ignored and/or underserved by 

IHEs (Squires et al., 2018). Working against the history of stigmatization of students with 

intellectual disabilities requires reframing intellectual disability as difference rather than as 

deficient. This reconceptualization positions students with mild-to-moderate intellectual 

disabilities as individuals with unique strengths capable of contributing to society and, therefore, 

will benefit from a college education (Thomas et al., 2011). One aim of this study was to 

empower participants to share their voices and their stories to limit the exploitation and 

oppression of people with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities in the future (Sahdra, 2012).  

+These thoughts and opinions can affect the perceptions of individuals with disabilities 

collectively (Cox et al., 2015). 

          In recent years, strides have been made within the medical community to establish the use 

of language that reflects and promotes positive representations of individuals with disabilities. 

The preferred term of clinicians and researchers for the neuro-atypical population considered in 

this study, according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5 th Edition 

(DSM-5), is mild-to-moderate intellectual disability Mazzotti et al., 2020). This change in 

language, and my own choice to adhere to it, was informed by the notion of people-first 
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language, which privileges the person over the disability (Balogun, 2019). Over the years, many 

professional associations, academic journals, federal and state governments around the world 

have promoted the use of People First Language to address access issues and barriers to 

healthcare, some state governments in America have enacted legislation to bolster the use of PFL 

and "promote dignity and inclusion for people with disabilities (Balogun, 2019). This shift in the 

language used to describe individuals with disabilities has influenced shifts in policy, such as the 

passage of HOEA, which impacts students with intellectual disabilities’ access to educational 

opportunities.  

     Another aim of this shift in language and representation of students with mild-to-moderate 

intellectual disabilities is the normalization of these disabilities. To this aim, accommodations 

recommended by the medical establishment have been widely adopted by IHEs (Zager & Alpern, 

2010). For normalization of disabilities to occur, an expansion of the definition of “normalcy” is 

required. The movement toward this expansion is reflected in the emphasis on a standardized 

education that allows all students to meet minimal requirements in order to be prepared for life 

after high school (Individuals with Disabilities Act [IDEA], 2004). While “normal” is often 

arrived at through statistical averages, the questions asked to arrive at those statistical averages 

often contain opaque value judgments. Despite this, notions of “normal” arrived at this way are 

often used to represent what is right and desirable (Taylor & Mykitiuk, 2011). Further, when 

normalcy is invoked, there is a blurring of the distinction between fact and value, confusing what 

is with what should be.  

     In this article, the concept of normalization is also asserted in the standardized transition goals 

of employment, education, and independent living (Martinez, 2008). The incongruent 

perspectives of persons with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities and their actual abilities 
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are often conflicted in the minds of many members of the workforce (Papay & Bambara, 2011). 

Further, this conflict can cause doubt among high school graduates with mild-to-moderate 

intellectual disabilities as to whether college is a viable option for them (Mazotti et al., 2013). 

For young adults with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities, a college education can make 

the difference in terms of inclusion or exclusion in their local communities. (Glatter, 2017). 

College is the next step in a progression for students who have had access to inclusive education 

from   primary-through-secondary school. As it is a path to success for their non-disabled peers, 

it also allows for more vocational and social opportunities for those with mild to moderate 

intellectual disabilities (Neuman, et al, 2011).  

College attendance improves outcomes that lead to employment and independent living 

for individuals with mild-to moderate disabilities (Neuman, et al., 2011)., 2011). Within the last 

ten years, programs at two- and four-year collegiate institutions that include individuals with 

mild-to moderate intellectual disabilities have become more prevalent in the United States 

(Griffin & Papay, 2017). These programs offer access—and ultimately inclusion—in the college 

experience, including social activities, college classes, vocational training, independence, and 

experiencing life like other college students who do not have disabilities (Grigal et al., 2019). 

Currently there are over 200 IHE opportunities for individuals with mild to moderate intellectual 

disabilities in existence today in the United States (Gibbons et al., 2015; Grigal et al., 2016). 

Vocational schools and many large corporations are also providing rich training environments 

for individuals with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities as post-secondary educational 

options (Boucke, 2012). This trend is also growing as employers find employees with mild-to-

moderate intellectual disabilities to be loyal and hardworking employees (Gilson & Carter, 

2016).   
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 Research in the emergent field of study of college students with mild-to-moderate 

intellectual disabilities has primarily been comprised of quantitative studies (Grigal, et al., 2019). 

Recognizing the experiences of college students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities 

are rich and complex, the current study uses qualitative methods to capture the experience of 

college students with mild to-moderate intellectual disabilities in postsecondary programs 

(Squires et al., 2018). To this end, I interviewed four graduates or program completers from a 

program in the Southern United States and asked the participants a set of questions to determine 

definitions of success and feelings of inclusion in their communities upon completion of their 

postsecondary education. The current case study explores the complex social acceptance of 

individuals with disabilities and synthesized elements of CDT.   

The current investigation was conducted at a private, two-year inclusive, residential 

program for individuals with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities established in 2014. This 

program serves 20 students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities per year and has an 

86% employment or completion rate. Employment rates for graduates of this support program 

are as high as 65% some years, and administrators report graduates of the program leave with 

skills that aid in living more independent lives than they would otherwise (Moore, 2014). 

Methodology  

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the personal experiences of 

college students with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities on their perceived success in the 

program and involvement in their community after college. The case in this study is naturalistic 

or situational in that it explores participants’ experiences in their natural settings: the college 

campus, specifically classes, and interactions with peers, professors, and advisers (Squires et al., 
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2018). In this section, I describe the case study methodology used,, i.e., the interview format, 

participants, setting, and method of analysis.   

The objective of this case study was to obtain a clear, descriptive narrative, or a story, of 

the experiences of individuals with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities, while they attended 

college, to determine how they define their success in the program . Yin (1989) suggested that the 

term, case study, refers to an event, an entity, and individual or even a unity of analysis. It is an 

empirical inquiry, which investigates a contemporary phenomenon with its real-life context using 

multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 1989). It brings descriptions of participants’ experiences to 

the fore, exploring the intensity and depth of the experience (Flyover, 2011). To this end, 

participants described experiences that defined personal successes. Anderson (1993) saw case 

studies as being concerned with how and why things happen, allowing the investigation of 

contextual realities and differences between what was planned and what occurred. 

An underlying intention of this research is on moving forward from the social model by 

seeking feminist critiques that may erase the experiences of impairment (Pothier & Devlin, 

2006). The inclusion of those with disabilities in society has been slow to occur because people 

the consideration of consideration of disabled bodies must was left largely unexplored in critical 

discourse until recently (Mladenov et al., 2015). Including participant stories in qualitative 

analysis include mild-to-moderately intellectually disabled individuals in the process of shaping 

the discourse. By allowing study participants to define success on their own terms, I was able to 

capture emergent and immanent properties of life in organization, as well as  ebb and flow of the 

program and all the activities (Pothier & Devlin, 2006). 
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Site, Participants, and Method 

Participants in the program completed a two-year inclusive, residential certificate 

program for individuals with mild-to-moderate disabilities at a private four-year Christian 

university in the Southeast United States. The program seeks to meet the needs of mild-to-

moderately intellectually disabled students and prepare them to live as confident and contributing 

members of society. . This program encourages and supports students enrolled in the program to 

experience all that the university has to offer alongside their peers in the general population. This 

includes taking classes, going to sporting and cultural events, completing internships, eating in 

the cafeteria, attending chapel, etc. According to the program’s website, its goals include 

developing friendships, expanding, and deepening student knowledge, strengthening their skills 

through workplace training, and providing increased independent opportunities that prepare 

students for life after college. 

The participant selection process was very specific, since I used a case study approach. I 

contacted the program directors and asked them for assistance in selecting participants based on 

the following criteria. First, they must be willing and available to participate. Second, the 

participants will have completed the collegiate program. Third, the participants came from 

different graduating classes. Case studies are most useful when interviewing a small number of 

individuals (Marshall & Rossman, 2017). Qualitative researchers accept that the theoretical 

analysis process is not driven by the saturation point being the objective in choosing the number 

of participants (Wendell, 2008). Two male and two female participants were selected. The 

participants came from middle (one participant) to upper class (three participants) U.S. American 

households, and all four of them are White.  
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All four of the participants fondly recall their time in college and are vocal about the 

importance of programs for individuals with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities to attend 

college and serve as examples of success among their peers.  The first participant, “Wally,” (all 

names are pseudonyms) is 24 years old, a white male from an upper-middle class family who 

went to a public high school. He currently lives in an apartment with a roommate. The second 

participant, “Jace,” is a 23-year-old white male from a middle-class background. He currently 

lives in an apartment with a roommate. “Tabitha,” is a white, 29-year old female from an upper-

middle class household who graduated from a public high school and immediately entered the 

collegiate program. The fourth participant is “Robin”, a 24-year-old white woman from a 

wealthy family, who entered the program in 2017.”  

 I completed one one-hour semi-structured interview with each participant for this case 

study. The hope of this research was to empower participants to share their voices and their 

stories to limit the exploitation and oppression of people with disabilities in the future (Sahdra, 

2012). These thoughts and opinions can affect the perceptions of individuals with disabilities 

collectively (Cox et al., 2015).  Interviews are intimate encounters of experiences of individuals; 

for an interview to be fruitful, the researcher must develop skills in asking follow-up questions 

and prompting elaboration (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The richness of an interview is heavily 

dependent on probing questions, and the use of a list of guiding questions allows the interviewer 

to come prepared to each conversation with the tools needed for a rich conversation (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted and tend to be more 

carefully scripted asking specific questions in a specific sequence and allow for more open 

dialogue (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Each of the interviews with the four participants lasted 

about an hour and was conducted using internet communications tools (e.g., Zoom), due to 
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COVID-19, and were digitally recorded. All data were stored on the hard drive of a password-

protected computer. The digital recordings were stored securely on a private password protected 

laptop, and transcription documents and coding materials were stored in a locked file cabinet. 

Interview questions are included in the Appendix.  

Analysis  

The inductive method of thematic analysis was used in this study. Inductive methods 

including initial and in-vivo coding were utilized to find similarities and emergent themes that 

helped define success by the participant in the program (Stake, 2010). In-vivo coding is 

championed for its usefulness in highlighting the voices of participants and for its reliance on the 

participants themselves for giving meaning to the data (Wendell, 2008). Cross-coding then 

occurred examining each of the participants’ account of their college experience. As these 

themes emerged from the data immersion, the themes were then developed into categories 

utilizing various types of coding. I also looked for contrasts and let that data drive speculation as 

to where participants’ stories of success emerged. I examined the transcripts individually looking 

for commonalities. Next, charts were created to find patterns that allowed for the opportunity to 

construct a rich narrative describing the experiences of participants (Ingram, 2018). As is 

common with qualitative research, a recursive process, data must be analyzed multiple times 

using a myriad of frameworks (Squires et al., 2018). Robinson and Hawpe (1986) argued that 

storytelling involves narrative thinking in which we reflect upon our experiences to construct 

stories, the result being a descriptive representation of each participant’s experience (Padgett, 

2004). This helps create a textual form to maintain the essence of the stories of each of the 

participants (Ingram, 2018). Ultimately, I compiled definitions of success using the data 

collected.   
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Findings 

This section presents how participants defined success in relation to their collegiate 

experiences. Hart and Grigal (2010) affirmed that the college experience is comprised of a wide 

array of possible experiences for students, including academic, social, and employment 

opportunities. Participants in this study discussed having access to typical college experiences, 

including participating in college course work, navigating the college campus, participating in 

college social life, and meeting the demands of college rigor (Gallinger, 2015). The college 

experience was unique for each participant, reflecting their individual preferences, interests, and 

goals (Mazotti et al., 2020). As generalization is not a goal of CDT, so too is generalization not a 

goal of this paper. I leave it to the reader to determine where the stories are pertinent to other 

situations and contexts (Erevelles, 2012). It is my hope that the voices of each participant are 

heard clearly (Erevelles, 2012). First, I share the stories that show the completion of traditional 

college classes and acceptance by professors is a definition of success. Then I will discuss the 

program specific classes that also determine success.  Next, I will recount the stories that discuss 

independence as a definition of success.  Last, I will discuss the two definitions of success, social 

interaction success and sustained employment, both of which were dominant themes throughout 

the interviews. These findings, in conjunction with the method of data collection, are in line with 

the aims of CRT in that this methodology puts the experiences of people with disabilities at the 

center of interpretation of their place in the world (Griffin & Papay, 2017., Glatter, 2017). 

Completion of Traditional College Classes and Acceptance by Professors  

All participants enjoyed their traditional college classes and considered each class that 

they took a personal banner of success. One reason  traditional classes were so important to 

participants was because they felt included in the environment of the general population of the 
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university.. Each participant identified their favorite classes, noted favorite instructors, and 

provided interesting stories about these academic experiences.  While all reported having 

excellent relationships with other students, in this section I focus on the students’ relationships 

with their professors. and the professors who taught each class. By being listened to and 

included, each student was made to feel felt a part of the whole experience (Glatter, 2017). 

 Tabitha recalled that her favorite professor was not actually the professor of her favorite class. 

Her favorite classes were classes called” Make-up for the Stage” and “Dances from all over the 

World.” Her favorite professor taught Principles of Nutrition, which was hard for her, but she 

still talks to her professor from that class.  Tabitha felt that the professor believed she could do 

the work in the class. Tabitha noted, “She made me feel like I was important in her class and that 

made me feel like I really could be accepted in college, and I was!”  Wally shared that his 

professor in the Video production class helped him overcome challenges. He described his 

professor as someone who respected him. “I struggled in his class at first, but he took time to 

work with me and was really cool, I could always tell that he was pleased with my work, and that 

made me feel important in the class.” These experiences illustrate how the participants felt 

listened to and included, and part of the whole college experience (Glatter, 2017). This is 

important because this inclusion is a new experience to this historically marginalized group 

(Prodinger et al., 2020). Recalling the concept of normalization, as defined by Taylor and 

Mykitiuk, it is reasonable to suggest that the inclusion and support of students with mild-to-

moderate intellectual disabilities in classrooms with neurotypical peers normalizes disability. 

Further, through this diversification of the classroom population, both neurotypical and atypical 

students are socialized in a way that promotes greater acceptance of difference in their lives 

beyond the college classroom.   
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Completion of Program-specific Classes are Successes 

 Certificate program-specific curriculum aimed to lead toward direct or indirect 

employment training (Moore, 2014).  Jace, Wally, Tabitha, and Robin talked about skills they 

learned in these classes that were designed to meet their unique needs. They talked about 

learning to clean, shop, get around town, pay bills, and take care of themselves, as well as 

appropriate social skills. They all talked about how much they learned in the “cooking class” (or 

“cooking lab” as it was referred to by Jace) and shared their favorite meals to cook. For example, 

Wally is proud of the shrimp pasta he learned to cook. Robin says she is cooking for her family 

using many of the recipes she learned in the class. Jace got very excited when he talked about the 

cooking class and said, “I never really learned to cook until the cooking class, and now I can 

cook meals, independently, to impress my friends.” Tabitha recounted learning to make Mexican 

food and said “it is as good as Taco Tuesday at a restaurant.” Developing essential skills, like 

cooking for oneself and one’s family, are a way that individuals with mild-to moderate 

intellectual disabilities gain independence.  Gaining the independence to take care of oneself, in 

ways that many neurotypical individuals take for granted, also serves to combat popular 

stereotypes of individuals with disabilities as “less than” or “not normal” (Bethune-Dix et al., 

2020). 

 The program-specific classes provided goals, as well as hands-on experiences with 

which students could develop the skills to achieve these goals (Moore, 2014). Examples of 

program class goals are social skills, articulation and development of religious faith, and 

independence, both in terms of employment and the wherewithal to live on one’s own (Moore, 

2013, p. 50). For example he social skills class prioritized solving conflicts and dealing with 
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feelings, which Tabitha said she benefited from It also helped Jace learn to manage his 

aggression toward friends and, now, co-workers. He said: 

I can have conversations with people at work and disagree and now I do not get angry. In 

the past, I would get very angry if someone did not understand me or agree with my 

views on a subject. The social skills class has made me a better employee. The 

employment class in the program also helped me with these communication skills, that I 

really needed. Now, when I talk to others that have a different opinion about what I am 

saying, and we can disagree about certain things, but they all listen to what I have to say, 

and that is success for me. 

For both Jace and Tabitha, this program-specific class gave them relational and emotional-

coping skills that they could apply to every area of their lives.  

     Robin had a difficult time deciding which classes were most beneficial. She recounted, 

smiling proudly: 

All the classes helped me in one way or another. I think I remember the most from the 

Adult Living and Employment because it taught me to be professional and like all the 

other people I work with. I do not believe I would be as successful in my job today if I 

had not felt so included in the program.  

Tabitha and Robin had been roommates throughout the program, which encouraged them to find 

roommates and live independently from their families after graduation. . Once they learned to be 

independent, they wanted to maintain that independence.  

     Wally agreed that classes emphasizing employment skills, adult living, and social skills were 

“almost as important as the cooking class.” He explained that one of the staffers who taught in 

the employment skills became a mentor to him. 
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She taught me how to be a good employee and that it was important to show respect and 

to be on time to work, also.   

Stories like these convince employers to accept individuals with mild-to-moderate intellectual 

disabilities as employees in their companies. This trend is also growing as employers find 

employees with mild-to-moderate intellectual disabilities are loyal and hardworking employees 

(Gilson & Carter, 2016).    

Independence is a Definition of Success 

 Classes within the program teach self-advocacy skills and independence and support the 

hopes and dreams of everyone (Griffin & Papay, 2017). All participants are currently or have 

lived independently with a roommate at one time or another since being in the program. This was 

a hallmark of success for each of the participants. Jace and Wally are currently roommates and 

became roommates during their last year of college. Wally shared that he had at one time had 

two roommates, but that it just did not work out for any of them.  Independent living is a key 

component to post-secondary programs for individuals with mild to moderate intellectual 

disabilities (Suazo, 2014).  

A Good Job is a Definition of Success 

Knowing the skills of those with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities is a selling 

point for many programs, after businesses give students an opportunity (Prohn, Kelley, & 

Westling, 2017). For Jace and Wally, the ultimate collegiate success for them was their current 

jobs. They both described how blessed they were to work at a marketing firm that was very 

inviting and sees the importance of hiring individuals with disabilities. Wally explained that he 

has worked for the agency for two years. 
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 I have a great boss. He values what I do and what I think. All the experiences in college 

helped me to be a good employee for him, and that makes me happy. I have done lots of 

different jobs for him, but now I am working on my own web show mini-series, and it is 

so much fun.  It is about what my life is like living in this town and being independent 

after going to college. I cannot wait for people to get to see it.  I hope it helps others with 

special needs see what good things they can do, if they will try to go to college like other 

people my age. There are few people like me who get to do what they love, and the 

college program helped me be ready to work so I could do that!  I think of all the things 

I learned in college, how to hold on to a good job, is the most important, for me. 

Wally and Jace both focused on pre-employment classes as the most important aspects of 

the program that made them successful. They spoke fondly of the social aspects, but both being 

very career driven, focused on what they needed to learn to be employable when they graduated 

from college. Wally took traditional college classes that prepared him for his current job working 

at an advertising agency making videos and working on podcasts. His favorite classes were: 

Communications and On-Camera Delivery. Both classes helped him, in his words, “become a 

better public speaker.”  He was also very complimentary of the Employment Skills classed that 

focused on the basic employability skills needed to obtain a good job and keep it. Wally 

explained that this class was tailored to meet his needs and helped him to become a successful 

employee. Wally happily shared that he is currently writing and producing a podcast about his 

life and is thrilled to begin recording very soon. Jace also works at the same marketing firm. This 

firm is very successful and has a long tradition of employing adults with disabilities. It is a 

thriving business that is a glowing example of a workplace that is successful because of the 

employees and their differences, not despite their differences. Jace is a filmmaker but is also 
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quite a philosopher. He shares opinions about products frequently with co-workers and believes 

the courses he took in college help him with communication skills. The program, has helped him 

to “develop as a person with a disability, as a person with Autism, and as a person as a whole.” 

He explained, that “he has more in common with those who are not disabled than he ever has in 

the past.” He credits this ability to interact effectively to the time spent in the collegiate program, 

especially the employment class, where he learned to manage his anger and aggressiveness. He 

recounted the staff members and a counselor who worked with him to manage his anger. 

Jace works as a film-editor as well. He was very candid in saying, 

I do not think that I would be working today if I had not gone to college. People with 

disabilities are underutilized in our society, and I would be too, if it were not for what I 

learned in the program. I have worked at the same marketing agency for almost four 

years. It has been an amazing journey.  

Lack of choice by participants of these programs as to where they work is also another barrier to 

the success of the individual (Squires et al., 2018). The ability to participate in gainful 

employment was an obvious answer to research questions. If fully inclusive campus work 

internships are part of the college experience and have illustrated preliminary success, then 

community policies and funding streams should promote competitive employment opportunities 

and not segregated work settings with limited wages and experiences (Prohn, Kelley, & 

Westling, 2018).  

Social Inclusion is a Definition of Success 

Saldana (2016) explains in her research that participants in her study discussed the 

importance of the social aspect of leisure time and social activities for enjoyment, sustaining 

friendships, meeting new people, and opportunities to connect with others who have common 
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recreation interests. Current disability theory is not just about gaining equality rights for people 

with disabilities but also about the fostering of a positive identity, namely, that there is nothing 

wrong with a person with a disability (Pothier & Devlin, 2006). Hence, the onus is on the non-

disabled to adjust to those individuals with disabilities, not the other way around (Sahdra, 2012). 

According to Law (2002), participation in common aspects of life is a vital part of human 

development through which people acquire skills and competencies, connect with others, and 

find purpose and meaning in life. Dwyre et al. (2010) claimed that being a part of the college 

community, and all that it involves, can provide students with intellectual disabilities the chance 

to practice a variety of skills in real life circumstances, while also providing safety nets in this 

relatively structured environment. Story duplication among participants about the love of the 

social aspects of the program was uplifting. All four participants said that their participation in 

the Best Buddies program allowed them to make life-long friends. Best Buddies International is 

a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization dedicated to establishing a global volunteer movement that 

creates opportunities for one-to-one friendships, integrated employment, and leadership 

development for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. These relationships are 

crucial to the whole college experience (Glatter, 2017). Social inclusion is a definition of success 

to the individuals who complete these programs, as evidenced by the answers to my interview 

questions. 

Both Tabitha and Robin mentioned the social portions of the program as the most 

beneficial experiences. They both mentioned participation in their sororities, formals, friendships 

with college students in the program and those who were considered traditional college students. 

The young women highlighted their memories of parades, tail gating, and sporting events. Both 

beamed when recounting their stories. Tabitha recounted her favorite memories. They were 
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participating with the Best Buddies program, and all the activities that happened at night: 

watching movies, visiting with boys on campus, going to different activities on campus, and 

doing homework together. She is glad that she went to the private Christian college, especially 

since she was able to visit family and go to college with her brother.   

Robin recounted that she loved what is referred to as the ‘Circle of Support’. She 

explained that these were college students who volunteered to work with the collegiate program. 

She said at first she did not know what to think of all these people who were with her to eat 

meals, to exercise, to go get a soda or ice cream, or just to do homework with, but they quickly 

became her friends and she still stays in contact with many of them. She beamed when talking 

about her sorority sisters and being able to be a part of that organization. She loved attending 

functions, sporting events, dances, and especially the formals. She still talks to many of her 

sisters gets to ‘hangout’ with her college friends. This was the most memorable part of the 

program to her. 

While research projects are relatively new and small, the data seems to indicate that there 

is an emerging pattern of increased ultimate educational and social involvement in collegiate 

programs (Smith et al., 2012). This pattern was indicated in the definitions of personal success 

explained by each participant. When analyzing the data from the interviews, success was 

evidently defined from the amounts of the interviews that were devoted to social inclusion, 

Tabitha spoke lovingly of something called, the Circle of Support. Circle of Support as Robin 

explained it was a program for student volunteers to spend time doing homework and setting 

goals for the week. Robin told me that she is still in contact with her two best friends, and she 

loves that she still gets to talk to them and go out. She reflected, 
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I loved my time with the Best Buddies, program. But, when I was in the sorority my 

friends were there because they were my sisters, not part of a program. That made college 

so much fun for me, and it still makes me very happy, and I am so thankful for my time 

in college. 

The answers to the interview questions point out that social acceptance and inclusion are 

hallmarks of collegiate success. The social organizations that are available to the typical college 

student are available to everyone (Griffin & Papay, 2017). 

Tabitha enjoyed the “little things” about her social activities. One of the things she spoke 

fondly of is walking to class just like all the other students, independence is truly a definition of 

success. I was in a sorority and I really loved that whole process, everyone was so sweet to me, 

and they gave independence, basic independence and that was so important to my success. I 

would not be where I am today if I had not gone to college. The data assembled in this study 

reflect the personal definitions of success of individuals with mild to moderate intellectual 

disabilities who have completed collegiate programs.  

Interpretations, Conclusions, and Limitations 

The development of collegiate programs requires research into the practical areas of 

program standards, funding, staffing, and the day to day procedures.  (Mazzotti, et al., 2012). A 

key principle in conducting this study through a disability studies perspective was to presume the 

competence and capabilities of each participant (Kleinert et al., 2012). Each participant in this 

study was the expert of their own experience (Grigal et al., 2010). A strengths-based approach 

guided this study, which focused on the participants’ aptitudes, abilities, interests, desires, and 

potential Gallinger 2015). Findings from this study provide alternative, empowering 

constructions that have historically supported and legitimated exclusion from post-secondary 
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education policy, practice and participation (Mazzotti, et al., 2020). Program administrators also 

need to hear from other people who have completed these programs to hear what worked for 

them and what did not, which this research sought to do.  For the graduates of the program, it is 

the ultimate form of acceptance for them, having people listen to them, and hear their opinions 

about their individual definitions of success of the program they attended. Keeping in mind that a 

collegiate education program has many options for attaining skills and training, it also requires 

finding the right fit for everyone to be successful (Cimera et al., 2018).  

 It is my hope that this research helps to strengthen existing programs by illuminating the 

definitions of success by those who completed the programs. I believe that the answers to the 

research questions found embedded within this study will inspire the creation of new programs in 

places where opportunities for inclusion in college do not exist. Lastly, after reviewing the 

literature, listening to the interviews, interpreting the data, and writing the results the importance 

of allowing the voices of those once marginalized is crucial to further the acceptance of individuals 

with intellectual disabilities in our society. This deficit-based misperception likely emerges from 

the way that students with disabilities, and those without, are socialized. Our educational systems 

support a culture where categorization is rampant and being “normal” is perceived as the goal of 

development. This creates groups that are considered “the other,” and students expend a great deal 

of effort to not be perceived as a member of those “other” groups (Squires, et al., 2017). The goal 

of changing perceptions of people with mild to moderate intellectual disabilities is for them to be 

a “normal” part of the fabric of Universities across different cultures (Balogun, 2019).  

Future Research Possibilities 

One of the limitations of this study was the lack of racial and socioeconomic class 

diversity. A future research opportunity could be to conduct the same research at a public 
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university where there is more cultural and socio-economic diversity among program completers 

and compare the results at the differing schools. Another limitation is how gender and 

participants’ beliefs were linked. Future research could investigate the gendered experiences of 

MMID students in these programs, which might then lead to ways programs could be more 

gender inclusive. Both research opportunities provide more opportunities to hear the opinions of 

those who are served in these critical programs and provide voices to those who are often 

ignored and marginalized. 

This research in this study begs the question for program administrators, “should 

extensive exit-interviews be given to program completers at the time of graduation to get data 

from the program participants themselves?”   A research project looking at the opinions of many 

completers would be interesting and potentially beneficial to program improvements. 
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Appendix 

• Explain the services or resources you used to help with your classes. 

o Tell me how those helped you get a job. 

o Tell me about your current job. 

o Describe how you obtained this job. 

• Describe the services or resources you used to help you learn to live 

independently. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/j.1556-6678.2011.tb00076.x
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o Where are currently living? 

o Do you have a roommate? 

o Do you live with your family? 

• Tell me about the social activities you participated in. 

o Talk to me about the services or resources did you use to 

help you meet other students. 

o Which of the services or resources you described helped you 

feel the most successful in the program? 

o What friends have you stayed in contact with since you left 

school?  

o How do you stay in contact with them? 

o Who made the biggest impact on you while you were in 

college? 

• Describe how attending college change the way you saw your 

future before college. 

• What traditional college classes did you take? 

o What was your favorite traditional college class? 

• What is your favorite memory about your time in college? 
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