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The goals for this article are consistent with common models of delivering services
to students with disabilities in high school and postsecondary educational settings. In the
broadest sense the goal is to help teachers and other service providers recognize their roles
to ensure that students consider educational opportunities available once they complete
their high school requirements and are prepared. More specifically, this article has four
objectives:

» To assist teachers in preparing students for the academic and social demands of
the postsecondary setting.

 To increase students’ awareness of their options in postsecondary educational set-
tings.

 To help teachers evaluate with their students the educational choices available.

» To describe the organization of student services in postsecondary settings.

The article first builds the case for why a larger portion of the LD population should
value and utilize postsecondary educational opportunities. The case can be made quite
simply that one’s quality of life has many dimensions and that the level of educational
attainment can contribute positively to those multiple dimensions. These opportunities do
not occur by accident but, rather, require planning and preparation. Thus, the planning
process and the need to involve many disciplines in repeated monitoring efforts are points
of emphasis.

Our findings reveal a postsecondary setting that generally is quite a contrast to the
secondary setting. The contrasts are in the available services, the role of the LD specialist,
the legal protections, and the demands of the setting on the student.
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MEANING OF TRANSITION

Recent surveys of future employment trends indicate that
higher levels of academic functioning and postsecondary
training degrees will be needed to compete successfully in
the job market. Although students with LD are enrolling
more frequently in programs leading to advanced degrees
and certification, they often enter these programs poorly
prepared emotionally and academically. Many of these
young people desperately need a high school curriculum
with greater emphasis on their transitional needs (Dowdy,
Carter, & Smith, 1990, p. 346).

The concept of transition is important and comparatively
new to special education service providers. Although
employment goals have been part of most high school goals
in the past, the structure for developing a plan toward that
goal was variable prior to 1974. The requirement for an indi-
vidualized education program (IEP) for each student receiv-
ing special education services provided a uniform structure
and required setting long-term goals and short-term objec-
tives as the benchmarks of progress. The IEP requirement
was part of the legislation included in the Education for All
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Handicapped Children Act (EHA), Public Law 94—142, and
its accompanying regulations. Through development of the
IEP, the multidisciplinary team, including parents and stu-
dents, could customize and plan curricular activities for
individual students. This structure broadened the educa-
tional opportunities for students with disabilities.

In 1985 Will (1985) added a special emphasis for high
school programs for students with disabilities, focusing on
these students’ transition to successful employment. Her
definition of transition was “an outcome-oriented process
encompassing a broad array of services and experiences
leading to employment” (p. 1). The singular emphasis on
employment as an outcome spurred further efforts to
increase the quality of special education programs for a
more broadly defined outcome.

Several other writers (e.g., Halpern, 1985; Wehman,
Kregel, & Barcus, 1985) challenged the federal perspective
as articulated by Will (1985). Halpern argued that the appro-
priate outcome target should be community adjustment and
that employment is only one index of the level of that adjust-
ment. Community integration may have been a new concern
or target for student outcomes for many school districts
(NICHCY, 1993, p. 13). =

In federal legislation the term transition services means a
coordinated set of activities for a student, designed within an
outcome-oriented process that promotes movemenf@from
school to postschool activities, including postsecondary
education, vocational training, integrated employment
(including supported employment), continuing and adult
education, adult services, independent living, and commu-
nity participation (Federal Register, September 29, 1992).
For the purposes of this article, the transition to postsec-
ondary educational settings refers to the sequential process
of students’ completing secondary school requirements and
planning and participating successfully in further formal
educational activities in a degree or certification program.
Postsecondary programs include community colleges, voca-
tional and technical schools, and 4-year colleges and univer-
sities. Successful participation in these programs requires
active long-range planning by students, their parents or
guardians, and school staff. It is essential that students have
a thorough understanding of the consequences and options
for their postsecondary plans.

Completing the secondary school requirements does not
always mean graduating with a high school diploma. For
some students the best alternative is to pass high school
equivalency examinations or the five areas of the General
Educational Development (GED) exam. In working with the
students, these alternatives to high school graduation should
be considered carefully in light of the students’ interests,
motivation, and availability of program support. We need to
realize that these alternatives to a traditional high school



diploma may be the ticket for the student to access a post-
secondary setting more quickly. Teachers do not want to
advocate dropping out of school, but if students are headed
out the door already, they should have an alternative. They
need to know that there is no yellow brick road to an easy
lifestyle but that the road can take them to a postsecondary
setting in which they can pursue their educational goals.

Participants in Transition Planning

The planning process should involve the student’s teach-
ers and parents, the high school counselor, the vocational
rehabilitation counselor, an admissions counselor to a post-
secondary educational setting, and the student. Wehman et
al. (1985) suggested adding to the team an adult service sys-
tem representative and possibly an employer. The employer
would be chosen to represent the perspectives of other
employers and to describe the most important general char-
acteristics that employers evaluate in hiring, retaining, and
advancing their employees. Even if a student’s initial inter-
est may be to pursue additional education, the employer can
be a resource to serve the student’s eventual goal of employ-
ment that will support an independent lifestyle.

Transition planning is a student-centered activity that
requires collaborative effort and demands that the partici-
pants share responsibilities (National Joint Committee on
Learning Disabilities, 1994). Key team members include
special education staff, parents or guardians, high school
counselors, employment representatives, vocational rehabil-
itation counselors, postsecondary setting admissions coun-
selors, and the student. This list is a broader representation
of perspectives than that described by Wehman et al. (1985)
or later by Rojewski (1989). Second, this listing was orga-
nized with an emphasis on students’ continuing their formal
education. Clark and Kolstoe (1990) included many of these
same individuals in their discussion on planning students’
transition to settings different from postsecondary educa-
tional settings. The various staff members are included to
emphasize the importance of this transition planning.
Although representatives of the school staff likely are part of
the IEP team, other disciplines and settings have to be rep-
resented to add a broader perspective to the discussions. For
example, vocational rehabilitation requires representation
because this agency is infrequently associated with LD ser-
vices (Osgood-Smith, 1992) but should have an expanded
role in light of the agency’s change in LD definition and
policy.

We generally believe that students should contribute to
the planning process. Students are not always willing partic-
ipants, but including them at least as observers is important.
Until recently few models have been offered for including
students as active participants (Van Reusen & Bos, 1994).
As the transition plan takes shape, though, they likely will

see the value of reacting and offering their own suggestions
for an effective plan. Their participation will heighten their
motivation to achieve the agreed-upon goals. Also through
their self-assessment, they can identify their strengths and
weaknesses and set their priorities. They can describe the
accommodations that work best for them to minimize their
disability.

Kravets (1993b) developed several worksheets and self-
assessments that are helpful in evaluating postsecondary
educational options. Several features make her material par-
ticularly helpful. First, it includes sections relevant to the
student’s self-assessment as well as principles for evaluating
colleges and the LD services available. In another section
she outlines a four-step planning section of the tasks a stu-
dent should complete in planning postsecondary options.

Davie (1987) provided an assessment that a teacher or a
counselor might complete with a student to evaluate.the stu-
dent’s level of independence and preparation for a postsec-
ondary setting. Some of the questions in that assessment are:

e How do you best learn something new? Is it easier
when someone shows you how to do a task? Or do you
prefer a slow, careful explanation?

* What kinds of places do you enjoy working in, and
what are you good at doing that could lead to a mean-
ingful job?

* Do you have good work habits?

* Are you on time with completing tasks and assign-
ments?

* How well do you work with others of the same age?
With others who are older?

e How are you going to handle the criticism that comes
with high expectations from others such as a college
instructor or employer?

* How do you manage your resources (e.g., energy,
health, time, and money)?

* How many of the activities required for living inde-
pendently do you manage on your own now? Those
activities might include meal planning and prepara-
tion, doing laundry, paying bills, keeping a budget,
and keeping materials organized.

The questions Davie (1987) developed are not intended
as exhaustive but should provide a catalyst for discussions.
They are best reviewed with the student or as a small-group
activity with several students. Students need to be self-
advocates—which at 16 to 18 years of age may be difficult
but certainly should be encouraged. The educational envi-
ronment and ITP- and IEP-related meetings provide some of
the best training opportunities for students to develop their
self-advocacy skills and gain a broader understanding of
career and lifestyle issues they are confronting.
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Value of Postsecondary Education

To most students with learning disabilities and, perhaps,
their parents and guardians, the prospect of students contin-
uing their education beyond the secondary level may seem
foolhardy. After all, from their perspective, the most readily
apparent manifestation of their learning disability is through
classwork requirements. This disability was identified as
such in a school setting, not in the church choir, the doctor’s
office, or a department store. The value attached to higher
education, however, is no different for any student with or
without disabilities.

Regardless of a person’s attributes, quality of life is mea-
sured by the same scale. Therefore, an important considera-
tion for students with disabilities is to realize that they face
a greater imperative for developing their skills. That imper-
ative exists because, regardless of the level of their success,
they always will have to confront and consider the severity
of their disability. Although the disability may exclude them
from a few activities or career choices, it will influence their
performance in any endeavor. This reality should be pre-
sented to the students and parents as part of their orientation
to being a young adult or adolescent with disabilities. The
student and his or her parents may have come to realize the
effects in an educational setting, and that setting has had the
most supportive environment. In comparison to the work
environment, even the postsecondary setting is more accom-
modating.

In a number of studies young adults were asked about the
quality of their lives since leaving high school. Quality of
life was considered from several dimensions including their
living situation, employment opportunities, and educational
goals. Halpern (1993) suggested that three basic domains of
outcomes are almost always worthy of assessment. To
understand a person’s quality of life, one must examine the
success achieved in three domains:

1. Physical and material well-being (including physical
and mental health, food, clothing and lodging, finan-
cial security, and safety from harm)

2. Performance in a variety of adult roles

3. A sense of personal fulfillment (including happiness,
satisfaction, and a sense of general well-being).

Halpern’s second category of adult roles is much more
encompassing and should be examined closely across sev-
eral outcomes. Regarding various adult roles, Halpern iden-
tified eight areas of outcomes:

1. Mobility and community access (e.g., effectively
using some form of transportation)

2. Vocation, career, and employment (e.g., having a job
that reflects a career interest)

3. Leisure and recreation

4. Personal relationships and social networks (e.g.,
maintaining a network of friends)

5. Educational attainment (e.g., earning a high school
diploma)

6. Spiritual fulfillment (e.g., participating in spiritual
activities of choice)

7. Citizenship (e.g., voting)

8. Social responsibility (e.g., not breaking laws).

Why should these domains and areas of outcome be of
concern to teachers, and, more important, to students? A
person’s quality of life can be examined in these domains.
This model for quality of life provides teachers a framework
for identifying a student’s needs and planning appropriate
postsecondary learning experiences. To help students con-
sider their options for further education, teachers might want
to provide students and their parents information about the
research findings of the adult population with LD and of
follow-up and follow-along studies. Halpern’s framework
was used to help organize the findings from these studies.
This organization also would be useful in developing stu-
dents’ IEPs and ITPs, and the framework could be useful for
students’ self-assessment and goal setting. Two areas have
been singled out here because they appeal to adolescents in
particular: employment opportunities and financial earnings.

Adolescents seem especially prone to dismiss the value
of education and have an overly optimistic view of their
potential to live and work independently without education.
The following list of authors and the publication dates of
research articles came to a similar conclusion about employ-
ment outcomes for students with LD. These studies exam-
ined the employment pattern of students who were in high
school and students who had graduated or left high school.
The students who were no longer in school were followed
for as long as 3 years after leaving school. Although some
exceptions were reported, all of these 13 studies reported
that the vast majority of students were employed in entry-
level, base-wage positions and had low rates of advance-
ment or improved positions. Examples of these kinds of jobs
include laborers, sales clerks, food service workers, and the
armed forces. The researchers include the following:

Cobb and Crump (1984)

Edgar (1987)

Fourqurean and LaCourt (1990)

Fourqurean, Meisgeier, Swank, and Williams (1991)
Haring, Lovett, and Smith (1990)

Malcolm, Polatajko, and Simons (1990)

Neubert, Tilson, and Ianacone (1989)

Scuccimarra and Speece (1990)

Shapiro and Lentz (1991)



Siegel and Gaylord-Ross (1991)

Siegel, Robert, Waxman, and Gaylord-Ross (1992)
Sitlington and Frank (1993)

Sitlington and Frank (1990)

The issue is not the value of any job over another.
Employment is important for a number of reasons. Never-
theless, the positions obtained by individuals with LD most
often offer little opportunity for advancement. Great compe-
tition from others in the workforce exists for these jobs, and
continued education would open additional opportunities to
other occupations, not limit them.

Other researchers have reported more positive outcomes
for individuals with LD (Bruck, 1985, 1987; Adelman &
Vogel, 1990), but these outcomes were for individuals who
had attended more selective schools and received extensive
interventions early in their education. The differences sug-
gest that factors such as parental influence, educational
attainment, and quality and length of interventions can make
a difference, but these factors do not exist for the majority of
students with LD. As the teacher and the other IEP team
members work with these students and parents, the employ-
ment outcomes reported from follow-up and follow-along
studies can be important in developing a sense of urgency to
plan additional educational opportunities.

Another outcome for a student to consider is that jobs
vary in potential earnings. As a simplistic example, a student
who mows lawns in a northern state can expect to earn an
income during a short growing season and, for at least that
reason, a year-round job at minimum wage would provide
greater earnings potential. A few lessons on the cost of liv-
ing and lifestyle goals should have a sobering effect on the
limits of a secondary education. For most students postsec-
ondary education can be translated into better jobs and a
higher quality of life.

Given the kinds of occupations described here, one might
expect that earnings would be low. Studies examining the
earnings of students with LD who left school early or had
little postsecondary training or education have found consis-
tently that more than half of the students were earning less
than $5 an hour. A relatively easy lesson for students to do
is a quick calculation of living expenses. One can see that $5
an hour provides a base wage but little beyond the mini-
mums, and in some locations it would not meet the mini-
mum requirements for affordable housing. In addition, a
quick lesson about employee benefits likely would lead the
student to conclude that entry-level jobs offer few benefits
such as health or dental insurance, sick leave, vacation
leave, maternity leave, or profit sharing. In six studies
(Fourqurean et al., 1991; Neubert et al., 1989; Scuccimarra
& Speece, 1990; Shapiro & Lentz, 1991; Siegel & Gaylord-
Ross, 1991; Sitlington & Frank, 1990), few of the students

received the described employee benefits. The vast majority
of students had jobs without significant benefits.

Students should be able to figure out that jobs that pay
near the minimum wage and offer few, if any, benefits do not
represent the best opportunities. These earnings would place
the student near the government’s hypothetical poverty line.
If those findings are not dismal enough, the real kicker is
that almost three fourths of these students wind up living at
home (Fourqurean & LaCourt, 1990). That should be fright-
ening to the students and their parents alike. The parents are
not likely to miss the significance of the discouraging statis-
tics and, as a consequence, are likely to become quite
involved in planning a successful transition. At this point
astute teachers can extend the carrot of postsecondary edu-
cational opportunities. Teachers also should be aware of
some of the factors that inhibit students’ successful partici-
pation in postsecondary educational settings.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN HIGH SCHOOL AND
POSTSECONDARY SETTINGS

Ask a parent to name the biggest difference between high
school and postsecondary settings, and the response might
be that the college charges higher tuition! Although this may
be true when comparing most 4-year colleges and universi-
ties with high schools, that financial difference is not so dis-
parate in community college settings. The most significant
differences, however, are more programmatic. The impor-
tant differences concern the curriculum, instructional meth-
ods, and supportive services model.

The postsecondary setting offers the most significant
opportunity for students to acquire the knowledge and skills
for vocational attainment, which is tied to more positive out-
comes, especially for students in vocational educational set-
tings. High school can be seen as preparatory for the more
specific postsecondary training.

The differences between high school and college are
amplified by other changes that occur concurrently. For
example, postsecondary settings for many students require
leaving home. This can present significant challenges for stu-
dents who have difficulty with the required social competen-
cies (Mellard & Hazel, 1992; Putnam, 1984; Osgood-Smith,
1992). Brinckerhoff, Shaw, and McGuire (1992) and Dalke
and Schmitt (1987) identified related areas of change includ-
ing the decrease in contact among teachers and students, the
increase in academic competition, the change in the students’
support network because they are more independent, and a
greater expectation that the students will achieve on their own.

NICHCY (1991) highlighted some of the significant dif-
ferences between high school and postsecondary settings in
terms of the available special education services. Among
those differences is that the high school most likely is the
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last setting in which comprehensive services are available.
These services included educational programming and other
supports such as the entitlement to individualized education
and psychological assessments, and a multidisciplinary
team for planning and providing special educational and
related services (e.g., speech and language therapy, occupa-
tional and physical therapies, and adaptive physical educa-
tion). Leaving high school creates a void that usually has
been filled by the parents and family, as well as a carefully
developed ITP and a high school program that provides
follow-up to its graduates.

Teachers will want to point out to students and their par-
ents that special education is different in postsecondary
settings. It is replaced by some other organization such as
student services, student assistance center, or disabled stu-
dents’ services. These differences are more than a name
change. They reflect significant philosophical, legal, and
practical changes.

In grades K-12 special education services are delivered
through a federally legislated system that provides financial
support to the states. In addition to the federal financial sup-
port, each state provides support for the added costs of ser-
vices and for certifying instructional and support staff for
students with disabilities. This federal support is not pro-
vided to any postsecondary setting. Similarly, in only a cou-
ple of settings is state support offered for higher education
costs for students with disabilities. Philosophical differences
influence these financial and support services offered to stu-
dents after they leave high school. The high school special
education staff might discuss how their services should be
structured to ensure a smoother transition to postsecondary
settings and follow-up of their school leavers. As part of
planning the ITP, the students might be asked to identify the
services they currently receive. For comparison, they could
contact nearby postsecondary institutions and identify avail-
able services. This exercise will illuminate a different per-
spective on secondary and postsecondary services.

Barriers in a Postsecondary Setting

The differences between high school and college can be
challenging to many students. In addition, a number of fac-
tors have been identified that decrease the likelihood of a
student’s success in postsecondary settings. Prater and Min-
ner (1986), Rosenthal (1986), and Putnam (1984) reviewed
related literature regarding barriers. Among the barriers are
three that are cited frequently: (a) the student’s inappropri-
ate, or lack of, preparation, (b) negative attitudes among fac-
ulty, and (c) lack of comprehensive support programs.

Postsecondary Preparation

A student’s preparation for college includes academic
preparation and the ITP. Some of the common interventions

in high schools may support a student in that setting but pro-
vide little support outside that setting (Mangrum &
Strichart, 1988; Mellard & Clark, 1992). Examples of the
“getting-by curriculum” include interventions that rely
heavily on tutoring in the content areas, basic skills, work-
study, and functional curriculum (Mellard & Clark, 1992).
Students can complete their high school requirements
through these intervention and curricular models, but have
few of the skills required in higher education settings. Thus,
students, teachers, and parents need to recognize the funda-
mental importance of the curricular and instructional deci-
sions at the secondary level. The curricular decisions involve
which coursework the student will complete.

The instructional decisions involve the methods used in
providing the instruction. Instruction delivered through tuto-
rial models may provide successful completion, but is that
model the best for preparing the student for the level of inde-
pendence expected at the collegiate level? Does the curricu-
lum recognize the differences between high school and
postsecondary settings and have options for students transi-
tioning to the postsecondary setting?

In spite of the learning disability, students with LD need
content instruction that will match their postsecondary
plans. This need is no different than that for other students
except that other students have access to the mainstream
high school programs. Some of these course offerings may
be unavailable or at a different level of academic rigor for
the LD student. Students can wind up in basic skills courses
that are not supportive of a postsecondary placement (Bur-
suck, Rose, Cowen, & Yahaya, 1989).

The best approach to this programmatic issue is through
the content that gets included on the student’s IEP and ITP.
By identifying early in high school the range of postsec-
ondary options the student would like to consider, the ITP
and IEP can be developed accordingly. In the simplest plan
the students would (a) identify the postsecondary settings
they would like to consider, (b) review the entrance require-
ments to those settings, (c) review the kinds of secondary
courses needed to meet those requirements and the high
school’s course requirements, and (d) match those require-
ments to the offerings at the secondary setting. The earlier
this task is initiated, the greater flexibility the student will
have in planning the high school curriculum. Any forward-
thinking high school student interested in postsecondary
education would follow the same strategy. The ITP team
should serve as the catalyst that encourages the students’
deliberations and supports their initiative.

When the instructional methods are considered, the ITP
and IEP team again must consider students’ postsecondary
plans. These teams do not want to provide instruction that
only ensures high school completion. They, too, need to
have an informed vision of the setting demands a student



will encounter in postsecondary settings and the available
services. Experience is a valuable teacher. Guided experi-
ence with feedback is the needed teacher for these students
with LD.

Faculty Attitudes

Some observers have commented on the change of atti-
tudes in instructional staff between primary grade level and
elementary level to middle school, and on up through high
school and postsecondary settings. The change is that a
higher expectation is placed on the student to acquire the
content and that the instructor is seen as presenter of that
knowledge. The progression also corresponds to a decrease
in teaching the tool skills for learning such as reading, arith-
metic, and writing, and an increase in the student’s indepen-
dent application of those skills in learning the needed course
content. At the college or university level in particular,
scholarship and research interests dominate, and the setting
is not viewed as a social service agency designed to accom-
modate all interested applicants. In some college settings
these values are demonstrated in the admissions standards
and student support services offered (Putnam, 1984; Rosen-
thal, 1986). For example, the more selective the admissions
standards, the more specific and narrow is the college’s per-
spective on the students it enrolls and graduates.

These different perspectives across the grade levels
reveal a greater emphasis on maintaining the integrity of the
academic program and on students’ meeting degree require-
ments. The shift is not unwarranted on some accounts, but it
also places greater burdens on the students. Students must
work to meet the requirements of the degree, and those
requirements are described clearly in terms of number and
distribution of course credits. This standard for excellence
means that all students should be treated equally. The
requirements and treatments must be the same for all stu-
dents. Equal treatment can be a handicap for students with
disabilities. Their disabilities mean that they are not able to
work on an equal footing with their nondisabled peers.

The alternative to equal treatment that at the same time
can maintain the instructor’s and institution’s desired level
of excellence is to provide equitable treatment (Lundeberg
& Svien, 1988; Oliker, 1989). Equitable treatment empha-
sizes maintaining a high standard but providing accommo-
dations that permit the student to meet course, department,
and college requirements (Nelson, Dodd, & Smith, 1990;
Vogel & Sattler, 1981).

Support Programs

Earlier the high school and postsecondary settings were
differentiated on a number of dimensions. One of the most
critical dimensions for the student with LD is the variation
in support programs offered in the postsecondary setting.

Provision of services is based on the individual institution.
Rather than describing a continuum of services as required
in the K-12 system, the postsecondary setting chooses its
own model for services. This lack of uniformity could be a
barrier to students because the opportunity for attending dif-
ferent postsecondary settings is limited by costs, distance
from home, admissions requirements, career interests, cam-
pus size, and support groups. These issues are minimal in a
high school setting. Yet, in planning a successful transition
to a postsecondary setting, these issues must be considered
carefully.

Variation in support programs and services has been well
documented in a number of books and materials. These
materials were designed to acquaint interested audiences
with this range in services and to assist in choosing among
the alternatives. The high-tech solution also is available.
MatchMaker (Alexander & Rolfe, 1992) computer software
is for individuals who want a high-tech alternative to printed
media and want to compare a student’s interests with the ser-
vices available in postsecondary settings. Depending on the
amount of use the software might get and the availability of
hardware, MatchMaker may be a good alternative to printed
media. This software has yearly updates.

Additional Barriers

In addition to the previous barriers discussed, several oth-
ers contribute to making postsecondary transition difficult
for students and the educational staff who want to assist with
transition plans. One of these factors is the variation in the
standards found in postsecondary settings for identifying and
serving students with LD. No single characteristic is suffi-
cient for identifying students with LD (Mellard & Deshler,
1984). At the extreme is a great variation in the kinds of
information on which LD identification or eligibility for
services is based. Unlike elementary through secondary
schools, most postsecondary systems or even individual set-
tings lack a uniform set of standards for making the deter-
mination of LD and appropriateness for services. Because
no federal legislation such as PL 101467, the Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act of 1990, covers postsec-
ondary settings and few state regulations have been devel-
oped, even greater variation is encountered than what is
observed in school districts (Brinckerhoff et al., 1992; Mel-
lard, 1990). The important consequence is to realize that the
individual program determines the services and requ1re-
ments for accessing those services.

California’s state university and community college sys-
tems are two exceptions to this trend with systemwide eligi-
bility models (Chancellor’s Office, 1988). In California
community colleges the programs that provide services to
students with LD are entitled to reimbursement from the
state for the direct excess cost of providing those services.
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To ensure consistency across the 105 community colleges,
the colleges have developed their own eligibility model
(Mellard, 1990). Thus, the colleges have a financial incen-
tive for having students meet their eligibility model. A ben-
efit of this system is that it is recognized within the state’s
university system. Students who are judged eligible for ser-
vices in the community colleges are eligible when they
transfer to a 4-year program to continue their work toward a
degree. This reciprocity is valuable to ensure a smooth tran-
sition between institutions.

As an enrichment activity, the teacher might contact five
or so recent graduates from the program or include some
students who exited early and arrange for them to visit the
high school students. Have the students spend some time
planning the questions they would like to ask the alumni.
The questioning could be a one-on-one interview or a panel
discussion with a moderator. The questions should address
some changes the alumni have experienced since leaving
high school. Alumni who have had a range of postsecondary
experiences should be included to broaden the students’ per-
spectives. Teachers also might want to include the students’
parents. The discussion should be short and focused.

STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS

Who Transitions

Not many students with LD attend a postsecondary
school to continue their education (Fairweather & Shaver,
1991; Valdes, Williamson, & Wagner, 1990). The ratio is
approximately three to one nondisabled to students with LD
who attend a postsecondary school within a year after leav-
ing high school. Our experience suggests that unless stu-
dents with LD enter a postsecondary setting within the first
year of leaving the secondary setting, the likelihood that
they will participate later drops significantly.

Recent studies document that an increasing proportion of
students with LD are attending postsecondary classes. The
importance of this change is that colleges, community col-
leges, vocational and technical schools will become more
sensitive to the needs of a more diverse population. As a
consequence, the student should find services easier to
access and more abundant. Also, programs likely will have
more specific guidelines regarding eligibility for services.

The students with LD will demonstrate to colleges that
LD cannot be characterized by a specific achievement dis-
ability and that accommodations must be tailored individu-
ally. From one perspective, no rules exist for the college to
follow in learning to deal with the students with LD. Each
student must be considered individually. This lesson likely
was learned earlier in the K—12 system, as most of these stu-
dents are products of that system.

Students with LD will not likely be alone as they attend
a postsecondary setting. Several estimates suggest that LD
represents one of the largest groups of students with dis-
abilities on campus (CLD, 1993; Fairweather & Shaver,
1991). Fairweather and Shaver found that 17% of students
with LD enrolled in some type of course in a postsecondary
setting—8.5% in a vocational course, 6.8% in a 2-year
course, and 1.8% in a 4-year course. The Council for Learn-
ing Disabilities (1993) reported that 9% of all students with
LD were enrolled in 2-year or 4-year colleges. Elksnin and
Elksnin (1996) reported that few students attend a 4-year
college or university. They reported that fewer than 2%
attended 4-year institutions, a value closer to Fairweather
and Shaver’s findings.

The staff and parents working with the student to prepare
for postsecondary settings also should consider an important
statistic regarding when these students participate. Results
from several studies confirm that students who left school
and participated in postsecondary educational opportunities
did so within a year after leaving the secondary setting
(Eagle, Fitzgerald, Gifford, Zuma, & MPR Associates,
1988; Jones, Sebring, Crawford, Spencer, & Butz, 1986a,
1986b). Therefore, the inclination to wait out a time before
enrolling in a postsecondary program will decrease substan-
tially the probability of reentering. Participation might be
likened to a game of poker. Once a person is out of the bet-
ting, he or she is out for the rest of the hand. In this case,
folding your hand likely will mean that the student will con-
tinue to hold those same losing cards. The best opportunity
for participation comes with the support of parents and the
high school team.

Who Succeeds

An important consideration is knowing which students
are likely to be successful in the various postsecondary set-
tings. Postsecondary educational opportunities are quite var-
ied. Students have choices for colleges, universities, 2-year
colleges, vocational and technical schools, and adult educa-
tion. These choices must be considered carefully given the
low completion rates. Approximately 30% of students with
LD complete degrees successfully at community colleges
and 4-year colleges and universities (Bursuck et al., 1989).

As the IEP and ITP are being developed in high school,
realistic goal setting should take precedence. When consid-
ering alternative outcome goals, attention should be
directed to narrowing the postsecondary settings to those
that are most realistic for the student’s skills and career
interests. First, the high school’s and state’s graduation
requirements must be considered. This first hurdle can be
formidable, particularly as recent reforms in some states
have increased the number of hours or credits required for
graduation and implemented a minimum competency or



exit testing program (Mellard & Clark, 1992). In light of
these requirements, a student may elect to spend an extra
year in high school to be better prepared and able to devote
attention to more challenging content (CLD, 1993).

Miller, Snider, and Rzonca (1990) analyzed data from
Towa’s follow-along and follow-up studies to learn which
factors contributed to students’ participation in postsec-
ondary education. The assessed differences were in the areas
of intellectual ability, reading, and math achievement,
involvement in extracurricular activities, and access of com-
munity resources. In cognitive ability and achievement the
differences were not too surprising. The brighter and more
highly skilled students were more likely to participate. The
assessed ability and achievement levels of students in post-
secondary education, however, were below average. The
intellectual ability level was a standard score of 96, and the
grade-level equivalencies in reading and math were in the
7th-grade range. These low scores might encourage a large
number of students to pursue a postsecondary education,
albeit at one of the less selective choices of a community
college or a vocational or technical school. That’s encourag-
ing because few students with LD are likely to achieve at a
12th-grade level and might needlessly rule out postsec-
ondary educational options.

Our work with the California community college system
provided an opportunity to describe numerous characteris-
tics of students with LD in this postsecondary system.
Approximately 1.2% of the students in the California com-
munity colleges are served as LD. A study completed in
1992 (Mellard, 1993) provided extensive details about the
ability and achievement levels of students in the system.
Students from 21 of California’s 105 community colleges
were tested. The test scores included the Full Scale IQ score
from the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale-Revised
(WAIS-R) (Wechsler, 1981), the Broad Cognitive score
from the standard battery on the Woodcock—Johnson Psy-
choeducational Battery—Revised (WJ-R) (Woodcock &
Johnson, 1989), and composite achievement test scores also
from the WJ-R battery.

A variety of information could have been provided, but in
the interest of parsimony, these few statistics were chosen.
They include information about students’ group member-
ship as LD, nonlearning disabled (NLD), or enrolled in
mostly adult education, non-credit classes. This latter group
of approximately 15 students in adult education is a subset
of the LD sample. This subset of adult education students
was provided to have another contrast of student groups.
The adult education group is not likely to be pursuing a col-
lege degree currently. Rather, they are participating for
enrichment, retraining, or even to work on basic skills of the
GED. For the different test scores, several numerical values
are reported, including the number of students in the group

(count), the mean score for the group, and several numbers
that help describe the variation of scores within the group:
the standard deviation (Std Dev), the standard error of the
mean (Std Error), the minimum and maximum scores in the
group (Min and Max), and the 95% confidence interval of
the mean score (95% conf int).

These data confirmed several observations noted by
Miller et al. (1990). In general, the mean level of perfor-
mance on ability or aptitude and achievement measures was
significantly lower for the students with LD than the general
student population. The percentile rankings for these stan-
dard scores corresponded to approximately the 32nd per-
centile down to the 13th percentile. For the students without
disabilities the mean scores were average and in a range of
the 67th to the 42nd percentiles.

This information is important to teachers and potentially
other IEP and ITP team members. As team members con-
sider postsecondary options, these test scores might help
members evaluate alternatives by comparing a student to
two groups: (a) a student sample without disabilities and (b)
a student sample with LD. Although selective colleges may
have stringent requirements and be appropriate to higher-
functioning students with LD (Adelman & Vogel, 1990;
Shaywitz & Shaw, 1988), students with lower abilities have
options as well. As can be observed in the pattern of scores,
the achievement scores of students with LD are well below
average, but that has not eliminated the community college
option. With appropriate support services these students
have achieved and through that experience improved their
potential quality of life once they reach their educational
goals.

Another indicator was participation in extracurricular
activities in the school (Miller et al., 1990). These activities
were quite varied and allowed the students with specific
learning disabilities to demonstrate their strengths, which
surely also contributed to higher self-esteem. The activities
cited were athletics, music, speech, drama, and debate.

The last area to demonstrate a difference was that the stu-
dents also were involved in the community. They learned
which resources were available and how to use them. Impor-
tant resources include job training and placement services,
vocational rehabilitation services, and adult education.

These areas also are dependent on family support and
emphasis. The linkage between students’ outcomes and fam-
ily support is well documented and should be considered
one of the most important resources for a student (Edgar,
1987; Kravets, 1993a; Oliker, 1989; Quinby, 1989; Spekman,
Goldberg, & Herman, 1992). The school staff should en-
courage and foster this family resource.

The same themes are supported in the analysis of suc-
cessful and unsuccessful young adults as described by
Oliker (1989), Sitlington and Frank (1990), and Spekman et
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al. (1992). The latter authors noted several characteristics
differentiating successful and unsuccessful adults. A realis-
tic adaptation to life events was singled out as most im-
portant. This characteristic included self-awareness of
strengths and weaknesses related to the learning disability,
a proactive approach (meaning that they were involved in
the world around them), and a willingness to persevere to
their goals. This perseverance included a high level of emo-
tional stability, ability to reduce personal stress, and coping
strategies.

Another characteristic was goal-setting and goal-directed
behaviors. These young adults had a vision of what they
wanted to accomplish and willingness to reach the goal step-
by-step. Oliker (1989) described this characteristic as moti-
vation, which can be developed through home and school
experiences. These experiences included students’ participa-
tion in community and school activities. What these data
seem to suggest is a significant paradox. Typically, students
with LD are described as having few friends and limited
social competence (Mellard & Hazel, 1992), yet these areas
are exactly the ones that must be developed to increase stu-
dents’ likelihood of success in a postsecondary setting and
quality of life as an adult in the community. This paradox
should be understood as professionals and parents support
the student and plan the IEP and ITP.

Yet another characteristic of students who are successful
in postsecondary educational settings is related to the pres-
ence and use of effective support systems in their lives. This
characteristic is similar to the findings of Miller et al. (1990)
in their analysis. The role of “significant others” in their
lives was important—if not from family members, then from
mentoring relationships they developed with others in the
community or school system. The support system seems to
be critical to community integration and goal-setting behav-
iors discussed earlier.

HIGH SCHOOL TRANSITION ACTIVITIES

For a student to become successful in postsecondary set-
tings, the high school program can contribute valuable
opportunities. NICHCY (1991, 1993) outlined several of the
areas that can smooth the transition. In addition, our work in
the adult education, vocational-technical, and community
college settings has provided insight in several areas that
also become important to college planning for students with
LD. The goals of a high school program to smooth a stu-
dent’s transition to college are the following:

1. Developing students’ effective study skills. Effective
study skills are critical, as the independence of college and
the higher level of academic expectations place an increased
burden on college students.

2. Developing students’ learning strategies. The strate-
gies are quite inclusive in improving students’ ability to
acquire meaning from written text and produce documents
that demonstrate their knowledge of the content in a style
that communicates the writers’ intent.

3. Arranging job tryouts to allow students opportunities
to evaluate different career and vocational options. High
school offers a great opportunity to inquire safely and test
alternative vocational interests. Before rushing to the post-
secondary setting, students can learn more about various
career options that will help, not only in career plans but
also in selecting a setting that will provide the needed edu-
cational experiences.

4. Arranging needed accommodations for college
entrance exams and matriculation testing. Students are enti-
tled to assessments that do not penalize them for their spe-
cific learning disability. These accommodations include
extended time, a reader, a scribe, a separate testing area, or
shorter test sessions. The important point is for the students
to learn which accommodations work best for them and gain
the needed documentation to support their requests for the
accommodations in standardized testing, and, later, college
classes.

5. Identifying colleges that provide educational pro-
grams relevant to career interests. For any student seeking
college admission, the planning should begin early in high
school. For the student with LD the choice might be more
difficult because of issues related to special admissions and
ensuring that the needed support services are available.
Matching the desired educational program and level of
needed support services is an important step in college
selection.

6. Identifying the types of accommodations and support
services that the student needs because of his or her dis-
ability. The differences between a high school and a college
are readily apparent. High school provides opportunities to
learn what instructional and assessment accommodations
work best. Postsecondary programs are likely to place more
emphasis on providing the accommodations that the student
used in general classes.

7. Assistance in the application process. Applying to
colleges and for financial aid packages can be a daunting
task. The sometimes bewildering application process and
the waiting period could be part of the reason that few stu-
dents with LD enter postsecondary education. Support in
this area could lead to higher enrollments by students with
LD.

8. Assistance in preparing the documentation that the
student can carry to the college. The high school setting
provides many protections and coordinated services that
are greatly reduced, if not eliminated, once the student
exits. Documentation of the history of the disability and
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effective interventions represents a valuable resource that
can guide administrators and counselors in working effec-
tively with students and reducing the apprehension and
frustration they encounter in learning a new system. This
documentation should include results of a recent compre-
hensive evaluation, a summary of previous evaluations,
and, most important, information on the type and extent of
services that have been provided. The typical IEP does not
provide this information.

Cardarella (1989) provided one example of documenta-
tion that was helpful in postsecondary settings and voca-
tional rehabilitation and was cited as a “best practice.” The
two- to three-page student reports describe progress to date.
The organization included main headings in the student’s
academic areas (e.g., math and English, including reading
and writing) and related areas influencing achievement such
as learning style, successful modifications and intervention
strategies, work-related skills, and last, concerns about the
student. The documentation is an effective way to summa-
rize information that other service providers would use.

A good plan for preparing this information is to collabo-
rate with staff in postsecondary settings. That staff likely
would welcome an extended discussion on the information
and its format that is particularly helpful as they consider
admissions questions, academic counseling, and appropriate
classes, services, and accommodations. At the postsec-
ondary setting this information might prove valuable in
overcoming the reported negative attitudes held by some
faculty members who confuse ADA (Americans with Dis-
abilities Act) with the American Dairy Association or Amer-
ican Dental Association (e.g., Brinckerhoff et al., 1992;
Lundeberg & Svien, 1988; Nelson et al., 1990; Putnam,
1984; Shaywitz & Shaw, 1988).

A psychoeducational evaluation and an interview are
important to more than half of the postsecondary personnel
surveyed about LD eligibility procedures (Bursuck et al.,
1989). The interview is likely the most common denomina-
tor of the LD assessment process used in a variety of settings
and agencies. For this reason students should be familiar
with both the process and the possible content of an intake
procedure. In some instances students would be able to
gather supporting documentation that could facilitate their
answering the intake interview items.

An intake interview is one example of information that
college staffs use in judging students’ eligibility. It might be
used for practice in completing written materials and for
interviews. The California intake interview is used at more
than 105 campuses and is accepted in the California State
University and University of California systems. In the com-
munity college system the interview might be administered
in one of three ways: (a) personal interview, (b) written

application followed by personal interview, or (¢) computer-
ized administration with a college staff member. As students
progress through the postsecondary programs and occupa-
tional settings, they will realize that they have to be their
own advocates, which requires accurate, effective communi-
cation skills. An interview is an important part of most
employment applications and admissions to professional
schools.

POSTSECONDARY STUDENT SERVICES

High school students should begin their evaluation of
postsecondary settings early, certainly by their junior year.
At that age several factors enter into the students’ evalua-
tion equation to calculate which is the best postsecondary
setting for them. The students might ask if they should
attend (a) the most rigorous academic program in their sub-
ject matter area of interest, (b) the program with the best
services for students with LD, or (c) the program that is
least expensive and closest to home. For students of this
age, the answer probably is (d) the program with the most
favorable gender ratio! On the other hand, if the quality of
available LD services is a consideration, teachers might
want to have some methods for helping the student evaluate
those services.

Services in postsecondary settings take a variety of forms.
One of the earlier organizations for services was described
by Ugland and Duane (1976). Their model made available
two ways of serving the needs of LD college students:

1. The student adapts to existing institutional standards
with help from counseling, tutoring, and support
services.

2. The institution adapts its basic teaching and program
requirements to the student’s learning style.

These two alternatives may be inclusive; however, the
philosophy for serving students with disabilities, the avail-
able services, legal and judicial foundations for services,
and faculty attitudes have changed from this formation.

Vogel’s (1985) listing of characteristics of a model com-
prehensive college LD program is quite an extensive revision
of Ugland and Duane’s description. The 15 characteristics
Vogel identified encompass an important perspective of ser-
vices. These LD program characteristics are paraphrased
below. They provide teachers and students with a frame of
reference for weighing the merits of services available on
different campuses.

1. Planning and staff development precede initiation of
an LD program.

2. The administration is 100% supportive of the pro-
gram and its goals.
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3. An LD specialist has overall responsibility for the
program.

4. Students with LD receive academic planning to
ensure that they have a workable load.

5. The faculty is supportive of the LD program and its
students.

6. The faculty is knowledgeable of legal requirements
for accommodations and is supportive.

7. The staff includes trained assessment personnel who
can complete psychoeducational evaluations and
monitor student progress.

8. Students have an IEP and receive instruction in basic
skills and compensatory techniques on a one-to-one
basis.

9. Peer tutors provide support in coursework.

10. Accommodations (e.g., recorded textbooks, notetak-
ers, readers, scribes) are available.

11. Modified examination procedures are accessible.

12. The LD staff and faculty communicate frequently.

13. Personal counseling, support groups, and peer advo-
cates are available.

14. Career and life planning counseling is available.

15. Writing labs, math centers, language labs, study
skills or learning centers are available and supported
by a cooperative relationship between the LD spe-
cialists and the respective lab or center staffs.

From Vogel’s listing the reader gets the distinct impres-
sion that a separate LD program exists for students. That
model of a separate LD program is increasingly a rarity.
What is more likely is an office or a program for students
with disabilities. The program for students with disabilities
serves all students with disabilities and may offer some ser-
vices especially for students with LD.

Service Models

Siperstein (1988) organized three types of service models
in the postsecondary setting: (a) separate support services
that augment regular college classwork; (b) services that
center on a learning disability specialist and include tutor-
ing, counseling, and advocacy; and (c) student services that
are available to all students who identify themselves as hav-
ing a disability. Vogel’s description is similar to the (b)
model described by Siperstein.

Kravets and Wax (1993) noted that no two postsec-
ondary LD programs are alike but that similarities can be
identified. In their review of college and university pro-
grams, they organized the available services into three cat-
egories. These have application for understanding services
through any postsecondary setting and should be helpful in
comparing alternative settings and matching settings to stu-
dents’ interests and needs. The three categories of programs

are: (a) structured programs, (b) coordinated services, and
(c) services.

Structured Programs

Colleges with structured programs offer the most com-
prehensive services for students with LD. The director and
staff are certified in LD or related areas. The director is
involved actively in the admission decision, and the criteria
for admission often are more flexible than general admis-
sion requirements. Services are highly structured, and stu-
dents are involved in developing plans to meet their specific
learning styles and needs. Often students participating in
structured programs sign a contract agreeing to participate
actively in the program. The services usually carry an addi-
tional fee. High school students who have participated in a
structured program or structured services in high school—
such as a learning disabilities resource program, individual-
ized or modified coursework, tutorial assistance, academic
monitoring, notetakers, test accommodations, and skill
classes—might benefit from exploring colleges with struc-
tured programs.

Coordinated Services

Coordinated services differ from structured programs in
that the services are not as comprehensive. These services
usually are provided by at least one certified LD specialist.
The staff is knowledgeable and trained to provide assistance
to students to develop strategies for their individual needs.
The director of the program or services may be involved in
the admission decision or in a position to assist students with
an appeal if they are denied admission to the college. To re-
ceive these services generally requires specific documenta-
tion of the LD, and students are encouraged to self-identify
prior to entry. Students voluntarily request accommodations
or services in the coordinated services category, and specific
skills courses or remedial classes may be available or re-
quired for students with LD who are admitted probationally
or conditionally. High school students who may have
enrolled in some modified courses, utilized test accommo-
dations and required tutorial assistance but who typically
requested services only as needed might benefit from
exploring colleges with coordinated services or services.

Services

Of the three categories, services is the least comprehen-
sive. Colleges offering services usually provide assistance to
all students. Most colleges require documentation of the dis-
ability if the student with LD is to receive accommodations.
Staff and faculty support students with LD actively by pro-
viding basic services to meet the students’ needs. Services
are requested on a voluntary basis, and some limitations
may be placed on the services available. Sometimes the
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small size of the student body enables the necessary per-
sonal attention to help students with LD succeed in college.
High school students requiring minimum accommodations
might benefit from and find comfort in knowing that ser-
vices are available, knowing who the contact person is, and
knowing that this person is sensitive to students with LD
(Kravets & Wax, 1993, p. 1).

The student, parents, and teacher should be able to iden-
tify which of the three levels of services are most appropri-
ate. The level of services the student needs also can vary
with factors such as other support structures, difficulty of the
field of study, the student’s background preparation, antici-
pated academic course load and study requirements, and the
negative influence of competing activities such as extracur-
ricular activities and familial or job responsibilities. Stu-
dents certainly should prepare their list of anticipated
needed services and use that list as one guide in interview-
ing prospective institutions or reviewing their materials.

The following list of services from the California com-
munity colleges was developed as we worked with LD spe-
cialists there to identify a set of core services:

Individualized LD eligibility assessment
Academic counseling

Liaison with faculty members

Tutoring services

Vocational counseling

Special classes in LD

Personal counseling

Registration assistance

. Liaison with campus and community agencies
. Special materials and supplies

. Special matriculation assistance

. Job placement and development

. Test-taking facilitation

. Notetakers

. Books on tape
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This list reflects a range of academic, vocational, and per-
sonal services that fosters a smooth transition to a 2-year col-
lege program. The quality and organization of these services
vary with the training and personality of the service providers
and also institutional factors such as the college’s perceived
mission in postsecondary education. For example, colleges
that emphasize later transfer to a 4-year setting have a differ-
ent focus than settings with a vocational orientation.

As aclass project students could develop a survey of post-
secondary programs. The survey could elicit information
regarding admissions standards, LD program eligibility
standards, accommodations used frequently, grievance pro-
cedures, contact persons for services, enrollment numbers of

students with LD, and gender ratios. The returned surveys
could be organized into a notebook for future reference and
updated as each year’s class matriculates. The project not
only would gather relevant information but also could stim-
ulate interest in available postsecondary options. Two sug-
gestions about this project are to: (a) do a little pilot test of
the survey with a couple of college recruiters and parents of
students; the parents can give some insight into the informa-
tion they value in making a decision; and (b) survey a broad
range of programs such as area vocational, technical pro-
grams, community colleges, proprietary colleges, profes-
sional schools, small, selective colleges, and public colleges
and universities. Three journal articles that provide exten-
sive reviews of the surveys they used in gathering informa-
tion about the postsecondary services to students with LD
are Beirne-Smith and Deck (1989), Bursuck et al. (1989),
and Parks, Antonoff, Drake, Skiba, and Soberman (1987).
Teachers might find their reviews helpful as resource mate-
rial for similar activities undertaken with students.

On some campuses special courses are available to stu-
dents with learning disabilities. Sierra College, for exam-
ple, has a course titled “Learning Disabilities Orientation,”
which provides .5 units and is graded as credit/noncredit.
The course is described as a 9-hour orientation to the col-
lege’s LD program and assessment of learning strengths
and weaknesses to determine eligibility for LD services
using the step-by-step guidelines mandated by the Califor-
nia community college system. The assessment includes an
intake interview, a perceptual assessment battery, and a
combination of aptitude or intelligence testing and achieve-
ment battery. When a student is found to be eligible for LD
services, the LD specialist works with the student to pre-
pare an IEP. The current textbook for the class is Carol
Wren and Laura Segal’s (1985) treatment about college stu-
dents with LD.

Why would a college, such as Sierra College, offer a non-
transfer course on LD assessment? Some students are
required to maintain a minimum number of hours as a con-
dition for receiving other services or as part of a work-study
or loan program. Such an elective helps the student meet
requirements for a minimum number of hours. More often
than not, postsecondary institutions require a student to pay
a fee or seek an independent evaluation for purposes of iden-
tification and eligibility. The fees for evaluations typically
run from $200 to $1,000. This expense may be prohibitive.
Thus, several advantages exist for the student. The college
also benefits because the students are counted toward the
program’s enrollment, as a basis for funding. Through the
program’s weighted funding formula the enrollment can
generate dollars. This option is the one way a college can
recoup from the state some of the costs associated with indi-
vidual psychoeducational evaluations.
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Accommodations, Substitutions, and Waivers

In comparison to secondary settings, student services in
most postsecondary settings (a) vary even more extensively,
(b) are not as well developed programmatically, and (c) are
not multidisciplinary. In one review of postsecondary ser-
vices and service delivery models, the authors concluded that
programs were “stringing together” services with limited
potential for fostering success (McGuire, Norlander, &
Shaw, 1990). We have reviewed a number of legislative and
legal differences between these two settings that influence
student services. Unless those mandates change, the postsec-
ondary setting will continue to be weighted toward advocacy
and informational services rather than direct interventions.

Three topics are particularly important regardless of how
the services are organized. Those three topics concern: (a)
the academic related accommodations that you might
expect, (b) the substitutions of curricular courses, and (c) the
waiver of particular degree requirements. We probably
would have grave concerns if students with LD, who were
studying to be surgeons, were granted course waivers
because they felt nauseous at the sight of blood. On the other
hand, we would consider an oral exam permissible if the stu-
dents’ written expression was so poor that they could not
communicate in a written form. We would want assurance
that the deficit was not related to poor motor coordination or
the students’ ability to make accurate incisions or sew
stitches. These issues of accommodations and course vari-
ances are important for a student’s success and are also
issues that the student and the transition team can consider
along with postsecondary setting options.

Appropriate accommodations vary extensively but can be
organized into four areas using a framework described by
Nelson et al. (1990): (a) instruction, (b) assignments, (c)
examinations, and (d) special assistance. At issue is which
accommodations are appropriate to the student and under
what conditions they can be applied. Programs are not likely
to provide a one-size-fits-all mentality to determine accom-
modations. Using accommodations in high school and doc-
umenting their use is important to building a history of the
disability that will be of benefit to college admissions and
their use in postsecondary classes. Documenting previous
experience with a given accommodation should be persua-
sive to college faculty to allow a student to continue to use
it as needed.

Course substitutions can be used in conjunction with
accommodations. In a course substitution the student seeks
to replace a course with an alternative that does not have the
requirements or content that limited the student’s ability to
perform. Course substitutions are considered major deci-
sions in that they are not decisions made by the individual
instructor alone. Substitutions involve decisions at the

departmental and institutional levels. As such, they require
carefully developed justification. The postsecondary pro-
gram should entail extensive discussion about the basis of
the request, the legal and curricular documentation support-
ing the request, and an understanding of criteria on which to
base the decision. A valid concern of the postsecondary pro-
gram is that other students, for a variety of other reasons,
might seek a substitution as well. The response should be
carefully reasoned to preclude any action that later might be
misconstrued as arbitrary.

Take the case of a college with a foreign language
requirement and a student with a language deficit. A lan-
guage course might be replaced with a course in computer
language. Many might think computers are so foreign that
the substitution is not compatible. Suffice it to say that
replacing a Spanish or French foreign language competency
with a Pascal, Cobol, or C computer language competency
might be workable. The department likely will want to com-
pare all of the intended outcomes of a language requirement
with any from a proposed substitution. For that reason, the
student seeking a substitution should understand the basis
for the department’s language requirement.

A second substitution might be considered for an indi-
vidual with dyscalculia. If the person has problems with
math calculations, the substitution might be to take a logic
course in place of an algebra course. Both courses teach a
system of thinking. Practically speaking, the substitution
might work for individuals whose intended careers are ori-
ented to areas with minimal mathematical requirements and
who become skilled with computational prosthetics such as
calculators.

A third option is a course waiver. This option is least
likely because of the implication that the course or an equiv-
alent is inappropriate to the major area of study. A waiver
suggests that the major area of study can be defined without
specific or closely related content.

Identification Versus Eligibility Assessment

Most students—most all of us, for that matter—find test-
ing annoying at best, and a basis for great fear, indigestion,
sleeplessness, and heightened anxiety. Because most of us
like to avoid unpleasantness, understanding LD-related
assessments might be useful. The distinction between iden-
tification and eligibility assessments sometimes is blurred
and yet is important to distinguish. The outcomes from these
two assessments are different. Students with a history of
learning disability have been judged eligible for services and
placement as described on the IEP, These decisions were
made through referral, evaluation, and placement processes
prescribed in federal (e.g., Public Laws 94-142 and 101-
467) and state legislation and regulations and local school
district plans.



15

Postsecondary settings do not have comparable legally
binding mandates. No federal or state regulations describe
the processes that the postsecondary system must follow to
identify students with LD or determine whether students
with LD should or should not receive special services. In
addition, rarely do these postsecondary settings freely pro-
vide assessment services for diagnosing whether a student
has a learning disability. Although assessment is readily
available, significant costs can be associated with this ser-
vice. Considering the emotional toll, time requirements, and
related financial costs, the assessments should be as minimal
as possible.

In the postsecondary setting the concern is less with iden-
tification and more with eligibility. In this setting the con-
cern is whether the student’s disability is serious enough to
warrant services and, if so, to determine the appropriate
services. This largely reflects the emphasis in federal legis-
lation, Section 504 of the 1973 Rehabilitation Act. The
problem that college staffs confront is that their students do
not come from a single K—12 setting. The students don’t
matriculate through the grade levels as they do in a single
school district wherein students pass along from one grade
to the next and from one attendance center to the next cen-
ter in a grade-based order (e.g., grade school to middle
school to junior high to senior high school). Students enroll
in postsecondary settings from a variety of school districts
from a variety of states. Also, postsecondary settings are
confronting a rise in the number of nontraditional students
whose age and experience distinguish them from the tradi-
tional student who is more likely to begin college-related
courses within a year or two after leaving high school. This
lack of consistency in students’ background experiences
poses new challenges in the postsecondary setting and a
great opportunity for high school special educators.

Postsecondary institutions enroll students with an LD
diagnosis from a variety of programs including public
school multidisciplinary teams, vocational rehabilitation
programs, adult literacy programs, mental health services,
medical centers, commercial learning centers, and private-
practice physicians. The physician might be a neurologist,
an optometrist, a chiropractor, or a pediatrician. Each of
these service providers likely works from his or her own
identification model and definition of learning disabilities.
The definitions are tailored to the clients they serve, their
financial support, and the services they provide. Therefore,
postsecondary staffs would be wise not to compare one
diagnostic model to another but, rather, approach the issue
of whether sufficient documentation supports students’
claims of disability and whether the disability is severe
enough to distinguish them from the general student body
and to warrant special services. This perspective allows the
college to describe eligibility requirements for services.

Students making the application should know who has the
responsibility of making these decisions at the institution.
One may be able to make the case that an LD specialist
employed in a postsecondary setting would have a different
view than a staff member in the admissions office.

Postsecondary institutions are particularly concerned
with three aspects of verifying that students have disabili-
ties. Any of the following would entitle a student to services
as disabled:

1. The student has a diagnosis of a disability.

2. The student has a history of a disability.

3. The student has been treated as if he or she has a dis-
ability.

If any one of these conditions is met, the student likely will
be eligible for services in the postsecondary setting. The
teacher and the student need to recognize the emphasis these
perspectives place on the student to clearly document infor-
mation about the disability and the support services and
accommodations that are warranted. Colleges are apt to be
more concerned with maintaining their tradition of acade-
mic rigor and less with compromising their standards for
excellence (Brinckerhoff et al., 1992).

The collaborative team for an IEP and ITP has to differ-
entiate among various assessments. One of the great ser-
vices teachers can provide to students in transition consists
of updated, appropriate assessments. The resulting informa-
tion is important to postsecondary staffs as they make their
eligibility decisions. In selecting assessments, several sim-
ple rules are useful:

1. Choose assessments that demonstrate students’ dis-
abilities and strengths. The postsecondary staff wants
to provide appropriate services and accommoda-
tions. Students are not understood just by their weak-
nesses for which accommodations may be provided.
Understanding students’ strengths also helps in eval-
uating students’ goals, degree interests, and course
selections. For example, college coursework pro-
vides few tasks in which words have to be recog-
nized in isolation but does require extensive reading
of meaningfully connected prose. This suggests that
information on a reading test that presents only
words in isolation, such as the Wide Range Achieve-
ment Test Reading subtest (Jastak & Wilkinson,
1984) or the Woodcock Reading Mastery Test Word
Identification subtest (Woodcock, 1987), is of lim-
ited value. A much better alternative would be some-
thing like the Degrees of Reading Power (Koslin,
Koslin, Zeno, & Ivens, 1989) test. The task of read-
ing words in isolation may be of diagnostic value in
determining the student’s phonetic processing, but
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the real task is in acquiring meaning in connected
prose.

. Include a normative comparison of a standard score

and percentile rank. A student’s portfolio of com-
pleted work or results of curriculum-based measure-
ments can tell an important story about the student’s
success and level of skills and abilities. This story is
incomplete without providing a broader context for
understanding the student’s achievement levels. The
team members likely would feel uncomfortable in
representing only the student’s normative perfor-
mance on the basis of a group-administered, stan-
dardized instrument. The individually administered
test battery not only provides clinical information but
also can be chosen to provide a better match of the
student’s strengths and weaknesses. For these rea-
sons the standardized, normative measures should be
included. The main concern should be with ensuring
a smooth transition of the student from the secondary
program to a host of other agencies with different
agendas and eligibility requirements.

. Don’t put a lot of emphasis on the intellectual assess-

ment. Tests of intellectual ability usually are admin-
istered as a matter of routine. Unless a significant
pattern occurs in the scores or a shift in the score pat-
tern is demonstrated across time, the only interest
will be in having an index of the student’s abilities as
assessed on a standardized instrument. These scores
should be interpreted as reflecting the lowest level of
the student’s abilities. The intellectual assessment
might be thought of as reflecting the student’s dis-
abilities in composite scores, such as the Full Scale
IQ or Extended Broad Cognitive Ability score. These
scores set the minimum level of expected achieve-
ment. The staff should be especially interested in an
estimate of the student’s learning capacity in areas
distinct from the disability. For that reason, patterns
of scores may be of interest. The patterns should be
interpreted in light of empirically demonstrated evi-
dence that they are stable, distinct, and have mean-
ingful interpretations. An extensive folklore is
attached to some traditional IQ scores that requires
skepticism.

. Think of the assessment in brdad terms. School

teams tend to focus on academic and aptitude assess-
ments, and for good reason. For students of sec-
ondary school age, however, social competencies
become particularly important. The differences we
have highlighted between postsecondary and high
school settings provide a rationale for this increased
shift in emphasis to social competency, community
integration, and adaptive behavior (Siperstein, 1988).

Assessing social competence is more difficult. Try to
include a number of instruments and reports from
several individuals (e.g., teachers, the student, par-
ents or guardians, and psychologists) to provide mul-
tiple perspectives on students’ social competencies.

5. Encourage documentation about current instructional
delivery methods and accommodations that work for
the student. Documenting the instructional methods
and current related goals for the student allows the
postsecondary staff to assess more completely their
potential suitability for the student in the new setting.
This documentation includes information about what
doesn’t work or has not been successful with the stu-
dent (e.g., success with the student completing work
independently, success in the student’s working with
a same-age tutor, the student’s awareness of acade-
mic strengths, the student’s ability to self-monitor
the accuracy of classwork and assignments, time
management skills, and ability to organize work
materials). The materials should be organized with
consideration of who will be reviewing them. An
admissions counselor will want a different level of
details than an LD specialist.

SUMMARY

Should students with LD prepare for postsecondary
options in high school? Without hesitation, the answer is
“yes.” At some point increased education may not improve
one’s quality of life. Even so, we might speculate that we
lack sufficient evidence for students with LD to even guess
what that point might be. Nevertheless, we can document
clearly, from a library of follow-along and follow-up stud-
ies, that students currently are not often realizing any advan-
tages from postsecondary education. Halpern (1993) likely
would agree that most students with LD encounter a period
of “purposeless unengagement” or, even worse, a period of
self-denigrating or antisocial behavior. We argue that,
though continued postsecondary education does not guaran-
tee physical or material well-being, successful performance
of adult roles, or personal fulfillment, a strong enough asso-
ciation exists that postsecondary alternatives should be con-
sidered and developed.

Can students make successful transitions to postsec-
ondary settings? The answer is a qualified “yes.” Based on
the material we have presented, success depends on a
lengthy list of considerations that influence' the outcome.
For that reason, the discussion of postsecondary options
should begin early, include a variety of perspectives and
information, and become the student’s major research pro-
ject during the early years of high school. As Halpern (1985)
suggested, the objective and subjective indices of quality of
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life may have a closer relationship once more attention is
given to student interests and preferences in developing tran-
sition plans.

The differences between the high school and post-
secondary milieus are more than cosmetic. Postsecondary
experiences have proven advantageous to some students and
disadvantageous to other students. The postsecondary set-
ting has its barriers that should be acknowledged and
considered in evaluating alternative settings. Programmatic
factors influencing the transition outcome include the orga-
nization of student services and how accommodations, sub-
stitutions, and waivers can be applied to students with LD to
meet degree and setting requirements. A distinction has to
be made between assessment outcomes: identification as LD
and eligibility for LD services. From a student’s perspective,
the preeminent issue is having the disability and intervention
strategies documented for the admissions office in the post-
secondary setting.

Planning for the transition to postsecondary settings of
students with LD may seem like a formidable hurdle to the
high school staff. Yet, students’ successful transition and
quality of life are goals shared by a number of people. Stu-
dents with LD, like all students, should receive opportunities
for success in the postsecondary setting.
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