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The Promise of Liberal Learning:
Creating a Challenging Postsecondary Curriculum for

Youth with Intellectual Disabilities

Stuart Z. Carroll, E. Richard Blumberg, and Jerry G. Petroff

Five years ago, a small group of higher education faculty at The College of New Jer-
sey asked the question, "What would it look like if we created a postsecondary program
for young adults with intellectual disabilities (ID) on the campus of a highly competitive
four-year college?" Ultimately, our answer was that following the logic of normalization
and inclusion, we should approximate the postsecondary experience of typically develop-
ing young men and women. We were aware of program models that were emerging in
other places, but believed that our approach should reflect the characteristics of our exist-
ing campus and surrounding community. We had no idea how hard we would work, how
much we would learn, and how many benefits would accrue to all the parties involved,

THE COLLEGE OF NEW JERSEY

The College of New Jersey (TCNJ), a state college located in suburban, central New
Jersey, is primarily an undergraduate, residential school, with approximately 5,000 under-
graduates and about 800 graduate students. Fully a quarter of the undergraduate students
are in programs leading to teacher certification, and the remainder are in various arts, sci-
ence, and professional schools. The mission statement of The College states, "The College
prepares students to excel in their chosen fields and to create, preserve, and transmit
knowledge, arts, and wisdom" (The College of New Jersey [TCNJ], 2007), and this belief
is reflected in the number and rigor of liberal learning courses required of all students at
The College,

TCNJ School of Education's conceptual framework calls for "creating agents of
change" (TCNJ School of Education, p. 1 ), and among its five core principles are demands
that graduates demonstrate professionalism, advocacy, and leadership. TCNJ School of
Education graduates are to "become future leaders advocating not only for the needs of
children and youth in New Jersey but also for the educational profession at large" (TCNJ
School of Education, p, 3). The combination of a strong commitment to liberal learning
and to graduating education professionals who see themselves as change agents has made
TCNJ an ideal venue for a program in which students with ID can learn about themselves
and the world together with their age peers.
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A Different Kind of Transition Program

In keeping with TCNJ's focus on a well-rounded educa-
tion for all, we chose not to create a transition program with
a narrow focus on housing and employment as is often the
case in existing offerings for young adults. Rather, we hoped
to create an inclusive community that could support young
adults with disabilities through the developmental process of
the transition to adulthood, and to offer them a content-rich
liberal education that would support them as lifelong learn-
ers and as citizens. We believed that a college campus could
serve as a supportive environment in which young adults
could develop an understanding of themselves in the context
of their peers, and through exposure to the various academic
disciplines, develop the skills and dispositions necessary to
become interdependent adults. We believed that participa-
tion in this kind of higher education could be as transforma-
tive for young adults with ID as we have seen it be for cohort
after cohort of typically admitted college students.
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DEVELOPING THE VISION

One of our first steps in creating our program was to
choose its name. We selected the name "Career and Com-
munity Studies (CCS)" because it sounded like the other
academic programs and interdisciplinary majors on our
campus, and reflected the content of the core curriculum we
envisioned.

Our administration was highly supportive of this initia-
tive, but insisted that we use the mission of The College as
our guiding principle. This fit with our belief that any pro-
gram we would create should approximate the college expe-
rience of other undergraduate students, and should be of
benefit to the campus community as a whole. The program
mission statement states that:

The Mission of the Career and Community Studies (CCS)
program is to provide a coordinated and comprehensive
course of study that includes career exploration and prepara-
tion; self-awareness, discovery, and personal improvement,
through a framework of liberal learning and community par-
ticipation. (Career and Community Studies [CCS], 2006)

We articulated the following beliefs that would guide our
process of program development and decision making:

• All youth go through a similar developmental process
that requires certain activities, experiences, and sup-
ports.

• All youth must develop skills and understandings
about themselves and the world around them, in order
to fully participate in society and to become success-
ful interdependent adults.

• Higher education has value as a vehicle for power and
access to social networks and to cultural and social
capital.

• Liberal learning promotes the development of critical
thinking, self-reflection, and an understanding of the
interrelatedness required for civic responsibility.

• Group membership provides essential motivation and
support for learning and participation in community
life. (CCS, 2006)

LIBERAL LEARNING AND STUDENTS WITH ID

The most recent public school reform initiatives maintain
a central focus on meeting the social and academic needs of
all students, including those with disabilities. As mandated by
federal legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act of
2001, schools are required to raise the bar for all students and
give children and youth with ID the opportunity to reach
higher levels of achievement in literacy and content knowl-
edge. The inclusive education movement, fueled by the Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004
(PL 108-446), has strongly encouraged school personnel to



have high expectations for all students through the imple-
mentation of heterogeneous classrooms.

For inclusive education to achieve its desired objectives,
educators must implement best practice in universal design
for learning and implement strategies of differentiation.
State core curriculum content standards must be the basis
for the curriculum and assessment for every student, regard-
less of their abilities or labels. These dramatic changes in
expectations for America's schools and students have pre-
sented both challenges and benefits.

As more and more students with ID benefit from more
demanding programs in their public school experiences, it is
not surprising that access to post-secondary education and
its liberal arts curriculum has become the next frontier for
inclusion. This demand could easily lead to the creation of a
parallel postsecondary education system that would not pro-
vide equal access to the full benefits that college provides to
typical students. By creating the CCS program, we hoped to
avoid this.

TCNJ's CCS program is designed to provide a rich and
rigorous academic course of study while supporting the psy-
chosocial development of its students as they enter adult-
hood. Our goals for the students are that they leave college
with access to entry-level jobs within careers of their choice,
engage in adult relationships separate from their families,
and be possessed of the tools needed to be optimally inter-
dependent. Liberal arts education equips CCS students with
skills of critical thinking, appreciation of diversity, and gen-
eral knowledge of the arts and history of our civilization. It
arouses students' curiosity about the world and enhances
their ability to participate in our cultural conversations and
to play an active role in addressing the questions and issues
that face our community.

Defining the Context of a Liberal Arts Education

In 1998, the board of directors of the Association of
American Colleges and Universities (AACU) adopted a
"Statement on Liberal Learning" articulating the goals of
liberal learning for all institutions of higher education. Lib-
eral education is broadly understood as a "philosophy of
education that empowers individuals with broad knowledge
and transferable skills, and a strong sense of value, ethics,
and civic engagement" (Association of American Colleges
and Universities [AACU], 2006). While the curriculum of
liberal education is often debated, there is general consensus
that liberal learning is characterized by a strong focus on
intellectual and scholarly growth, civic responsibility, and
human inquiry (AACU, 1998; Laff, 2005; Lopatto, 2006).
The end product of a liberal education is the creation of pro-
ductive, responsible, and creative citizens who value the
benefits of lifelong learning. It is this fundamental belief in
the transformative nature of liberal studies that has shaped

the early foundations of higher education and continues to
inform the ongoing discussion on the benefits of liberal
learning and the role of the university.

The making of productive, knowledgeable, and engaged
citizens is a primary goal of liberal learning. Many universi-
ties are established with this basic civic mission to prepare
students for active participation in our diverse and global
society. As such, liberal learning encompasses both the pro-
duction of knowledge and practical skills, as well as prepa-
ration for active participation in the community. It can be
argued that in an egalitarian society, it is not possible to have
one without the other. From this perspective, knowledge or
skills alone are not sufficient to motivate or prepare people
for productive lives in today's diverse society (Checkoway,
2001). This dual focus distinguishes liberal education from
a purely vocational or skills-oriented learning experience.
Additionally, Laff (2005) argues that the skills of liberal
learning are inextricably connected to personal growth and
human development. Thus, the benefits of liberal learning
extend to both the individual and society, mutually reinforc-
ing the growth of the other. Clearly, liberal learning is based
on a well-established tradition and belief in the role of insti-
tutions of higher education in supporting the development of
youth as productive and engaged citizens.

Liberal learning is also characterized as inclusive, global,
and encompassing of all fields of study and all kinds of stu-
dents. According to the AACU's "Statement on Liberal
Learning," "the spirit and value of liberal learning are
equally relevant to all forms of higher education and to all
students" (1998). Liberal learning values diversity and rec-
ognizes the plurality of the human experience, yet, ironi-
cally, there is little in the literature that specifically examines
the goals of liberal learning for students with disabilities,
one aspect of student diversity.

This gap in the literature may flow from the low partici-
pation rate of students with disabilities in postsecondary set-
tings and the near absence of students with ID on university
and college campuses, the primary sites of liberal learning
and liberal edueation. Approximately 6% of all youth with
disabilities attend four-year colleges and universities com-
pared to 28% of the general population (Wagner, Newman,
Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005). According to the most
recent data from the second National Longitudinal Transi-
tion Study of postschool experiences for youth with disabil-
ities, there are no students with intellectual disabilities
enrolled in any four-year colleges and universities (Wagner
et al., 2005). Concerns of equity and accessibility in higher
education are not new, especially in regards to the under-
representation of students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds, and racial and ethnic minorities (Astin &
Oseguera, 2004), but students with disabilities remain a pop-
ulation to whom education is not equally available.
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Choosing College as a Postsecondary Outcome
for Students with ID

Our belief that attending college and participating in a
strong liberal arts curriculum may greatly benefit some
youth with ID is based upon the documented positive effects
of liberal learning on typically developing young adults.
Although many of the benefits of liberal education have
been asserted with less than empirical evidence, there are
strong indications that there can be significant impacts on
the personal and intellectual growth of young adults (Pas-
carella et al., 2005). In addition, some evidence seems to
indicate that the social-psychological context provided
within many liberal arts colleges has a further role in student
success (Astin, 2000; Pascarella, 2001) and personal
growth. As a result, the TCNJ CCS course of study has been
designed to mirror'the liberal arts education of typically
enrolled students in the belief that this will result in further
human growth in all developmental areas.

Although college-based programs have existed for some
time (Neubert & Moon, 2006), the notion that young adults
with ID could benefit in the same ways as their peers with-
out disabilities is a new one. The CCS program has been
something of a laboratory for determining whether and how
such an approach could succeed.

The emerging framework for this practice seems to
include several strong indicators for success:

• Access to liberal learning within an inclusive setting
must be anchored within a total program structure. A
formal program with a clear goals and objectives and
its own infrastructure can assist students with ID to be
more genuinely included in the social and academic
fabric of a college and eventually be able to access
college programs on their own.

• Individual adaptations and curriculum modifications
must initially emerge through the efforts of trained
and experienced professors. This helps promote the
specific needs of individual students as they move to
less controlled classroom environments with inexperi-
enced professors.

• Efforts in meaningful and rich higher-education expe-
riences require a team of professors and staff that
work collaboratively on behalf of each of the students
who are involved.

THE INITIAL CURRICULUM
DEVELOPMENT PROCESS

Our college implemented a pilot summer transition pro-
gram on campus in the summer of 2004. The results of this
experience were very encouraging, but at the time we
lacked the resources to develop a full inclusive program for

students with ID. Then in 2005 we became aware of a grant
opportunity through the National Down Syndrome Society,
for the development of postsecondary programs. We applied
and were awarded a modest amount of support. That,
together with in-kind contributions from our college,
enabled us to get started.

We realized that for our program to be successful, we
would need to have strong eonnections to our surrounding
community. We developed an advisory committee com-
posed of parents, secondary educators, community service
providers, business persons, TCNJ students, faculty, and
administration. The purpose of this committee was to help
us to develop policies and procedures, identify resources,
develop collaborative relationships, and communicate our
aetivities to the surrounding community.

One of the first activities of the advisory committee was
to decide whom the CCS program would serve, and how we
would make admission decisions. We didn't want to exclude
potential students solely on the basis of their academic per-
formance, yet we understood that students would need a cer-
tain level of literacy skills to connect with college-level
coursework. After many discussions, we decided to adopt
the AAMR definition of Intellectual Disability as the pri-
mary determinant of eligibility, and developed a list of cri-
teria we felt would help us to make admission decisions.
Our initial admission criteria are described in figure 1.

>* Applicants nnust be between the ages of 18 and 25 at
the start of the program.

>^ Applicants must have a significant cognitive and/or
developmental disability that interferes with their aca-
demic performances.

>* Applicants must have sufficient emotional and inde-
pendent stability to adjust and participate in all aspects
of the CCS coursework and campus environment.

>=" Applicants nnust demonstrate the ability to accept
and follow reasonable rules and behave respectfully
towards others. Note: CCS does not have the per-
sonnel to supervise students with difficult and chal-
lenging behaviors or dispense medications.

>^ Applicants must have a sincere desire to attend CCS.

>-Applicants must have the potential to successfully
achieve their goals within the context of the CCS pro-
gram.

>* Applicants must have applied with the Division of
Vocational Rehabilitation.

FIGURE 1



Designing the Curriculum

The development of postsecondary curriculum for youth
with ID is a relatively new challenge for educators. Neubert,
Moon, Grigal, and Redd (2001) conducted a review of 27
published articles on postsecondary supports for students with
intellectual disabilities from the 1970s to 1990s. They identi-
fied an interesting philosophical shift during these three
decades, from a focus on the physical integration of adults
with disabilities on college campuses in the 1970s to the pro-
vision of individualized supports for youth with disabilities
(ages 18-21) in postsecondary settings by the end of the
1990s. Program models have primarily focused on employ-
ment and vocational training, with some interest in supporting
social opportunities for students. Although these programs
were housed on college campus, few supported any degree of
inclusion into age-appropriate activities or college courses.

More recently. Hart and colleagues (2004) conducted a
national survey of 25 postsecondary education programs
that support youth with learning, cognitive, and intellectual
disabilities. Their main findings indicate that most students
are served in either mixed or substantially separate programs
in postsecondary settings, which are primarily focused on
functional life skills and employment training. Those stu-
dents in the individualized, inclusive models, considered
"innovative" programs, were provided with greater access to
college courses, certificate programs or internships, includ-
ing those available to the general student body. Many of
these programs also had an employment or vocational train-
ing component (Hart et al., 2004; Hart et al., 2005).

The available literature suggests that of the few students
with intellectual disabilities who are accessing postsec-
ondary education, most are involved in programs focused on
employment and life skills and predominantly housed within
community colleges and vocational-technical schools. This is
consistent with national data that indicates that students with
disabilities are more likely to take classes at two-year col-
leges than any other form of postsecondary education (Wag-
ner et al , 2005).

It was our intent to develop curricula that would chal-
lenge our students and motivate them to explore themselves
and the world around them in ways they had not done pre-
viously. Looking back, we didn't really know what our stu-
dents would be capable of (they are patiently teaching us
each day). We conducted research into existing postsec-
ondary program models and curricula, and reviewed the
transition literature extensively. We found that there were
not models that clearly described inclusive curricula based
within a context of liberal learning. Once again, we returned
to our mission statement and values to establish objectives
that would guide the process of curriculum development.

Our guidelines were to make the program as inclusive as
possible, to use universal design to make typical coursework

accessible, and to provide reasonable accommodations
where needed. We aimed to develop students' self-aware-
ness and self-determination and to help them become con-
nected to social networks and community resources. Ulti-
mately we hoped to connect students to meaningful careers
and satisfying lifestyles.

We made some assumptions about the nature of a com-
prehensive postsecondary curriculum for youth with ID that
included the following understandings:

1. Students would need significant support (people,
technology, and training) to participate in college-
level coursework.

2. Students would need social support to become inte-
grated within the community of our College.

3. Typical coursework would need significant modifi-
cation.

4. Specialized coursework would need to be created to
address functional knowledge and skills related to
the typical transition domains (vocational/career
exploration, independent living, social, and commu-
nication skills, etc.).

At the time of this writing, there are no curriculum or
accreditation standards for postsecondary programs for stu-
dents with ID. Our college did not have a mechanism for
admitting the students we planned to serve through the usual
admission process, but had a history of offering certificate
programs. We decided to create a four-year certificate pro-
gram in Career and Community Studies. Students are admit-
ted to the certificate program, and have student IDs and
access to all the resources and amenities of the campus.

In designing the CCS curriculum, we attempted to
approximate the full-time program taken by typically admit-
ted students. As in other departments. Career and Commu-
nity Studies would offer core coursework, designed by the
program faculty. In addition to core coursework, students
would have the opportunity to attend typical college courses
that reflected their individual interests. An example of the
proposed certificate program is included in Table 1.

The CCS core coursework was developed to replicate
the design of typical TCNJ courses. All courses have syllabi
containing clear objectives, requirements, schedules, read-
ings, and evaluation criteria. Students in the program are
required to take all core coursework as members of a
cohort. They attend their first inclusive classes (Freshman
Seminar and Introduction to Educational Psychology)
together as a cohort as well. In these courses, taught by
CCS core faculty, CCS students are exposed to the organi-
zation and requirements of typical classes, and we are able
to evaluate each student's academic performance and sup-
port needs.
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TABLE 1
CCS Coursework: Four-Year Sequence

Freshman

Fall Term
Planning Forum 101
Career Exploration 101
Personal Exploration 101
Freshman Seminar FSP

121

Sprina Term
Writing Tech. & Strate-

gies 101
Planning Forum 102
Career Exploration 102
Assistive Technology 101
Great Conversations
Child/Adolescent Devel-

opment SPE 203

Summer Term
Collaboration EDUC 513
Building Relationships

101
Campus Rec. 103
Community Leisure 101

Sophomore

Fall Term
Planning Forum 201
Great Conversations 201
Consumer Math 201
Assistive Tech 210
Inclusive Course TBD
Internship 201

Spring Term
Planning Forum 202
Personal Finance 202
Health & Wellness 202
The Finer Things
Inclusive Course TBD
Internship 201

Summer Term
Building Relationships

201
Campus Rec. 203
Comm. Leisure 201
Internship 201c

Junior

Fall Term
Planning Forum 301
Internship 301a
Inclusive Course TBD
Transition Education &

CBI SPED 631

Sprinq Term
Planning Forum 302
Inclusive Course TBD
Internship 302

Summer Term
Community Living 301
Inclusive Course TBD
Internship 302c

Senior

Fall Term
Planning Forum 401
Inclusive Course TBD
Senior Seminar: Portfolio

Development
Internship 401

Spring Term
Planning Forum 402
Inclusive Course TBD
Senior Seminar
Internship 402

Summer Term
Internship 402c

The freshman year of the CCS program is intended to
serve as:

1. an assessment of the student's interests, preferences,
and support needs;

2. orientation to the campus, social activities, and clubs;
3. training in the skills needed to be a successful col-

lege student (organization, time management, social
skills, and access to and use of campus resources);

4. use of mentor support and assistive technology; and
5. development of an initial plan for completing the cer-

tificate program (courses to be taken and other learn-
ing activities to be pursued).

Students typically begin to select their own classes from
the course catalogue beginning in their sophomore year. Stu-
dents attend these classes with mentor support. CCS pro-
gram staff work with individual course instructors to design
adaptations and accommodations. In some cases, little adap-
tation is needed, and mentors fade their support quickly. In

other cases, mentor support is ongoing and CCS program
staff significantly adapt course requirements and assessments.

During four years of program participation, CCS students
develop an electronic portfolio of their best work. The port-
folio is a collection of permanent products that demonstrates
a student's learning in a variety of formats. Students may
elect to use written products, audio/video recordings, visual
representations, and artifacts articles, brochures, etc.). Stu-
dent portfolios are evaluated by a faculty committee using
standard criteria (a rubric). In addition, students receive a
transcript of their grades and credits earned toward comple-
tion of the certificate program.

We anticipate that the success of the CCS program will
be judged by the outcomes our students achieve after com-
pleting their program (employment, independent living,
community participation, social relationships, etc.). For this
reason, students begin to participate in work experiences as
early as the spring of their freshman year. These work expe-
riences reflect their individual interests and abilities. They
include part-time unpaid work in the library, various campus



offlces, the gym, bookstore, and information technology.
These initial work experiences, usually about four hours a
week, enable students to sample various work environments
and tasks on the college campus. The program is designed
so that by the senior year students are prepared to conduct a
year-long internship in a competitive employment situation
in the community.

Core coursework, taken across the four years of study,
prepares students for careers, independent living, commu-
nity participation, civic engagement, the development of
social networks and intimate relationships. The college envi-
ronment serves as a natural setting in which important career
and social skills are learned, and relationships established.
Through relationships with mentors and participation in
campus clubs and social activities, students develop social
competence and self-esteem.

These beneflts have arisen in the context of carefully
designed inclusive experiences. In the next section we
describe three inclusive courses in some detail.

CCS APPROACHES TO
POSTSECONDARY INCLUSION

As we have indicated, students in the CCS program par-
ticipate in a number of different courses with other college
students. They first do so as members of the CCS cohort, in
classes that are specifically structured to be inclusive expe-
riences; then they subsequently choose individual college
courses and receive faculty, peer, and program supports that
vary according to the context.

Faculty who work with the CCS program have developed
and implemented three specific courses to provide liberal
learning within an inclusive setting and introduce freshman
and sophomore CCS students to the college experience. Our
experience with each of these courses has been highly posi-
tive, and we believe that they suggest models for how stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities can: (1) be provided with
meaningful instruction in the liberal arts/humanities; (2)
become part of the social and academic fabric of the student
body; and (3) be prepared for successful integration into a
variety of courses across the seven schools within The Col-
lege. We next detail these approaches and include initial data
that supports their promise as methods of inclusion in higher
education.

Human Abilities: Unplugged—A Freshmen Seminar

Human Abilities: Unplugged is one of more than 80
courses that incoming TCNJ freshmen can choose to take in
their first semester of study at The College. The course
looks at disability as a key aspect of the human experience
and explores it through an alternate post-modern paradigm
that views difference from a variety of angles. The course

commences and terminates with an attempt to define
"human-ness" and the parameters of what makes us human.
Students explore models and theories that examine social,
political, cultural, and economic factors that define disabil-
ity and help determine personal and collective responses to
difference. At the same time, coursework focuses on de-stig-
matizing disease, illness, and impairment.

The course has a number of unique features, the chief one
being the inclusion of all 6 to 8 first-year CCS students
together with 12 to 15 typical TCNJ freshmen. The seminar
uses universal curriculum and instructional design to ensure
that all students are provided with a rigorous course that
includes significant writing, reading, and discussion. At the
start of the course, students are organized in small groups of
4 or 5, which are heterogeneous by gender, major, and dis-
ability. These groups are maintained throughout the semes-
ter in order to develop relationships among group members
and nurture the individual strengths of participants. Discus-
sions, activities, and outside-of-class assignments are com-
pleted within these groups.

The class is designed to make complex course material
accessible to all students. For example, the student groups
are given responsibility for outlining text chapters and iden-
tifying three to five "big ideas" and concepts. The instructor
meets with the groups to suggest modifications and improve-
ments; then these outlines are posted on the course website
where they can be used by all students to study or review.

An accepted tenet of universal design is that there should
be a variety of ways in which content is represented (Spooner
et al., 2007). In the Human Abilities: Unplugged course, in
addition to reading and attending lectures, students are
required to view approximately a dozen contemporary films
that address specific areas of disability study. Student groups
are responsible to facilitate a full class discussion of a film
and to make connections to course texts. For example, the
French film. The 8th Day (t997) is required as a companion
to lectures and guest speakers addressing institutionalization
of people with intellectual disabilities.

In order to make class lectures and readings more acces-
sible, the course instructor, program staff members, or peer
mentors conduct pre-teaching sessions focused on the main
ideas to be covered in class. This enables CCS students to
participate more actively in class and to make contributions
that are valued by all.

The course deals with significant and controversial issues
that require students to work out their own values and beliefs
as they consider multiple perspectives on highly charged top-
ics. In considering such matters as the political, social, and
economic forces that shape societies' understandings of dis-
ability, students develop their analytical and critical thinking
skills, key components of a liberal education. Topics such as
the rights of people with disabilities are of immediate concern
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to the CCS students, so their engagement and motivation are
maximized. This is consistent with a second key component
of universal design, the need to engage all students intellec-
tually and emotionally (Spooner et al., 2007).

Another valuable inclusive assignment in this seminar
course is the life history interview, in which the student
groups conduct and interpret interviews of adults with dis-
abilities. The professor instructs the group on basic method-
ology of ethnographic interview research and the class
establishes a generic interview protocol to be used in the
project. Each group then conducts an in-depth interview.
The oral histories for the past two years are currently being
formatted to be archived on a TCNJ college website in a col-
lection called The Human Abilities Project (HAP). The data
from the oral histories will be used as texts to be analyzed as
part of the course in future years.

The seminar culminates with field trips that reflect the
overall theme of the course, which is the variance of human
ability. The first seminar visits an integrated studio and
gallery in New York City that represents artists with autism
and other developmental disabilities. This year's class also
participated in the New York premiere of a documentary
film addressing the current abuse of people with develop-
mental disabilities in institutions in Texas.

During the first year of the seminar, a psychology student
worked with the professor to document each class in a par-
ticipatory researeh initiative. She took extensive field notes
focusing on the inclusion of the students with disabilities
within the class; the social acceptance of the students with-
out disabilities; and evidence of the use and success of uni-
versal design for learning. We are currently conducting a
content analysis of this data, and also looking at results of
focus group conversations conducted after the second year
of the course. Though our findings are preliminary, there are
strong themes that have emerged:

• Each of the students with ID evolved socially and aca-
demically during the course, as evidenced by in-
creased class participation and the assumption of
greater roles within the small groups.

• Students without disabilities came to rely more on the
CCS students in group work and became more
respectful of their role and status in the class.

• There was little to no role for CCS mentors in the class
because the professor implemented a universal
approach to course design.

• CCS students became less a group to themselves and
were more integrated within the fabric of the class.
This was most evident in the way that small groups
functioned outside of class.

• Typical students displayed greater comfort with the
artifacts of disability such as self-stimulatory behavior

or differing communication abilities among the CCS
students.

We believe that the experience for the students with ID
clearly assisted them in their acclimation to college and rein-
forced the potential in each of them. As one student stated,
"I know things and words that I never thought I could under-
stand, and 1 want to know more."

The Psychological Development of
Children and Adolescents

SPE 203, the Psychological Development of Children
and Adolescents, is an introduction to educational psychol-
ogy. This course meets an undergraduate social and behav-
ioral sciences requirement, and draws students from a vari-
ety of academic majors. Through lectures, discussions,
films, and group activities, the course explores the psycho-
logical development of children and adolescents. Course
assignments require students to apply development theories
and current research to the assessment of learning problems
in children and youth.

As with any introductory course that surveys prominent
theorists, developmental theory, and applied methodologies,
this course runs the risk of overwhelming students with
information of questionable relevance. For this reason,
course instructors strive to connect the material to the indi-
vidual, lived experience of students, and the solution of
meaningful problems. Over the years that we have taught the
course, the most successful classes have been the ones in
which student interactions led participants to make impor-
tant personal discoveries.

Because of its content and design, SPE 203 seemed an
appropriate inclusive experience for students in the CCS
Program. Current thinking about intellectual functioning has
focused upon the ability of individuals to create ideas from
lived experience, to reflect upon the ideas, and understand
them in the context of other ideas (Greenspan, 1997). Stu-
dents with ID, like other TCNJ undergraduates, have had
recent experiences as children and adolescents. It was our
hope that within the context of the course and with peers of
similar ages, these experiences could be explored and con-
nected to developmental theory in a meaningful way. We
assumed that with adaptation of instruction and evaluation,
and given reasonable accommodations, for example, mentor
support and technology, the CCS students could be success-
fully included in the course.

One of the initial considerations in developing any inclu-
sive learning experience is how the instructor addresses real
issues of student learning differences. The instructor may
choose to allow these differences to emerge during the
course of instruction and address them in real time, or the
instructor may decide to prepare students for what they may



experience with information that explains anticipated differ-
ences in learning or behavior. We chose to adopt a mixed
approach in developing the inclusive process of SPE 203.

To prepare the students with ID for the course, we con-
ducted pre-teaching sessions prior to each class session,
assisted by student mentors. Initial sessions, held before the
course began, focused primarily on appropriate social
behaviors expected of all students in the course, with role
play to reinforce understanding and skill acquisition. In
addition, the learning objectives and academic requirements
of the course were discussed, with particular attention given
to the adaptations and accommodations available to CCS
students.

On the first day of class, the CCS students were included
in the course with their typical peers, without any extraordi-
nary introduction. All students were divided into working
groups, using a strategy that ensured that the CCS students
were evenly distributed among the groups. An icebreaker
activity was used to introduce group members to each other,
and the learning experience of SPE 203 had begun.

The Psychological Development of Children and Adoles-
cents uses printed material including the text Educational
Psychology (Woollfolk, 2007), lecture notes, and supple-
mental readings. Prior to each class session, the CCS stu-
dents were pre-taught the content by reviewing the "big
ideas" contained in the lecture notes. For example, in
preparing students to learn about Vygotsky's socio-cultural
theory, the big ideas were presented in the following ways:

1. Human activity takes place in cultural settings and
can't be understood apart from them.

2. Learning is co-constructed with others.
3. Development is the transformation of shared activi-

ties into internalized processes.

In addition, concepts such as cultural tools, scaffolding, and
the zone of proximal development were explained. These big
ideas were reinforced by examples provided by the instruc-
tor, and then students were asked to provide their own mean-
ingful examples. In addition, students were pre-taught the
objectives and processes of any group activities planned for
that class session, and were given an opportunity to discuss
assignments, supplementary readings, or films.

The result of these pre-teaching sessions was that the CCS
students were consistently well prepared to participate in
class discussions and activities. In fact, they were typically
among the first students to respond to probing questions from
the instructor, and often provided cogent and moving exam-
ples of life experiences or observations relating to concepts
and methodology. Over time, most were active participants in
group work, and shared the responsibility of "reporting
back" the group's product to the whole class.

In addition to the pre-teaching sessions, CCS students had
the use of mentors to work with them daily during scheduled
study periods. These mentors would discuss the readings with
them, review the big ideas, help with homework assignments,
prepare for tests, etc. CCS students were given adapted tests,
with fewer items to respond to. These items related to the big
Ideas, and were both multiple choice and brief answer. Stu-
dents were allowed to refer to their lecture notes in their
responses to test items. All test items were taken verbatim
from the nonadapted test given to the whole class.

The culminating learning activity for SPE 203 is the vir-
tual student case study project. This is a group assignment
that requires students to critically analyze and apply course
content in assessing and responding to the learning chal-
lenges of a virtual student whose profile they have been
given. The group is required to prepare a written product
containing a student profile, assessment report, and support
plan, and a presentation of their work to be shared with the
whole class.

The virtual student project requires students to identify
and share the tasks involved in creating the assigned prod-
ucts. These include research, writing, presentation develop-
ment, and presentation. This is perhaps the most challenging
aspect of the inclusive experience for all students in the
class. To ensure the success of the group process, the
instructor schedules times throughout the semester to meet
with each group to monitor their progress. At first, some of
the typical students struggled with how much responsibility
to give the students with disabilities. However, provided the
out-of-class support of mentors, the students with disabili-
ties were able to contribute to all project development activ-
ities. The success of the projects was apparent at the time of
group presentations. The CCS students participated equally
with their typical peers, and in a few cases, seemed more
comfortable than their group mates.

All of the students with ID passed the course. They were
evaluated using the same criteria applied to other students:
the quality of their participation, test scores, and the virtual
student project. The adaptations and accommodations pro-
vided seemed to be sufficient to enable them to be success-
ful in the course.

End of semester course evaluations revealed that the typ-
ical students were comfortable with the inclusive nature of
the course. Some students expressed initial discomfort, but
all stated that this was replaced over time with an apprecia-
tion for the contributions of the CCS students. Many student
comments stated that the presence of students with intellec-
tual disabilities enriched the learning experience for them.

The course instructor found that the inclusion of students
with ID in a typical undergraduate course forced him to
reflect on his learning objectives for all students, and to dif-
ferentiate instructional approaches in ways that enriched the
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teaching experience. The adaptations that were made to
instruction and evaluation of student learning were efficient
in terms of time and effort. The weekly pre-teaching (30-45
minutes per class) required additional faculty teaching time
initially, but was soon transferred to undergraduate student
mentors. The CCS program provided mentor and technol-
ogy support outside of class that was essential to student
success.

Great Conversations

A core belief of the CCS program is that its students have
a right to be exposed to challenging content in a range of
academic disciplines and to develop "critical thinking, self-
reflection, and an understanding of the inter-relatedness
required for civic responsibility" (CCS Core Beliefs). We
hope to achieve this by having students audit a range of reg-
ular college courses, but we have also seen a need to create
a course that would expose the CCS students to numerous
college subjects and involve them in academic interactions
with their typical peers. We named this course Great Con-
versations (GC), because it is intended both to expose all
participants to the conversations that animate the academic
disciplines and also to give participants opportunifies to talk
to one another about these important quesfions.

The guiding principles of the GC course that emerged
were that it would engage participants in the discourse and
essential questions of the disciplines explored, increase gen-
eral academic proficiencies such as writing, speaking, read-
ing, and critical thinking, and provide an inclusive learning
experience in which CCS and typical college students would
all increase content knowledge and academic skills.

The semester-long GC course is organized into six or
seven two-week modules, each of which deals with a differ-
ent academic content area. The class meets twice a week for
an hour and twenty-minute session each time, and CCS stu-
dents are given additional support before and after class ses-
sions to maximize the quality of their participation and
learning. Each module considers two or three core questions
in its discipline and exposes students to the ways of thinking
and forms of discourse that characterize the area.

Originally our intention was that each course module
would be designed and delivered by a faculty member, but
as the course evolved we invited graduate students and
upper-class undergraduates to participate in curriculum
development and delivery, with close supervision from fac-
ulty and staff associated with the CCS program. We briefed
all module designers on the course context and assisted
them in designing exemplary inclusive lessons and modules.

The modular design of the course has allowed us to cover
a range of topics in the hard sciences, social sciences,
humanities, and fine arts, and has enabled us to involve a
range of college faculty, students, and staff in curriculum

design and delivery. It has also made it possible for us to
involve typical TCNJ students as learners in the class.
Because the course is not credit bearing for them, we felt
that we would have more success getting them to commit to
attend for two weeks rather than a full semester, and were in
fact able to recruit students in a number of different ways;
some took the class to fulfill a service requirement, others
used it to complete a project in another course, and still oth-
ers attended out of sheer curiosity. As a result of our recruit-
ment efforts a typical GC lesson has 12 to 15 TCNJ students
learning alongside the 6 CCS students.

Because the group of TCNJ students varies from lesson
to lesson, it has been necessary to review extensively at the
start of each Great Conversations class. This actually
became a strength of the modules as main themes and ideas
were repeated. Similarly, we have felt a need to start nearly
every lesson with an icebreaker activity, which has had the
effect of increasing interaction between the CCS and typical
students and helped to create a positive classroom climate.

A particularly successful module was one on sensory per-
ception, designed by Sean MacAneny, a graduate special
education major. The module began with a simulation in
which students acted out the interactions of the brain and ner-
vous system. Subsequent lessons examined issues with each
of the senses, including an activity demonstrating the extent
to which the senses of sight and touch function together, and
one in which perfumes were analyzed to see whether there
was any real difference between scents intended for male or
female audiences or if the distinctions were purely a function
of marketing. The final lesson included a mirror-image maze
which demonstrated how the senses could be deceived, and
in which CCS students were often more successful than the
others. Mini-lectures were interspersed with well-designed
activities and small group discussions.

On the whole the modules have been intellectually chal-
lenging, interesting, and inclusive. Not all modules have
been equally successful, however, and we have greatly
increased our knowledge and understanding of what can
work in this type of postsecondary setting. Some of the
guidelines we now give instructors are:

• Start every class with an icebreaker activity relevant to
the content. For example, a poetry lesson could begin
with students in small groups making rhyming cou-
plets with their names.

• Put the students into mixed ability groups from the
start of the lesson and give the groups time to process
material presented throughout the lesson.

• If groups are to work with written text during the les-
son, it should be brief and relatively simple.

• Avoid whole group discussion until small groups have
addressed a topic.
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• Give students a chance to prepare answers to ques-
tions in advance, preferably in pairs or small groups.

• Ask intriguing, open-ended questions that everyone
will want to answer.

• Use experiential and simulation activities where
appropriate.

• Revisit the essential questions in each class. If possi-
ble, have a written chart or framework for students.

CCS students have told us that they enjoy the content they
have studied and the interactions they have had with other
TCNJ students in the class. All six CCS sophomores indi-
cated that the class opened doors for them and introduced
them to topics and issues that they would not otherwise have
encountered. One student can remember all of the names of
the chemicals we tested for in the water quality lessons.
Another student did a presentation about an intellectual pas-
sion and chose poetry as his topic, using several poems from
the previous semester's poetry module as examples.

Most intriguing to us is that the CCS students view GC
as a real college course intended for all its participants, and
not as something designed especially for them. When we
asked them what they liked best about the course, one stu-
dent replied that it was great for students to be exposed to
different subjects. We thought she was referring to the CCS
students, but she went on, "A Special Ed major might never
have taken a chemistry class, but when they take it in Great
Conversations they may realize they like it." Her perception
of the Special Education major as a full student in the class
was evidence to us that the course has succeeded as an inclu-
sive experience.

The success of the Great Conversations experience has
led us to offer a second semester of it to first semester
sophomores, and to create the arts-based The Finer Things
course on a similar model for second semester sophomores.

MORE THAN MENTORS

As college faculty, we like to think that our coursework
is interesting, relevant, and useful to our students in their
pursuit of careers and satisfying lifestyles. In the time they
spend with us, we hope to give them the knowledge and
skills they will need to be successful, interdependent adults.

Early in the development of the CCS program, we shared
a commitment to facilitating social learning and academic
support through the use of peer mentors. This made sense to
us, because we needed to rely on mentors to supplement pro-
gram staffing, and because we saw mentors as the key to the
full and meaningful inclusion of students with ID on our cam-
pus. Mentoring relationships have been shown to enhance
career, social, and emotional development (Kram, 1985;
Kram & Isabella, 1985; Mertz, 2001). However, mentoring is

used broadly and there is some confusion about what the
term means (Hurley, 1988). A review of the literature reveals
that mentors provide a variety of useful functions including
social/emotional support, role modeling, skill acquisition,
information, and advice. Peer-mentor relationships provide
both instrumental and emotional support. Instrumental sup-
port involves information about how to do something as well
as assistance in completing a difficult task. Emotional sup-
port may involve modeling and teaching problem-solving
strategies and ways to express or manage difficult feelings
(Hagner, 2000; Kram & Isabella, 1985).

We felt confident that the potential benefits of mentoring
for students with ID in the CCS program would be many. We
were also intrigued by the mutually enhancing benefits of
the mentoring relationship we had seen documented in the
literature, and wondered what the experience of being a
mentor would do to enhance the learning and development
of typically admitted students.

The More Than Mentors program was established within
the Career and Community Studies program to provide stu-
dents with ID academic and social support. Initially, peer
mentors were recruited through undergraduate and graduate
courses offered in the school of education, and through fly-
ers posted throughout the education building. Mentors were
asked to complete an application, and were interviewed by
program staff. Peer mentors were provided with an orienta-
tion to mentoring; given an overview of the goals, services,
and structure of the CCS program; and were introduced to
the students. Peer mentors attended CCS core courses and
accompanied CCS students during lunch and social-recre-
ational activities.

At first the response to our mentor recruitment efforts
was modest, yielding less than a dozen peer mentors who
volunteered a few hours of their time each week. By the end
of the first year of the program, more than 50 students from
across departments within the college had volunteered to
serve as mentors.

During our second year, more than 50 undergraduate and
graduate students have served as peer mentors. In addition to
our initial methods of recruiting mentors, we have found
that mentors are effectively recruited via such student asso-
ciations as Best Buddies, sororities, sports teams, clubs such
as Anime; through departmentally required internships;
through CCS-sponsored social activities such as our annual
"poetry slam"; through incidental social interaction and
word of mouth. Specially designed inclusive courses such as
Great Conversations and The Finer Things have created
comfortable and interesting vehicles for shared learning and
the development of meaningful social relationships between
students with disabilities and their nondisabled peers.

Each semester we conduct evaluations of the More than
Mentors program. These evaluations have helped us to learn
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about the meaning and value of peer mentoring for typically
admitted students, and we have used evaluation data to
improve the design and quality of the More than Mentors
program.

Some of the effects of peer mentoring that have emerged
from our mentor evaluation data include:

1. mentors gaining an appreciation of students with
intellectual disabilities as capable of participating in
and benefiting from postsecondary education;

2. mentors gaining an understanding of the mentor role
and seeing themselves as effective mentors;

3. mentors learning about disability and effective
instruction and support; and

4. mentors developing satisfying relationships with stu-
dents with intellectual disabilities.

We are currently conducting an in-depth study of the
effects of peer mentoring on students who serve as mentors.
We are continually evaluating the type, amount, and quality
of support that mentors provide. Our future research will
also investigate the effects of mentoring from the perspec-
tive of students with disabilities. Evaluation data and our
ongoing observations suggest that peer mentors provide
both instrumental and emotional supports that have assisted
our students with intellectual disabilities to become acade-
mically successful in college coursework and socially inte-
grated within the fabric of campus life. With varying levels
of mentor support, students with ID are successfully com-
pleting specialized and typical/inclusive coursework; partic-
ipating in campus organizations, clubs, and activities.

The success of students with intellectual disabilities in
postsecondary education requires a collaborative effort
among faculty, students, administration, families, and com-
munity resources. We are learning that creating an inclusive
campus community is a complex, time- and labor-intensive
activity. However, based upon our experience thus far, we
believe the benefits of this endeavor are worth the effort, and
that the transition of students with ID to meaningful and val-
ued adult roles can be effectively facilitated by colleges and
universities.
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