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The following is a summary of:

Session 349 – Life After High School for Students with Significant Disabilities
Time: Wed., July 12, 2:00-3:30

Participants: 

Jewel Scott (Moderator)

Executive Director, Civic Council of Greater Kansas City, Missouri; ECS Commissioner; member, ECS Steering and National Forum Committees

David R. Johnson

Director, Institute on Community Integration, University of Minnesota

Colleen Wieck

Executive Director, Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities, Minnesota

Rachel Wobschall

Executive Director, Alumni and Constituent Relations, University of St. Thomas, Minnesota

The session began with an analysis of the U.S. population of students and adults with significant disabilities. Among the facts discussed: 

· About 275,000 students annually exit IEP programs upon high school graduation and are looking at postsecondary options.  

· There are 60 sets of disability definitions in the federal record.

· 1.6% of the U.S. population has significant disabilities, which include intellectual disabilities, cerebral palsy and autism. About 20% of the U.S. population has a disability using the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) definition.

Would we have had the same discussion 30 years ago as we’re having today?

Wieck went over some of the highlights of her PowerPoint presentation, noting that in the 1950s, determinations on whether a student would need special education were based on the student’s IQ. Little education was mandatory for students with significant disabilities. Retardation at that time was defined as being more than one grade behind. Wieck also pointed out from her presentation that in the 1970s, early intervention was introduced; in the 1980s, a supreme court ruling mandated that all students were to receive an education; in the 1990s, the Americans with Disabilities Act was enacted, and the Olmstead decision required all special needs students to be instructed in the most integrated setting possible; and in the current decade, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has had a profound impact on the education and assessment of special needs students.

Wieck likewise indicated some employment milestones for individuals with significant disabilities. She said that until lawsuits in the 1960s, laws dictated that if you were a resident of and worked in an institution, you could earn no more than $1 a month (“institutional peonage”). Wieck noted that the employment situation today, with self-determination for employment supports, customized employment and universal design are a far cry from the that of 50 years ago, when, she said, “we’d be talking about whether people could fold towels.”

The discussion turned to the perspective and experience 30 years ago of Wobschall, who has cerebral palsy. Wobschall stated that the public should have the same expectations of students with significant disabilities that it has for any other student, adding that a key role for parents and teachers is to set the bar high for students with significant disabilities. Wobschall noted she was fortunate enough to have very supportive parents who thought she should go to regular schools, go to college, and so on, but that many others at that time with cerebral palsy and other significant disabilities did not have the opportunities she had because of a lack of parental support. She likewise commented that it is essential to remember that a disability is a part of a student, not the definition of the student.

Scott then posed the panel the question, “How do you see colleges and community colleges changing and accommodating to meet needs of students with disabilities – and are the needs of these students being fully met?”

Johnson, whose son has ADHD, suggested that there are indicators that things are improving, noting that the high school graduation rate for students with significant disabilities has increased from 50% to 70% (this rate includes both students earning a diploma and those earning some other type of certificate). He added that, years ago, students with significant disabilities were not always offered the option of graduating from high school, but were given a certificate of attendance that had nothing to do with a student’s knowledge and skills. He also noted that the dropout rate for students with significant disabilities has gone from 46% in 1987 to 29% today. Still, he pointed out, youth with disabilities are twice as likely to drop out, and constitute the largest segment of the dropout population. He also remarked that enrollment in postsecondary education among students with significant has made some progress, from 3% in 1970s to 9% today, although little information is available on whether these students succeed in completing degree programs. Johnson likewise revealed the surprising statistic that approximately 31% of the college students with disabilities do not learn of their disabilities until they are diagnosed at the postsecondary level. 

However, Johnson concluded, there are some positive developments. One example is Minnesota’s dual enrollment program, which provides options for students with disabilities or significant disabilities to participate. He added that universal design has also been a positive development, which has been applied not only to curb cuts and the like but also to the curriculum and test products.

Wieck, starting on page 11 of her Power Point presentation, observed that it is often the families of young people with significant disabilities who pushing for such students to attend college. The parents cite among their reasons for urging their children to go to college: “I want my child to have a job.” I want her to be able to own her own home.” These parents also know their children need to participate in inclusive education at the K-12 level to get to college, because special education is not going to get them there. Wieck added that universities ask what “academic adjustment” means; she clarified that it means access and attitudes, not just the physical but also the programmatic environment. Wieck cited the example of a mother who has started her own business as a “college connector” – connecting students and parents with the universities that would best serve them.

Wobschall remarked on this point that at the postsecondary level, students do not receive the guidance they gained from IEPs at the K-12 level, commenting that this situation leaves much room for improvement.

An audience member asked how students with significant disabilities get out of high school with a diploma. He believed many students with disabilities are unable to pass exit exams even with accommodations, and even though their grades are good and they’ve been accepted into college.

Johnson answered that 27 states currently have exit exams. Many states have created alternative diplomas – Nebraska (which does not have an exit exam) has seven diploma options, while some states with high stakes testing have just one. Johnson continued that policymakers must consider the implications of creating alternative diplomas – do such diplomas carry the same weight as a standard diploma, or are they devoid of meaning? Over 30 states have alternative diplomas, but many aren’t based on state standards and were created without the involvement of the business or postsecondary community. He stated the high school diploma is the benchmark of success when a young person is exiting high school, proposing that if states are awarding less than that, they need to prove such alternative diplomas can be transported, that they can advance people later in life. Johnson expressed that at this time, such options are intended to remove the pressure from principals and superintendents dealing with accountability issues. He feels high stakes for students with disabilities is not only not being studied, it’s being ignored. Students without a diploma, said Johnson, are not eligible for a Pell grant. 

Another participant mentioned districts in which students with IEPs will be assigned to just a couple schools, so that just two instead of eight in the district don’t make adequate yearly progress (AYP). According to the participant, such districts tell students and parents that these limited schools are the ones in which the district can offer specialized services to students with disabilities. Johnson replied that this is an indication that schools and districts are going back in time again, isolating students through not only these policies, but also through magnet schools (“creaming” the best students and leaving the rest in the regular schools in a district), area learning centers and alternative education programs from which relatively few students emerge with a standard high school diploma.

Scott asked the panel what policies should be considered at the state or federal level to help students with significant disabilities develop into productive, successful citizens.

Wieck commented that since the 1990s, the Minnesota Council on Developmental Disabilities has offered a leadership training program. She noted that before students can develop into productive, successful citizens, they need a vision of the future, and the council program enables families to develop such a vision – that these young people are going to live in a regular house, have a career, and so on. Armed with this vision, families then need to evaluate what is necessary at the 6th grade, the 10th grade, etc. to ensure that a student is ready for college upon high school completion. Wieck noted the perversion that the students NCLB was supposed to help are being re-segregated as a result of the Act.

An audience member asked the panel for suggestions regarding a postsecondary institution that plans to provide accommodations for students with significant disabilities but lacks the money to implement these accommodations.

Wobschall expressed some optimism for the current situation, in that higher education is big business. Institutions need to examine supports and accommodations to open their campuses in order to face the economic reality – that is, if they’re going to stay in business, they’re going to have to provide a broader net with more appropriate supports, since there’s a pool of people not being served well at this time. She related the story of a bedridden 1955 graduate of the University of St. Thomas, who managed to graduate by getting all his coursework over the phone. She added that she can identify success stories now, but unfortunately they’re more the exception than the rule. 

Another participant asked the panel whether they believed the new federal funds for career transition programs would be made available for creating transitioning programs between high school and life.

Johnson commented that he did not know how the program would be provided. Wobschall added that more and more business leaders say they need employees who have the necessary skills and who can do the jobs they are creating. She said those hoping to assist young people with significant disabilities need to figure out how to mobilize these business leaders, since policymakers will listen to them.

Scott posed the question of “siloization” of funds for students with disabilities, asking the panel if there is a different funding model states should consider.

Wieck commented that there is a new policy based on “need” rather than Medicaid eligibility. Johnson added that administrators are not intentionally setting up segregated schools, but are responding to public policy (NCLB).

Another audience member asked the panel, “As we encourage students and parents to develop a vision, how do we ensure that it’s a realistic vision?” The member commented that one proprietary school she had worked at seemed to be preying on students’ unrealistic expectations (“if you aren’t accepted at this other school, come here!”)

Johnson replied that students and their parents need to start planning early for what students will do after high school – it’s too late when a student is in 11th or 12th grade. He noted that Minnesota has continued to mandate that IEP teams conduct transition planning when a student is 14, even though federal law has changed the age for this to 16. 

Wobschall suggested that children should be exposed to all kinds of working adults as early in their lives as possible. She noted that she has benefited from great mentors, even though she did not realize at the time that they were mentors to her. Rather the mentorship would be in the form of an interaction with someone who said, “Why don’t you try this?” “Why don’t you try that?” Wobschall related the anecdote of a student with significant disabilities who saw a man in a wheelchair in a suit and tie for the first time, and suddenly realized that a person in a wheelchair can have a successful career. 

Wieck asked why a district or state would want to invest $250,000 in a person and then let them sit on a sofa after high school graduation? She proposed that schools let students with significant disabilities dream of being a pilot, for example, and then allow them to find another position in the airline industry.

An audience member asked the panel if they were aware of entities that were particularly successful in helping students with disabilities find jobs.

Johnson noted that Minnesota has a strong internship program. Wieck referenced page 28 of her Power Point presentation, which includes the findings of a 2005 survey of 300 employers who hire people with disabilities and 300 that do not. 
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