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Preparing Youth with Disabilities for College: 
How Research Can Inform Transition Policy 

Michael G. Wilson, Amanda V. Hoffman, and Margaret J. McLaughlin, 

Special education policy as articulated through the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Improvement Act (IDEA) focuses on improving the postschool outcomes of students with 
disabilities, including enrollment in college. The transition requirements of the 2004 IDEA 
amendments (P.L. 108-446) require school systems to determine postschool goals for 
youth with disabilities and to provide individualized transition services to enable them to 
reach those goals. College enrollment and access have recently become an important post-
secondary outcome measure for students with disabilities (Horn, Berktold, & Bobbitt, 
1999). However, programming, transition services, and research have historically centered 
on increasing skills (e.g., self-determination, parental support, work-based learning) asso-
ciated with independent living and postschool employability rather than with college enroll-
ment (Bremer, Kachgal, & Schoeller, 2003; Leucking & Mooney, 2002; Roy & Casper, 
2006). 

This focus has been justified by the dismal employment outcomes for many youth 
with disabilities, specifically those with moderate to severe intellectual and developmen-
tal disabilities. Notwithstanding, in recent years legislation has increasingly focused on 
promoting enrollment in two- and four-year colleges as a means of improving employment 
outcomes for all students with disabilities. The 1997 and 2004 amendments to IDEA 
included several new provisions that place a greater emphasis on ensuring youth with dis-
abilities access to the general education curriculum and inclusion in state accountability 
programs. In addition, changes to transition provisions in the law require greater focus on 
developing a course of study for secondary students with disabilities that will lead to , 
desired outcomes, such as college enrollment. Despite these efforts, relatively little 
research has been conducted to inform practice related· to transition services leading to col-
lege enrollment. 
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This article will discuss what is known about the transi-
tion of youth with disabilities to college and will explore 
two major factors associated with college enrollment among 
youth in general. These are (1) youth aspirations to attend 
college (Hoffman, 2008) and (2) completion of a college 
preparatory curriculum (Wilson, 2008). We will present 
findings from two separate studies that utilized the Educa-
tional Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:02) to examine how 
youth with and without disabilities differ with respect to 
their aspirations and college readiness. Findings from these 
studies provide implications for special and general educa-
tors as well as policy makers with respect to the high school 
experiences and opportunities of youth with disabilities who 
aspire to attend a two- or four-year college or university. 

This article is divided into four sections. In the first sec-
tion we review the evolution of federal transition policy 
with a particular focus on increasing college enrollments. In 
the second section we provide an overview of what we cur-
rently know about the research related to the transition of 
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youth with disabilities to college. We then discuss two stud-
ies that were conducted by the first and second authors that 
utilized the ELS:02, a multilevel longitudinal study of the 
high school and postsecondary experiences of the 2002 
cohort of 17,591 U.S. 10th graders. The studies examine the 
curricular opportunities that influence math achievement 
and postsecondary educational plans (i.e., aspirations) 
among high school students with disabilities. We conclude 
with a discussion of the implications of these two research 
studies for transition policy as well as for the use of large-
scale databases in special education research. 

FEDERAL TRANSITION POLICIES 

As students with disabilities have gained access to public 
education, the post-high school outcomes of that education 
have become a primary area of interest for researchers and 
the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services 
(OSERS). In the 1980s, several studies and reports 
(Halpern, 1985; Will, 1984) brought national attention to 
poor postschool outcomes among youth with disabilities. 
This resulted in a call to address the transition from high 
school to postschool employment and other outcomes for 
youth with disabilities. 

The release of findings from the first National Longitu-
dinal Transition Study (NLTS 1; Wagner, Blackorby, 
Cameto, & Newman, 1993) further increased attention to 
the postschool outcomes of youth with disabilities. The 
NLTS 1 was a nationally representative study of a cohort of 
students with disabilities who were followed from 10th 
grade until five years after leaving school. The NLTS 1 pro-
vided, for the first time, a national picture of the outcomes 
of youth with disabilities and confirmed that youth with dis-
abilities were not successfully transitioning into postschool 
life (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). A second 
longitudinal study of transition, the NLTS2, began in 2000. 
This nationally representative study of students with dis-
abilities who were 13-16 years old during the 2000-2001 
school year is collecting data through 2009 on the life expe-
riences of students with disabilities. NLTS2 data include a 
number of variables pertaining to the high school experi-
ences of these students, the services provided them, and 
postschool status. 

In 1990, the Education of the Handicapped Act (EHA) 
was reauthorized and became the Individualized with Dis-
abilities Education Act (IDEA). Among the changes made to 
the Act was the requirement that transition services be pro-
vided to all youth with disabilities. The reauthorized law 
provided a definition of transition services. This definition 
defined postschool outcomes to include "postsecondary 
education, vocational training, integrated employment 
(including supported employment), continuing and adult 



education, adult services, independent living, or community 
participation" (IDEA, 20 U.S.C. 1400 § 602 (30) (A-C)). In 
addition, other provisions were added to the law to "man-
date ... [a transition plan] beginning not later than the first 
IEP to be in effect when the child is 16" (§ 614 (d)(l)(A)(i) 
(VIII)) and to include requirements that transition services 
(a) be based on multiple postsecondary outcomes and a 
coordinated set of activities, (b) include students in plan-
ning, (c) consider individual student interests and needs, and 
(d) include interagency collaboration among service 
providers as part of the planning process (Neubert, 2006). 
Despite changes made in the 1990 reauthorization of IDEA, 
Congress later found that additional changes to the law were 
needed to further improve outcomes for students with dis-
abilities(§ 601 (c)(5)). Among these changes was a focus on 
the coordination of transition services and access to the gen-
eral education curriculum. 

The 1997 IDEA reauthorization modified transition 
requirements to include a statement of transition services 
focus on the youth's course of study (§ 614 (d)(l)(A)(viii) 
(I)). The law required the statement of transition services to 
be updated annually. Additionally, it required schools to 
increase the opportunities of students general education cur-
riculum (§ 614 (d)(l)(A)(i)(l)). As a result, teams that 
develop transition goals and services as part of the individ-
ualized educational plan (IEP) were required to determine 
students' present level of performance in the general educa-
tion curriculum and to develop supports and services that 
would allow students with disabilities to participate and 
make progress in the general education curriculum (Neu-
bert, 2006). Access to the general education curriculum was 
further reinforced by the requirement that students with dis-
abilities participate in district- or state-wide testing pro-
grams under No Child Left Behind (NCLB; McLaughlin, 
Embler, & Nagle 2004). 

The 2004 reauthorization of IDEA furthered the focus on 
improving academic outcomes for students with disabilities 
by setting goals and expectations aligned with those estab-
lished for all children (e.g., NCLB) to "the maximum extent 
possible"(§ 601 (c)(5)). Notably, the 2004 IDEA definition 
of transition services states that services should be a coor-
dinated "results-oriented process that is focused on improv-
ing the academic and functional achievement of the child 
with a disability to facilitate movement from school to post-
school" (§ 602 (34)(A)). Postschool goals must be based on 
the "child's strengths" (§ 602 (34)(B)) along with prefer-
ences, interests, needs, and age-appropriate transition 
assessment. Thus, transition services must provide an 
opportunity for youth with disabilities to identify 
postschool goal(s), develop a course of study to assist in 
meeting those goals, and identify supports needed to aid in 
the transition after school (34 CFR 300.320(b) and (c); 20 
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U.S.C. 1414 (d)(l )(A)(i)(VIII)). Thrm~gh this language, the 
law extends the 1997 definitional requirement beyond sim-
ple access to the general education curriculum and positions 
access to the curriculum as a means to achieving postschool 
goals. Thus, for students with co11ege aspirations, transition 
services must primarily focus on developing a course of 
study that prepares them for college matriculation. In the 
next section, we discuss the current research related to youth 
with disabilities and enrollment in college. 

COLLEGE ENROLLMENT AMONG YOUTH 
WITH DISABILITIES: THE RESEARCH BASE 

As noted earlier, most of the transition research has 
focused on the skills associated with increasing independent 
living, employment, and postsecondary (not necessarily col-
lege) education among students with disabilities. Transition 
research has relatively little to offer with regard to the 47% 
of students with disabilities whose goal, according to data 
from the NLTS2, is to attend a two- or four-year college 
after high school (Cameto, Levine, & Wagner, 2004). The 
research that does exist is primarily descriptive and has uti-
lized data from NLTS1, NLTS2 and the National Educa-
tional Longitudinal Study: 88 (NELS:88). Both NLTS 1 and 
NLTS2 followed a cohort of youth with disabilities as they 
transitioned from high school to postschool life. The most 
current information regarding the transition practices in sec-
ondary schools is derived from the NLTS2 survey. NLTS2 
data address important transition issues such as students' 
involvement in their own IEP development, placement, aspi-
rations, and transition decisions (Cameto, Levine, & Wag-
ner, 2004 ). Thus, findings from the NLTS2 can provide 
some information on postschool aspirations and course of 
study as they relate to college enrollment for students with 
disabilities. 

Findings from the NLTS2 indicate that 47% of the 
youth with disabilities in the sample had a postschool goal 
to attend a two- or four-year college or university. How-
ever, only 10.4% of parents of a child with a disability 
believed that their child "definitely will" graduate from a 
two-year college and 7.4% believed that their child "defi-
nitely will" graduate from a four-year college or univer-
sity (Newman, 2006). In addition to college aspirations, 
course rigor is an important indicator of both college 
enrollment and success (Choy, Horn, Nufiez, & Chen, 
2000; Rose & Betts, 2001). The NLTS2 data suggests that 
students with disabilities are not well prepared for college 
enrollment. In the NLTS2 sample, 69% of youth with dis-
abilities took general education classes (Wagner, Newman, 
Cameto, Levine, & Marder, 2003); however, the type of 
course-taking varied across subject areas and grades. In gen-
eral, students with disabilities took fewer academic courses 
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during the last two years of high school when advanced 
courses are typically taken. Students with disabilities took 
more pre-vocational and vocational courses during the last 
two years of high school (Wagner et al., 2003). Other 
research on the college readiness of students with disabili-
ties offers similar conclusions on the academic preparation 
of students with disabilities. 

Hom et al. (1999) used the NELS:88 to determine the per-
cent of students with disabilities prepared to enter a four-year 
college or university. The NELS:88 followed a nationally 
representative sample of eighth grade students for 12 years. 
The study used a combination of surveys and direct assess-
ments to collect information on student perceptions, aspira-
tions, experiences at home and school, as well as their acad-
emic achievement. Horn et al. (1999) found that in the 
NELS:88 sample, 56% of students with disabilities were "not 
qualified" and only 15% were "very" to "highly qualified" 
for college. In addition to lagging scores on admissions cri-
teria (GPA and SAT), Horn et al. concluded that students 
with disabilities were less likely to be prepared to enter a 
four-year college because they were more likely to have 
taken remedial courses and less likely to have taken 
advanced placement courses in mathematics and English. 
However, the age of the NELS:88 sample makes inference to 
the current population of students with disabilities difficult. 

Hitchings, Retish, and Horvath (2005) examined records 
of 110 students who graduated from two high schools in Illi-
nois to determine the types of postschool goals and the rigor 
of course planning. The researchers found that only 5% of 
youth with disabilities had taken the college preparatory 
coursework to attend a four-year college or university. As 
noted earlier, national data seem to echo these findings, as 
they show students with disabilities moving toward less rig-
orous coursework as they progress through high school 
(Wagner et al., 2003). However, findings from the sample 
used in the Hitchings study cannot be generalized across 
schools and students with disabilities. 

COLLEGE READINESS AND ASPIRATIONS 
AMONG STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

In this section, we review two studies that analyzed 
large-scale nationally representative databases to examine 
youth with disabilities in high schools. The two studies had 
different purposes; however, both highlight the impact of 
high expectations, aspirations, and access to academic cur-
ricula on academic preparation and enrollment in a two- or 
four-year college or university. Before discussing these two 
studies in detail, we first draw attention to several large-
scale federal databases that have the potential to be a source 
for answering important transition related policy questions 
in special education. 

Nationally Representative Studies 
A number of nationally representative studies have been 

supported by the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE). 
These studies have been designed to examine a variety of 
factors related to the education of children and youth with 
and without disabilities. The data from these studies provide 
researchers and policy makers with valuable information 
about the characteristics of children, youth, their families, 
and their experiences in U.S. schools. Because of their large 
samples, multi-stage probability samples, and breadth of 
coverage, these data provide researchers an opportunity to 
examine important issues of policy and practice that effect 
student learning. Using appropriate methods, these data 
allow researchers to examine how processes that occur at 
one level, such as placements/settings, affect processes that 
occur at a lower level, such as student achievement and 
learning (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002). 

Within the USDOE, the National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) has conducted several longitudinal studies 
that have followed youth from high school through post-
school since the 1970s under the National Education Longi-
tudinal Studies Program (Schneider, Conroy, Kilpatrick, 
Schmidt, & Shavelson, 2007). These studies have evaluated 
the impact of education experiences, community factors, 
and other resources on postschool outcomes, including post-
secondary education, employment, marital status, and finan-
cial independence. These studies are: the National Longitu-
dinal Study of 1972 (NLS:72), High School and Beyond of 
1988 (HS&B:1988), the National Educational Longitudinal 
Study of 1988 (NELS:88), and the current Educational Lon-
gitudinal Study of 2002 (ELS:02). In the early longitudinal 
studies, students with disabilities were not identified or were 
defined through unsystematic procedures (McDonnell, 
McLaughlin, & Morison, 1997). Following criticism over 
methods used to exclude 5% of students with disabilities 
identified in the NELS:88 sample (McGrew, Thurlow & 
Spiegel, 1993), NCES improved methods for identifying 
and collecting data on youth with disabilities (Ingels, Pratt, 
Rogers, Siegel, & Stutts, 2004). As a result, special educa-
tion researchers now have the opportunity to examine broad 
schooling issues such as school effects and educational 
opportunities as they relate to youth with disabilities and/or 
in comparison to youth without disabilities. The two studies 
discussed in this article utilized the ELS:02 data set. 

Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 
The ELS:02 is a longitudinal study that follows a nation-

ally representative sample of youth who were in 10th grade 
in 2002 for 10 years. The purpose of the study is to collect 
information relevant to policy, such as school processes, 
student experiences, and outcomes (Ingels, Pratt, Rogers, 



Siegel, & Stutts, 2004). The ELS:02 uses a two-stage sam-
pling design with schools as the primary sampling unit 
(PSU). Since schools were the PSU and students were 
selected within sampled schools, the ELS:02 database is 
appropriate for modeling the effects of schools on students. 
Additionally, the method of sampling was designed to arrive 
at a nationally representative sample of youth in 10th grade 
in 2002 and youth in 12th grade in 2004. The final sample 
for the ELS:02 base year (2002) to first follow up (2004) 
was 16,373 students in 752 schools. 

Within selected schools, approximately 26 of the 10th 
grade students in the 2001-2002 school year were selected. 
Individual students in the ELS:02 will be followed for 10 
years, with school-based assessments occurring in 2002 and 
2004 (1 0th and 12th grades). Data for the ELS:02 were col-
lected from students, parents, teachers, administrators, and 
school librarians. Student instruments included direct 
assessments of mathematics and reading as well as a survey 
of school experiences, self-perceptions, future plans, and 
family. Survey information was collected from the student's 
parent(s), reading and math teacher(s), as well as school' 
administrators and a school librarian. Additionally, as part of 
the 2004 (senior year) first follow-up, transcript data were 
collected on all students. The transcript data consisted of 
school data on student course completion history, grades, 
attendance, and SAT or ACT scores. Below, we provide a 
brief description of the ELS:02 sample, assessments, ques-
tionnaires, and transcript information. 

Excluded students and schools 
The following types of students were excluded from the 

ELS:02 sample: foreign students, students whose command 
of English was insufficient for understanding materials, and 
students with disabilities whose level of functioning made 
assessment impractical or not useful. With regard to inclu-
sion of students with disabilities, the ELS:02 instructed 
school officials to err on the side of inclusion when making 
decisions on students' ability to participate. Thus, we would 
expect the ELS :02 sample to overrepresent students with 
high-incidence or mild disabilities and underrepresent those 
with cognitive or intellectual disabilities. Additionally, sev-
eral types of schools were excluded from the sampling 
frame, including schools with no 10th grade, closed schools, 
schools not enrolling students, Department of Defense 
schools, ungraded schools, Bureau of Indian Affairs schools, 
detention centers, correctional facilities, and special educa-
tion schools. 

Direct assessments 
The ELS:02 math assessment items tested students on 

basic skills through advanced high school mathematics 
including arithmetic, algebra, geometry, data/probabilities, 
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and advanced topics. The test content was based largely on 
existing content items from the National Assessment of 
Education Progress (NAEP), Program for International Stu-
dent Assessment (PISA), and NELS:88. Like its predeces-
sors, the ELS:02 math assessment items were largely multi-
ple-choice (90% ). Assessment scores were estimated using 
Item Response Theory (IRT) as opposed to actual student 
responses on each individual test item. Assessments scored 
using IRT provide theta scores and do not produce tradi-
tional psychometric properties (e.g., reliability and validity), 
therefore these data were not available. For further descrip-
tion ofIRT see Beaton and Johnson (1992). 

Student questionnaire 
Tenth grade students who participated in the ELS:02 

completed a 45-minute self-report survey. The self-report 
had seven sections and asked students about their school 
experiences, future plans, foreign language use, work, fam-
ily, and personal beliefs about themselves . The section on 
school experiences was the most extensive. In this section 
students were asked about their schools' climate, their level 
of engagement in school, their perceived curricular track, 
the learning environment in their school, time spent on 
homework, and use of school facilities. 

The first follow-up included seven types of student ques-
tionnaires: student questionnaire (administered to the origi-
nal sample), dropout questionnaire, early graduation ques-
tionnaire, transfer student questionnaire, home school 
questionnaire, and new participant student questionnaire 
(NPSQ). The first follow-up student questionnaire included 
eight sections: future contact information; school experi-
ences and activities; how you spend your time; plans and 
expectations for the future; education after high school; 
work after high school; work for pay; and community, fam-
ily, and friends. The transfer questionnaire was an abridged 
version of the student questionnaire with additional ques-
tions regarding the student's reason for transferring. The 
first follow-up had a 90% response rate. 

Parent questionnaire 
The parents of 10th grade students who were included in 

the sample were asked to voluntarily participate in a parent 
questionnaire during the base year (2002) of the survey. The 
questionnaire includes items that address family background 
(e.g., education level, race/ethnicity, religious affiliations, 
occupation, languages used in the home), parent perceptions 
of the school life of their child, and parent opinions of their 
child's school. 

Teacher questionnaire 
Both the English and Math teachers of students included 

m the sample completed teacher questionnaires. Teacher 
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response data were intended to provide information on fac-
tors that may influence student performance in school. 

School administrator questionnaire 
School administrators were asked to provide information 

on school characteristics, the students and teachers within 
the school, policies, programs, technology, and the school 
climate. Data collected in the school administrator question-
naire provide information that indicates organizational or 
contextual realities in schools. Data were collected in both 
the base year and first follow-up. 

Transcript data 
The ELS:02 transcript study is an extension of NCES 

transcript studies that began with High School and Beyond 
in 1982 (Bozick et al., 2006). Transcript data provide reli-
able measures of educational experiences of students, 
including courses taken in high school, course grades, 
gradepoint average (GPA), SAT/ACT scores, competency 
and advanced placement test taking, and school course 
offerings. Full transcript records were retained for 86% of 
the sample students. · 

Overview of Study Samples 
Youth with IEPs in ELS:02 

The ELS:02 contains multiple variables to identify youth 
with a disability in the study sample. These included parent 
questionnaires, student questionnaires, teacher question-
naires, high school transcripts, and the school roster collected 
at the time of sample selection. For the studies discussed in 
this article, the ELS :02 IEP status variable was used as the 
initial identifier of students with disabilities, since the vari-
able source was school administrator's roster information 
and was therefore viewed as more reliable than subjective 
questionnaire responses from parents or teachers. However, 
the IEP status variable contained a large amount of missing 
data (n = 7,735). Therefore, we used special education 
resource course credit information from the ELS transcript 
file to logically impute data on students' disability status. 
Students who received credits in a course labeled special 
education under the ELS coding system, such as the special 
education resource room course, are likely students with dis-
abilities, as students without disabilities could not legally 
receive credits in such a course. This method significantly 
increased the subsample of students who were identified 
with disabilities in the ELS:02 from 1,031 to 2,513. While 
we expect that this method allowed us to identify all stu-
dents with disabilities in the sample who enrolled in special 
education courses, we recognize that the method is limited, 
as it will not identify those students with IEPs that did not 
take special education classes during high school. 

Weights 
ELS:02 includes sampling weights to adjust for unequal 

probabilities of selection at both the student and school 
level. ELS:02 has a single school level weight for the base-
year sample of schools, which was representative of high 
schools in 2002. In these studies, the weight chosen repre-
sented youth included in both the 10th and 12th grade data 
collection cohort and renormalized with the reduced sample 
size. Thus, only youth who remained in their base year high 
school could be included in the analysis. 

Study 1 sample 
The second author selected youth in this study who par-

ticipated in the 10th grade and first follow-up, had high 
school transcripts, had not transferred high school between 
10th grade and first follow up, and had responded to the 
postsecondary education plan question. The study included 
4,818 youth from 489 schools in which 912 were identified 
as having an IEP. 

Youth in the analytic sample were significantly more 
likely to be male and members of a minority group than their 
peers without disabilities. Youth with disabilities were also 
of lower SES (-0.22 vs. 0.11) than youth without disabilities. 
Further, youth with disabilities were less likely to plan to 
attend a two- or four-year college after high school. Among 
students who plan to attend, students with disabilities had 
lower average GPAs (2.47 vs. 2.93), and did not advance as 
far in their math course-taking (4.67 vs. 5.88) as students 
without disabilities. 

Study 2 sample 
The first author selected youth who were 10th graders in 

the 2002 base year sample and 12th graders in the 2004 first 
follow-up at the student level. Further, the subsample was 
restricted to students with known disability status, personal 
demographic data, 12th grade assessment score data, four 
years of transcript data, and 9th grade GPA data. Finally, the 
sample was restricted to youth for whom school level 
administrator data and school size data was available. The 
sample included 6,398 students in 608 schools, 1,600 of 
which were students with an IEP. 

Youth with disabilities in the sample were significantly 
(p < .001) more likely to be male (56% vs. 47%), and non-
Asian minority (39% vs. 26%) than their peers without 
disabilities. The analysis of student characteristics indi-
cated that students with disabilities were of lower SES 
(ES = -.47), had lower academic GPAs at the start of high 
school (ES = -.42), did not advance as far in the math cur-
riculum (ES = -.66), and had lower 12th grade math 
achievement in comparison to their peers without disabil-
ities (ES = -.73). 



Study 1: Educational Plans and Academic Experiences 
The second author's study used the ELS:02 data to exam-

ine differences in demographic and academic characteristics 
between youth with and without disabilities who plan to 
attend a two- or four-year college. Planning to attend college 
at spring of 12th grade was used as a proxy for attendance 
in higher education as college enrollment data were not yet 
available. Tenth grade postschool educational aspiration was 
designed to be the postschool goal required for a youth with 
disabilities transition service. There were two main purposes 
of the study with two research questions addressing the first 
purpose and a third research question addressing the second. 
The first purpose of this study was to compare plans to 
attend a two- or four-year college among youth with dis-
abilities and between youth with and without disabilities on 
selected variables. The second purpose was to identify the 
relative contribution of selected family, student, academic, 
and school contextual factors in predicting plans to attend a 
two- or four-year college or university after graduation 
among students with and without disabilities. 

Measures 
The variables included were taken from the parent survey 

in 10th grade or the student or administrator survey in either 
10th or 12th grade. The dependent variable in two of the 
research questions was a youth's plans to attend postsec-
ondary education immediately after high school in the 
spring of the 12th grade. The variable was collapsed into a 
binary variable, with youth who planned to attend two- or 
four-year college or university being coded one lmd all other 
plans (i.e., no plans, unsure, vocational/technical school) 
coded zero. The other dependent variable examined in this 
study was the IEP variable noted above. Finally, 12 inde-
pendent variables were used in the study, including race/eth-
nicity, gender, socioeconomic status (SES), parental educa-
tion, parental educational expectations for youth in 10th 
grade, youth educational aspirations in 10th grade, math 
pipeline, GPA, high school track, percent free and reduced 
lunch (FARMS) in a school, and urbanicity of school. In the 
third research question, the variables were entered across 
four models: IBP, academics (i.e., math pipeline, GPA, col-
lege prep), demographics (i.e., gender, race/ethnicity, SES, 
parental education, parental educational expectations), and 
school characteristics (i.e., percent FARMS, urbanicity). 

Data Analysis 
Research questions one and two used chi-squares and 

t-tests to compare differences between groups, in addition to 
reporting the frequency and means (when appropriate). The 
third research question used a form of Hierarchal Linear 
Modeling (HLM) for binary outcomes, called Hierarchal 
General Linear Modeling (HGLM). 
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Results 
The results indicate that the group of youth with disabil-

ities who planned to attend a two- or four-year college was 
unlike their peers with or without disabilities who did not 
plan to attend. To establish a baseline, the author evaluated 
the percent of youth with disabilities who planned to attend 
a two- or four-year college or university in spring of 12th 
grade. Sixty-nine percent of youth with disabilities planned 
to attend versus 85% of youth without disabilities. Seventy-
six percent of youth with disabilities who planned to attend 
a two- or four-year college or university in 10th grade main-
tained their plans in the spring of 12th grade. 

In terms of academics, youth with disabilities who 
planned to attend a two- or four-year college or university 
were more likely to take more advanced math coursework 
than their peers with disabilities who did not plan to attend. 
Further, students with disabilities who planned to attend 
were also more likely to report being on a college prepara-
tory track and having a higher GPA than youth with disabil-
ities who did not plan to attend. However, youth with dis-
abilities did not reach the same level of math coursework, 
were less likely to report being on a college preparatory 
track, and had lower GPAs than their peers without disabil-
ities who also planned to attend a two- or four-year college 
or university. 

In the HGLM analysis, having an IEP was significantly 
and negatively associated with a youth's plans to attend a 
two- or four-year college or university in spring of I 2th 
grade. When the three academic variables (i.e., GPA, math 
pipeline, and high school track) were introduced to the sec-
ond model, the impact of having an IBP dropped signifi-
cantly, though it remained significant. Additionally, there 
was an unexpected finding in the relationship between GPA 
and IEP. The impact of GPA, in either direction, on the plans 
of youth with disabilities for college attendance was far less 
than for their peers without disabilities. 

Study 2: Math Curriculum Structure of 
Students with IEPs 

The purpose of the first author's study was to understand 
how school curriculum structure influences the math course-
taking and achievement of students with and without dis-
abilities. The author also sought to examine the effects of 
school climate and composition within the models of cur-
riculum structure. 

Measures 
The author used the ELS:02 item flag for students with 

an IBP and a measure of credit received in a special educa-
tion resource class from the student transcript file to create 
a measure of youths' disability status. Composite measures 
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of student race and SES as well as a measure of gender were 
taken from the ELS:02 survey data. GPA in 9th grade acad-
emic courses (e.g., mathematics, science, English, social 
studies, language (non-English), and fine arts) was also 
included as a student level predictor variable. Finally, the 
ELS:02 math pipeline variable was included. The ELS:02 
math pipeline variable captures movement through the hier-
archy of secondary level math coursework. 

In order to measure the effects of school level variables 
on student outcomes, the first author used an ELS:02 mea-
sure of school size and created a five-component measure of 
school climate using principal components analysis. The 
five components that measured school climate were labeled 
Attendance Problems; Drug and Alcohol Problems; Gang or 
Racial Tensions; Disorderly Climate; and Theft, Vandalism, 
and Physical Conflicts. Additionally, student level measures 
of 9th grade academic GPA, highest math course taken, and 
SES were aggregated and used as school level measures of 
average achievement, average course-taking, and average 
SES, respectively. Finally, the first author aggregated the 
within-school standard deviation of the highest math course 
taken variable to measure the extent to which student 
course-taking was varied or constrained within schools. 

This study included two dependent variables. For the 
model of school effects on math achievement, the dependent 
variable was the average 12th grade math IRT score from 
the ELS:02 math assessment. For the model of school 
effects on course taking, the dependent variable was the 
average highest math course taken from the math pipeline 
variable. A discussion of the math pipeline variable proper-
ties as an outcome variable is available in Burkam, Lee, and 
Smerdon (1997). 

Data analysis 
The first author used descriptive and bivariate statistics 

to compare the demographic, academic, and course-taking 
characteristics of students with disabilities to their peers 
without disabilities. Effect sizes were calculated and are dis-
cussed according to the definition (.20 = small, .50 = mod-
erate, .80 = large) established in Cohen (1992). The author 
modeled the effects of school composition, climate, and cur-
riculum structure using hierarchical linear modeling (HLM). 
The models in this study rely on statistical adjustment (i.e., 
ANCOVA) to address selection bias. Since all variables in 
the model were standardized, the gamma coefficients pro-
duced in the HLM models represent effect sizes in SD units. 

Results 
Analysis of the multilevel models indicated that being a 

student with a disability in a school with a constrained -cur-
riculum was associated with an average increase in math 
achievement (.29). In other words, a curriculum structure 

where most students take the same level of math coursework 
and that level of coursework includes advanced level math 
is associated with higher average math achievement for stu-
dents with and without disabilities. The analysis also indi-
cated that schools with highly variable course taking were 
associated with significantly lower average course taking 
among students with disabilities (-.81). School composition 
and climate affected the level of course taking and math 
achievement of students with disabilities; however, these 
effect sizes were smaller than those related to curriculum 
structure. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of study 1 indicate that the majority of 
youth with disabilities maintain their postsecondary educa-
tional plans between the 10th and 12th grades. Additionally, 
academic success plays an important role in improving the 
likelihood youth will plan to attend college. Therefore, plan-
ning a course of study early is likely crucial in providing the 
student the greatest opportunity, in terms of their preparation 
for college. Though students with disabilities who plan to 
attend college appear better off academically than their 
peers with disabilities who do not plan to attend, their acad-
emic opportunities in mathematics remain limited in com-
parison to peers without disabilities. Students with disabili-
ties do not obtain the same level of academic opportunity in 
terms of math coursework, which has implications for their 
postschool opportunities. 

In study 2, the findings suggest that the structure of cur-
riculum matters in the math course-taking choices and 
achievement of students with disabilities. Thus, schools 
shape students' course of study in mathematics by limiting 
or broadening the available math classes that make up the 
curriculum. For some students with disabilities, this sug-
gests that raising course-taking expectations in mathematics 
can have a positive effect on their course-taking and 
achievement. The course of study that students with disabil-
ities complete in mathematics can impact their ability to 
access colleges and universities. 

Taken in concert, these studies suggest that the college 
aspirations of students with disabilities are influenced by 
their own academic preparation and success and that prepa-
ration, in terms of math course-taking, can be influenced by 
the expectations that schools place on students. In other 
words, the academic expectations of schools for students, as 
expressed in the level of coursework students take, explains 
some of the variability in math course-taking and achieve-
ment among students with disabilities. In tum, students' 
own math course-taking and achievement explains some of 
the variability in their postschool college and university 
aspirations. Given the impact of curriculum structure on 



course-taking, and course-taking on achievement and plans 
for attending a two- or four-year college, the findings of 
these studies have notable implications for transition plan-
ning for students with disabilities with college aspirations. 

Implication for Transition Policy 
Many students with disabilities have and sustain plans to 

attend college between the 10th and 12th grades. However, 
their course of study does not always align with their col-
lege aspirations. In light of research that suggests that early 
Algebra course-taking improves math achievement of low 
achieving students (Gamoran & Hannigan, 2000) and may 
lead to more advanced mathematics course-taking in high 
school (Smith, 1996), transition planning may need to 
begin sooner than federal law currently requires. Since 
course of study can be influenced by the expectations cod-
ified in school policies (i.e., constrained curriculum), stu-
dents with disabilities who have college aspirations should 
be required to take Algebra by the ninth grade. Transition 
planning would need to begin prior to ninth grade to allow 
educators, parents, and students to develop a plan that will 
consider any need for remediation of prerequisite skills and 
supplemental programming that will allow for the develop-
ment of a college preparatory course of study through high 
school. 

Limitations and Research Implications 
This article is intended to highlight the utility of large-

scale databases in the study of special education transition 
policy issues. As illustrated in the studies presented in this 
article, these datasets can be useful for comparing average 
outcomes of students with disabilities among schools and to 
their peers without disabilities. The large nationally repre-
sentative samples provide the opportunity for powerful 
analyses from which, where appropriate, we may infer pop-
ulation statistics. Further, studies like the ELS:02 which use 
schools as the PSU provide an opportunity for special edu-
cation researchers to ask questions about how the contexts 
and practices of schools affect students with disabilities. We 
believe this is an important step in broadening research in 
special education beyond examining how specific practices 
affect individual students to exploring aggregate effects of 
policy on special education populations. The two studies 
discussed here add to the literature on the plans of students 
with disabilities to attend two- or four-year colleges or uni-
versities in relation to the high school academic opportuni-
ties that predict attendance. 

It should be noted that not all research questions can be 
addressed through the use of large-scale databases. The 
selection of a dataset necessarily limits the types of questions 
that the researcher may ask. Thus, the use of large-scale 
databases is not a research panacea but one of a number of 
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empirical tools that should be used in special education pol-
icy research. 

In addition to limitations in the types of research ques-
tions that can be addressed with the current large-scale data-
bases of the NCES, many of these datasets also have limita-
tions related to their general education focus. For example, 
the extent of missing data on the IEP status variable of the 
ELS:02 clearly indicates a continued lack of focus on analy-
sis based on disability. Additionally, the ELS:02 does not 
attempt to examine issues of curricular enactment (e.g., IEP 
implementation, academic services) that could enlighten 
researchers as to which school or schooling factors help to 
explain the improved outcomes for students with disabilities 
in schools with a constrained curriculum. Adequate mea-
sures of disability status and the unique experiences and out-
comes of students with disabilities within schools should be 
included in future nationally representative longitudinal 
studies of schools and student outcomes. 

Finally, analyses done on large-scale datasets suffer 
from the same limitations as all secondary analyses of 
extant data (Thompson, Diamond, McWilliam, Snyder, & 
Snyder, 2005). Both of the studies discussed in this article 
relied on statistical adjustments to address issues of selec-
tion bias. As noted elsewhere in the literature, statistical 
adjustment has limited utility for dealing with issues of 
selection bias. However, in the absence of random assign-
ment to treatment, researchers have developed methods for 
making treatment assignment 'highly ignorable' (Schneider 
et al., 2007; Rubin, 1974; Rosenbaum, 1986). It is impor-
tant that in addition to expanding the use of large-scale 
data, special education researchers be trained to use large-
scale datasets and, consequently, analytical methods for 
approximating causal inference and modeling effects at 
multiple levels. 

Support for this research was provided in part by Cooperative Agree-
ment No. H3252060002 of the U.S. Department of Education, Office of 
Special Education Programs, awarded to the University of Maryland. The 
opinions expressed do not necessarily reflect the positions or policies of the 
Department of Education and no official endorsement should be inferred. 
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