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Abstract
Postsecondary education (PSE) programs serving individuals with intellectual disabilities (ID) aim to improve life outcomes 
by increasing skills in three key areas: academics, independent living, and employment. To ensure that PSE programs are 
successful, ongoing evaluations are necessary. It is particularly important to gather parental perspectives given the integral 
role they play regarding decision making for students with ID. This qualitative study analyzed data from 58 interviews con-
ducted with parents whose child was enrolled in a PSE program nested within a large public university. Thematic analysis 
with a deductive approach was the established theoretical model used to guide the analysis. Themes related to capability, 
opportunity, motivation, and behavior are presented, and future recommendations for PSE programs are discussed.
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Introduction

A significant employment gap exists between individuals 
with and without a disability. Almost 74% of individuals 
without disabilities are employed, compared to approxi-
mately 34% of working-age individuals with disabili-
ties (Winsor et al. 2017). Individuals diagnosed with an 
intellectual disability (ID), in particular, experience even 
lower employment rates reported at 16% by state agen-
cies (Hiersteiner et al. 2016). Due to these high unemploy-
ment rates, individuals with ID experience poverty, which 
in turn impacts community integration, social belonging, 

productivity, satisfaction, empowerment, independence, 
and quality of life (Jahoda et al. 2008; Kober and Eggleton 
2005).

Evidence indicating that access to higher education is 
linked to increased employment rates (U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics 2015), led to the revision of the Higher Educa-
tion Opportunity Act (HEOA) in 2008, which intended to 
increase access to postsecondary education (PSE) programs 
for young adults with ID (U.S. Department of Education 
2010). The HEOA increased the availability of financial aid, 
established the National Coordinating Center, and funded 52 
Transition and Postsecondary Education Programs for Stu-
dents with Intellectual Disabilities (also known as TPSIDs). 
TPSID programs aim to provide students with supports and 
services for academic and social inclusion. These include 
experiences that focus on academic enrichment, sociali-
zation, independent living skills, integrated work experi-
ences, and career skills that ultimately lead to employment 
opportunities (Think College 2019). Five of the 52 TPSID 
programs have created consortiums to help fund other PSE 
programs for students with ID in their respective states. 
These efforts have driven the exponential growth of PSE 
programs in the United States, from 49 programs in 2008 to 
270 college programs in 2019 (Think College 2019). PSE 
programs ultimately increase opportunities for young adults 
with ID to experience a college environment and increase 
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their independent living (Miller et al. 2016), academic, and 
employment skills (Butler et al. 2016).

In recent years, research has been conducted on a vari-
ety of topics related to how successful or beneficial certain 
PSE program components are for students, such as mentor-
ing (Culnane et al. 2016; Jones and Goble 2012), the use of 
natural supports (Kelley and Westling 2013), and integrating 
technology to enhance academic growth and independent 
living skills (Evmenova et al. 2017; Evmenova and Behr-
mann 2014; Smith et al. 2017). While evaluations of indi-
vidual program components are useful for ensuring the con-
tinued success of PSE programs, holistic evaluations from 
the perspectives of different stakeholders are also needed.

Leveraging Parental Perspectives

PSE programs generally collect evaluative data across sev-
eral key areas including staffing, administration, student 
planning, student activities, employment opportunities, 
self-determination, and interagency collaboration. Programs 
may also receive feedback from the perspectives of program 
staff, mentors, students (enrolled and graduated), instructors, 
employers, and parents. Capturing parental perspectives is 
a crucial component of PSE program evaluations, as par-
ents play an integral role in decision making in terms of 
enrolling students with ID into a PSE program, and helping 
students navigate through the transition stage (Culnane et al. 
2016; Jones and Goble 2012).

Surprisingly, however, there is a lack of research explor-
ing parent perspectives of a TPSID program (Sheen 2017; 
Yarbrough et al. 2014). In general, studies that have included 
parents (or families) have focused on understanding the tran-
sition of individuals with cognitive disabilities into adult-
hood after leaving high school (Chambers et al. 2004), or 
the issues families face in learning about or choosing PSE 
programs (Griffin et al. 2010). Research focusing on paren-
tal perspectives of PSE programs has, so far, identified 
what skills parents believe are important for their child to 
acquire during a PSE program (Sheen 2017), and program 
components as being most beneficial to their child with ID 
(Yarbrough et al. 2014). A recent study by Miller, Schleien, 
White, and Harrington (2018), explored desired and per-
ceived outcomes of parents of students with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities (IDD) who participated in a PSE 
program. Findings from this study revealed that according 
to parents, students with IDD gained skills in several key 
areas including, socialization and communication, personal 
care, use of technology and public transportation, handling 
of personal affairs, and financial management.

Research has found that parental involvement is a key 
predictor of successful outcomes during the transition period 
for young adults with ID (Foley et al. 2012). Parents often 
find the transition period difficult, and in particular, have a 

hard time allowing their students to become independent 
in a college environment (Miller et al. 2018). By integrat-
ing parental feedback in continual program enhancements, 
parents will continue to see value in PSE opportunities, 
which will result in improved outcomes not only for their 
currently enrolled student but also for students who enroll 
in the future.

To fill this gap in the literature, the present study will 
address Sheen’s (2017) call for additional research by con-
ducting a qualitative analysis of the parental experience with 
a TPSID-funded institution. This is particularly important, 
as most TPSIDs act as a model program for other PSE insti-
tutions. Using an established theoretical model to understand 
changes in behavior (Michie et al. 2011) and to extend prior 
research, feedback was gathered regarding 1) changes par-
ents noticed in their student with ID during enrollment in 
a TPSID funded program, and 2) feedback related to the 
program overall, including an understanding of what areas 
of the program were helpful and which areas needed further 
improvement.

Method

Participants

Transition-aged (18–24 years old) adults with ID who apply 
and meet basic enrollment criteria for a TPSID-funded PSE 
program (nested within a large public university in South 
Florida) are subsequently assessed by the program psy-
chologist as part of the admissions process. This evaluation 
consists of clinical interviews and a battery of assessments 
related to social, behavioral, and intelligence domains. 
Results from these assessments inform the student’s eligi-
bility for enrollment into the program.

At orientation, parents and students are informed about 
ongoing data collection efforts, including an opportunity 
for parents to participate in an interview to provide feed-
back (referred to as family debriefings) at the end of the 
fall and spring semesters. Parents are recruited through fly-
ers, emails, and phone calls which emphasize the voluntary 
nature of the data collection effort.

This study presents findings of data collected over two 
academic years, as family debriefings were conducted in fall 
2017 (n = 12), spring 2018 (n = 10), fall 2018 (n = 22), and 
spring 2019 (n = 14). All parents whose child was enrolled in 
the program during the respective semesters were invited to 
participate. As such, some parents participated in more than 
one interview: four parents participated three times, seven 
parents participated twice, while all other parents partici-
pated only once over the two years. Approval from the uni-
versity’s Institutional Review Board and consent forms from 
all parents was obtained before conducting any interviews.
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Demographic data indicate that most parents who par-
ticipated in the interview and shared demographic details 
with program staff held a high school diploma or equivalent 
(38%), followed by a bachelor’s degree (22%) and an asso-
ciate’s degree (14%). Parents also reported having attended 
some college but not having a degree (10%), having a mas-
ter’s degree (6%), and other levels of education (10%). The 
median family income was reported at $50,000 per year. The 
average age of the students whose parents participated in this 
study was 20.8 years old, and the majority were male (81%). 
Almost 62% of students identified themselves as Hispanic or 
Latino, and white (77%). In addition to an intellectual dis-
ability, just over a third of students also reported having an 
autism spectrum disorder (31%), and others reported hav-
ing multiple disabilities (8%), speech/language impairments 
(27%), and other disabilities (34%). The pre-PSE program 
experience of most students included taking only special 
education classes in high school (52%), and spending most 
of their time in special education classes (32%), fully inclu-
sive classes with no special education (2%), or other inclu-
sive classes (2%).

Data Collection

Parents who agreed to participate in the family debriefings 
were scheduled for one-hour structured interviews, which 
were conducted in-person or over-the-phone, based on the 
parent’s preference. In-person interviews were conducted in 
a private room on-campus, while over-the-phone sessions 
were conducted using a private conference line. Program 
staff were responsible for all logistics involved with contact-
ing the parents, reserving rooms on campus, and establishing 
conference lines. A structured interview guide comprising 
22 questions and probes designed by the PSE program was 
used to ensure that all program components were addressed 
at each interview. This study covers two academic years over 
which time this interview guide was piloted for the evalua-
tion of the program. It was necessary to pilot test the instru-
ment over the four semesters, to determine if the interview 
guide was able to capture changes over time among parents 
who participated more than once. Interviewers read out the 
questions and relevant probes verbatim, and parent responses 
were captured using detailed notes made by the interviewer. 
In some instances, where parents were not fluent in Eng-
lish, professional translators were scheduled in advance to 
assist with the interview session. Interviewers were master- 
and doctoral-level graduate research assistants (majoring 
in social work, public health, or psychology at the univer-
sity) who worked on the PSE programs evaluation team. In 
any given semester, between three to six interviewers were 
involved. All interviewers were provided the same train-
ing on conducting interviews and collecting data, and were 
knowledgeable about ID, aware of challenges associated 

with the transition from high school to a PSE environment, 
and had limited contact with parents and students beyond the 
biannual program data collection efforts, thereby minimizing 
bias and enhancing rigor.

Theoretical Framework

Qualitative studies that leverage established theories and 
models allow mechanisms underlying the findings to be 
more meaningfully understood (Meyer and Ward 2014). In 
this study, the COM-B change model developed by Michie 
et al. (2011) was used to guide our evaluation of the PSE 
program from the parent’s perspective. To the best of our 
knowledge, only two other studies have applied the COM-B 
model to the population of individuals with IDD (Alexander 
et al. 2014; Bossink et al. 2019) and no studies have utilized 
this model among parents of this population.

The COM-B model was developed to evaluate interven-
tions using a “behavior system,” in which three conditions 
(capability, opportunity, and motivation) all interact to gen-
erate behaviors. Michie et al. (2011) define capability as “the 
individual’s psychological and physical capacity to engage 
in the activity concerned”, opportunity as “all the factors 
that lie outside the individual that make the behavior pos-
sible or prompt it” and motivation as “all those brain pro-
cesses that energize and direct behavior” (p. 4). Within the 
COM-B are further sub-constructs, which are defined and 
presented in the results section. By using the COM-B model, 
the present study comprehensively examined mechanisms 
in the environment, which contributed to changes in student 
behaviors related to academic, employment, and independ-
ent living as perceived by parents.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis, which is a 
method used “for identifying, analyzing and reporting pat-
terns (themes) within data” (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 6). 
Specifically, interview data were analyzed using a deduc-
tive approach whereby the coding and theme development 
were guided by the COM-B model. Two authors read and 
reviewed all anonymized data collected from the structured 
interviews. Line-by-line coding was then conducted inde-
pendently by author A using NVivo 12 software, by ’split-
ting’ the text into smaller pieces (Saldana 2011) and assign-
ing lines of code to the main constructs established by the 
COM-B model. This technique is commonly used in the 
health science fields when using a deductive methodology 
(Crabtree and Miller 1992). Author A subsequently created a 
tentative framework that involved analyzing each code indi-
vidually to identify unique sub-constructs, such as physi-
cal opportunity and social opportunity. The sub-constructs 
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helped pull smaller amounts of data together into more 
meaningful units which allowed for the development of 
themes (Creswell 2013).

Author B then independently coded the data using this 
framework, and both authors met to discuss any discrep-
ancies until consensus was reached. To ensure the valid-
ity of data analysis and findings, this discussion involved 
a thorough review of themes and sub-constructs. Specifi-
cally, the authors examined each code and confirmed that 
they all fit under each theme and sub-construct. In addition, 
authors ensured that each construct accurately reflected the 
overall meaning of the data. A final framework was devel-
oped, which allowed author C, also familiar with qualitative 
methodology, to review coding decisions and provide input. 
By triangulating among three authors and efforts made to 
bracket out personal biases and experiences during coding 
(Creswell 2013) internal validity of the study findings was 
enhanced. Moreover, saturation of findings was evident with 
themes being repeated over the four periods of data col-
lection. Please see Table 1 for an overview of the COM-B 
constructs, sub-constructs, and emergent themes.

Results

This study aimed to examine the perspectives of parents 
related to the growth they observed in their child and pro-
grammatic changes they would recommend. As such, the 
criteria for improvement in all areas reported here are 
based upon consistent feedback received from parents 
who observed increased skill acquisition in their child and 
reported positive feedback from various program compo-
nents. Results from the qualitative analysis of the interview 
data are presented following the four main constructs of the 
COM-B model: capability, opportunity, motivation, and 

behavior. Key themes in these four areas are reported with 
supporting statements from parents.

Capability

Michie et al. (2011) distinguish between psychological and 
physical capability. Psychological capability refers to the 
ability to engage in mental processes (i.e., comprehension 
and reasoning), while physical capability involves hav-
ing a suitable environment to promote behaviors. In the 
present study, capability was defined as all programmatic 
activities and components offered specifically to students 
with ID enrolled in the PSE program, which contributed 
to observed behaviors. Distinct themes emerged from the 
data that aligned with two sub-constructs identified in the 
COM-B model: 1) psychological and physical enablement 
and 2) psychological and physical training and education.

Psychological and Physical Enablement

Psychological and physical enablement involved specific 
program components that reduced barriers and offered 
opportunities for students to enhance their capability. The 
majority of parents shared that support from academic 
mentors offered during the program enabled their child to 
complete assignments on campus before returning home. 
Academic mentors were attributed to increased academic 
independence, reduced need for academic support from oth-
ers, and significantly reduced reliance on parents. One parent 
shared that “This semester, the academic mentor has helped 
[student] do their work, so [student] has become more inde-
pendent and doesn’t rely on us parents as much. We [parents] 
will help with buying materials, but we do not sit down and 
help, as [student] has it under control.”

Table 1  Outline of the COM-B model, sub-constructs, and key themes from interview data

Construct Sub-Construct Theme

Capability (C) Psychological and Physical enablement Mentors/faculty and program staff
Non-academic program components

Psychological and Physical Training and Education Employment-related program components
Academic opportunities

Opportunity (O) Parent Physical and Social Enablement Parent role, attitudes, and expectations
Campus and Community Physical Enablement Campus and community engagement

Motivation (M) Reflective Education Staying on track and direction
Automatic Enablement Initiative, effort, and broader horizons
Automatic Modeling Other peers with ID enrolled in program and neuro-

typical students on campus
Behavior (B) Employment and academics

Independent living
Communication, socialization and overall development
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In addition to academic mentors, parents reported that 
support from faculty mentors, professors, and program staff 
was instrumental in contributing to positive behavioral 
changes in the students. One mother shared “He [student] 
has many medications to take – I [mother] am no longer 
doing it, he is doing it. If it wasn’t for people here [program 
staff] giving him guidance and support, although they are 
sometimes stern and strict, I don’t think we would have ever 
broken through. Now people outside of us [the student’s par-
ents] are assisting him and he is doing things himself. Now 
his blood sugar is controlled.”

Other non-academic components offered during the pro-
gram such as participation in Best Buddies, Special Olym-
pics, and social events organized for program students, were 
also noted by parents as being desirable, influencing inde-
pendence and opening up new interests and goals. Parents, 
however, suggested increasing the number of planned social 
activities for students in the program. They shared it was 
important to create opportunities for students to interact and 
engage with others, to address the deficits in social skills 
commonly faced by students with ID.

Psychological and Physical Training and Education

Two themes emerged under this sub-construct of capability 
and involved program components, which serve to enhance 
skills and knowledge in three key areas: independent liv-
ing, employment, and academics. To promote independent 
living skills, weekly workshops were offered by the PSE 
program throughout the semester, which covered topics 
such as transportation, money management, communica-
tion, cooking, relationships, and hygiene, among others. 
One parent shared, “The residential [independent living] 
workshops are very helpful for giving her [student] tools 
and increase her self-advocacy. She has also learned how 
to do certain things independently. She can sometimes get 
shy when she needs guidance, so the workshops have helped 
her gain confidence.” Despite significant improvements in 
many areas of independent living (discussed in detail later 
under behaviors), parents reported continued struggles with 
handling money. Several parents suggested additional work-
shops were needed to specifically address budgeting, and 
counting change.

Another program component repeatedly mentioned by 
parents was the opportunity for select students to partici-
pate in a residential experience, which allowed students to 
live on campus while enrolled in the PSE program. Parents 
overwhelmingly shared that the residential program contrib-
uted significantly to student growth. One parent stated, “The 
independent living program [residential program] was really 
amazing. It was so scary at first, you know, what is going to 
happen to him, will he be safe? But everything worked out, 
he did it and it was perfect.” Many parents whose child did 

not meet eligibility criteria for the residential program were 
disappointed that their child did not benefit from this experi-
ence and hoped that the program would consider offering it 
to all students in the future.

Job shadowing, internship opportunities, and support in 
creating resumes and conducting mock interviews were all 
cited as successful and useful program components, which 
promoted employment skills among students with ID. One 
parent said “The job shadowing [experience] has made him 
[student] more confident with what works. He did an [prac-
tice] interview and he is more confident on how to inter-
view. He enrolled himself here [PSE program] saying he 
was going to be a [aquatic mammal] trainer and now he 
knows he has a lot of other [employment] options.” Many 
parents did share however, the need for more options related 
to internship opportunities and academic courses, to ensure 
that employment experiences and classes were better aligned 
with student interests.

Academic supports that were stated as having had a posi-
tive impact on academic skills included the availability of 
iPads which helped students complete iReady modules (a 
required interactive online instructional program) and enroll-
ment in a public speaking class offered at the university. The 
latter was frequently mentioned by parents as being chal-
lenging, yet incredibly impactful. One parent shared that 
the “Public speaking class is really making him [student] 
reach further than speech therapy would in high school or 
seeing a speech therapist outside of school. Knowing when 
to speak was a struggle for him [student] before and he has 
now overcome that through his speech [public speaking] 
class and other support from the program."

Parents also made several references for utilizing methods 
of learning conducive for their students. For example, many 
parents mentioned that a visual hands-on approach was cru-
cial to truly reinforce the skill or behavior for students with 
ID. In addition, repetition was of paramount importance 
along with consistency in the delivery. One parent stated, 
“He [student] is a visual learner. For example, if someone 
showed him how to mow the lawn or cook at home, he 
can learn after a few times. Whereas if he read a recipe or 
instructions, he would struggle more with comprehension 
and completion of the task.” Parents were clear that improve-
ment in students’ knowledge acquisition, necessitated align-
ment of workshop and class delivery with methods of learn-
ing conducive to this population.

Opportunity

In the COM-B model, opportunity is defined as external 
factors that influence behavior. Michie et al. (2011) distin-
guished between physical opportunity (i.e., the environ-
ment), and social opportunity (i.e., culture). In the present 
study, distinct themes emerged related to the construct of 
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opportunity, which fit with the sub-constructs: 1) parent 
physical and social enablement and 2) campus and com-
munity physical enablement.

Parent Physical and Social Enablement

It was found from the findings that parents’ attitudes and 
expectations played a key role in shaping their child’s expe-
riences throughout the PSE program. Many parents shared 
their primary goal desired from PSE enrollment was to 
ensure that their child gained as much independence as pos-
sible before they passed away. To support this goal, parents 
reported being involved in program activities as requested by 
program staff. For example, many parents attended meetings 
to stay up to date and indicated that they have grown more 
optimistic, and harbor greater expectations from their child 
with the progress they see. For example, one parent stated 
“He [student] is more independent now, and I [parent] trust 
him. He stays alone now a few nights, which would not have 
happened before. I have higher expectations from him than 
a few years ago.” Many parents also mentioned that they 
are less involved in the day-to-day activities of their child to 
encourage growth and independence. One parent explained, 
“I [parent] have stepped back from when he [student] first 
started with everything, including transportation. I have 
moved away from being a helicopter mom and now stepped 
far back. He [student] makes his own schedule. He has to 
learn how to do all his own things. I am preparing him for 
when I am not around.”

Many parents also recognized that being overprotective, 
fearful, and lacking confidence in their child’s ability, acted 
as barriers to their growth and independence. One parent 
stated, “He [student] has improved a lot and taken this [inde-
pendent living] to a whole other level. He can take an Uber 
from [name of town] to downtown and can navigate really 
well. Before he could not even cross the street. I think this 
may be because I [parent] did not let him, but now he is very 
independent.” Another parent shared a similar sentiment, 
“Managing money is very difficult [for student]. But I also 
realize that I need to allow him to take on more responsibil-
ity with managing money, but I [parent] have not let him. 
But now I need to let him learn and take responsibility and 
learn to manage.”

While some parents consciously chose to step back from 
being deeply involved in their child’s academic life, a few 
parents remained concerned about the lack of feedback 
regarding student’s progress in the program. Parental attitude 
regarding the need for communication and program updates, 
ranged from being a necessary program component to being 
appreciated if offered, to not necessary at all. For example, 
one parent voiced that, “We [parents] want a constant update 
because we don’t know if our daughter is getting anything 
out of this [program]. Maybe a weekly or monthly email 

with important dates like a calendar [would be helpful]? Just 
definitely [need] more communication because our daughter 
says she is doing good but how do we know if she really is?” 
Other parents held strong opinions about wanting to get a 
report about their child’s academic test scores. However, 
other parents explained that feedback was not necessary, as 
it meant that their child was becoming more independent 
and thus achieving desired goals. One parent stated that she 
“Was in the dark about program information often, but that 
may be because “he [student] thinks that now that he is a 
college student, he doesn’t have to involve us, and I [parent] 
guess that’s a good thing.”

Campus and Community Physical Enablement

This sub-construct of opportunity refers to how student’s 
access to and involvement in campus, clubs, activities, 
organizations, or events offered both on-campus and in the 
community, influenced student behavior. Parents agreed that 
the opportunity for their child to experience a large univer-
sity campus like a “typical college student” was one of the 
most rewarding experiences for them and their child. Most 
parents shared that their student was more social, partici-
pated in more activities outside of their interest, and overall, 
were more independent as a result of campus experiences. 
One parent shared that “The school [university] is big so 
when he [student] navigates campus it teaches him to not be 
afraid of walking alone or being independent because he has 
learned to figure out those situations. For example, once he 
was dropped off by STS [Special Transportation Service] at 
the wrong door and he had to find his group on his own and 
it actually helped him a lot.” Several parents also mentioned 
that their student was now more engaged in the community, 
participating in church activities, and undertaking volunteer 
work.

Motivation

Within the COM-B model, motivation refers to the processes 
in the brain which direct behavior, beyond conscious deci-
sion making, which includes reflective motivation (i.e., the 
processes which involve evaluations and plans) and auto-
matic processes (i.e., emotions and impulses; Michie et al. 
2011). Distinct themes emerged from the data aligning with 
the following three sub-constructs: 1) reflective education, 
2) automatic enablement, and 3) automatic modeling, which 
all relate to a student’s motivation that ultimately impacts 
their behavior.

Reflective Education

Reflective education refers to the process of providing stu-
dents enrolled in the PSE program with goals that aim to 
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provide a sense of direction and help students stay on track. 
All students in the PSE program participated in a Students 
Transitioning to Adult Roles Person-Centered Plan (STAR 
PCP), which allows students to set goals in the following 
areas: career development and employment, academic 
enrichment, campus and community engagement, inde-
pendent living, and self-determination (Hayes and Muldoon 
2013). A STAR PCP meeting is held with each student, 
along with family members and program staff during the 
first academic semester to encourage students to set goals for 
themselves. Many parents shared that the STAR PCP meet-
ing provided students with a visual of their overall goals, 
which motivated and helped them to stay focused throughout 
the program. One parent stated that “Prior to the program, 
when you asked him [student] what he wanted to do, he had 
no answer. Now he has specific goals and he wants to get 
steady employment, [and] learn to drive. These are things 
that 6 months ago were not on his radar.” Another parent 
shared that “He [student] now has defined goals: he says 
he has a Plan A and Plan B and I [parent] like that he now 
has goals.”

Automatic Enablement

Having clear goals and direction, allowed students to engage 
in automatic enablement, defined as showing initiative, 
effort, and broadening one’s horizons. Parents noticed that 
students were beginning to take more initiative, making 
effort to learn, and increasingly taking responsibility for 
helping with chores at home such as cooking and laundry. 
One parent expressed “She [student] cooked rice for the 
first time last week. She wanted to do it and she did,” while 
another parent shared that “He [student] now takes it upon 
himself to do things like doing the laundry for the family 
without being asked or told.” Parents also frequently men-
tioned that their student was now open to broader employ-
ment options because of the variety of internship and job 
shadowing opportunities offered by the program. For exam-
ple, one parent shared that her student “Has become more 
open about employment options with his experience in the 
diverse internship positions he has been placed in. I [parent] 
am grateful that he [student] is getting internships in areas 
outside of the area he had thought about as it broadens his 
confidence in his ability to do other jobs.”

Automatic Modeling

The subconstruct of motivation, automatic modeling, refers 
to how peers with ID in the program and other neurotypical 
students on campus motivate students to engage in certain 
behaviors. Parents mentioned that both peers and neuro-
typical students acted as role models, which prompted stu-
dent’s motivation to graduate, attain employment, and live 

independently. Many parents shared similar sentiments as 
stated by the following parent, “Since he [student] is friends 
with a good group of students, who are goal-focused, he is 
also motivated to follow them [peers with ID]" while another 
parent shared that his child had a friend who is graduating 
soon, which contributed to the students desire to have a paid 
internship, job and earn money as well.

Findings also illustrated that peers played a crucial role in 
enhancing student participation in social events, improving 
confidence to express thoughts and opinions, ask peers for 
help and find solutions independently without the involve-
ment of parents. For example, one parent shared that “The 
program has given him [student] a platform to be able to 
communicate with peers better. He has a core group of stu-
dents that give him the ability to express his identity and 
self.”

Behavior

Using the COM-B model, this study examined what behav-
iors students were engaging in, because of improved capa-
bility, opportunity, and motivation. Three themes emerged 
which align with programmatic goals of increasing student 
1) employment and academic achievement, 2) independent 
living growth, and 3) socialization, communication, and 
overall development.

Employment and Academic Achievement

Almost all parents reported that students were more inde-
pendent with assignments and homework and less likely 
to ask for help, as they completed homework on campus 
before coming home. In addition, significant improvements 
in reading and writing abilities were reported by parents. 
Many parents agreed that their children could express them-
selves better through writing than speaking. They shared that 
improvements in writing skills were apparent from the text 
messages they received from their child. For example, one 
parent shared “I see that [improvement with writing] with 
his text messages and communication. His vocabulary has 
improved too.” Parents, however, conveyed that handling 
money was a necessary life skill in which observable growth 
was lacking. One parent explicitly shared that “This type of 
math [money management] is important, but not so much 
algebra.” Several parents highlighted the need for money 
management workshops, which focused on practical skills 
rather than mathematical concepts that students with ID may 
not utilize in the future.

As mentioned previously, parents shared that students 
appeared to be more open to alternative employment options, 
have more clarity on their employment interests, and more 
stable goals. One parent shared that “My son has increased 
awareness of being on task and a sense of independence in 



2236 Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders (2021) 51:2229–2240

1 3

the workforce.[He] understands social and work roles more 
clearly.”

Independent Living

The majority of parents noted improvement in behaviors 
related to independent living skills. Students were generally 
more responsible with managing time as observed by arriv-
ing to class and other commitments as scheduled. One parent 
shared that “He [student] knows that he does not like to be 
late, he knows that he wants to be at the place 15 min before 
the event begins. This is new and unusual for him as he nor-
mally ran on his own time schedule.” Another parent shared 
“He [student] has become more diligent with his time and 
has become more responsible with time management. He has 
learnt this through the program. He reminds his dad now that 
it’s time to leave or time to take a break.”

Students’ ability to cook and clean improved since being 
enrolled in the program. Parents who were hesitant to allow 
their child to work in the kitchen expressed greater confi-
dence in their child’s ability to cook safely “He [student] 
cooks on his own now and I [mother] am no longer scared 
that he will hurt himself or be in danger. He is more aware 
of dangerous things and more careful and conscious when 
taking on tasks.” Another parent expressed that her son “Can 
make food for himself and do laundry. On days I [mother] 
have been late at work, he has made himself a meal in the 
microwave and fed the cat. I have seen a great improvement.”

Students exhibited growth in other areas, such as doing 
dishes, loading or unloading the dishwasher, and keeping 
their room clean. In addition, students had become more 
aware of their self-presentation, which is important in 
employment settings. For example, one parent shared that 
her son now “Knows the difference in clothing for an inter-
view and dressing for school.” Students were also utiliz-
ing transportation more independently. With Uber and Lyft 
applications available on student phones and bus schedules 
available online, students were able to plan their day inde-
pendently and engage in social activities. For example, one 
parent shared “He [student] has learnt the Uber application, 
which brings you into the community. The guardianship 
would have limited him in that we [his parents] would have 
had to be contacted for him to leave campus. He Ubers to 
[town] to go to a card shop he likes and also went to a con-
vention by the airport. He is now able to get himself into the 
community, when before he was limited by what we [his 
parents] were able to do for him. I never thought he would 
get to that point. I feel that the entire program has contrib-
uted to this.”

Communication, Socialization and Overall Development

Although the overall goals of the PSE program are to 
enhance independent living, academic, and employment 
skills, it is equally important that students with ID enhance 
skills in areas such as communication, socialization, and 
self-advocacy. Thus, parent identification of growth in 
these areas is particularly important. For example, one par-
ent expressed that her daughter is “Much more social now. 
Before, she [student] would only say like three words to a 
stranger before, but now she will speak much more openly to 
everyone. You saw when you met her today. Her verbal and 
interviewing skills have improved so much. She wouldn’t be 
able to do that without [PSE program] help.”

Another parent shared an example demonstrating how 
advocacy skills have improved, “He [student] was never one 
who was comfortable going to someone in authority and 
now he realizes it is beneficial to him to be able to express 
himself when he feels he’s not being understood or heard. 
Recently he missed a class or appointment and was almost 
about to get in trouble. But when he went to the meeting, 
there was a rally on campus – they [the staff] thought he just 
didn’t show up and he didn’t go through the proper channels 
to let them know. He tried to explain but it didn’t go through 
the proper channels. He called me [parent] upset, and I said 
he had to take care of it. A couple days later, I found out he 
went to [program director and program manager’s] office 
to address the issue. He would probably not have done this 
before. I believe it is the residential workshops [independent 
living workshops] on different subjects that have helped. All 
of the students are together with the adults who facilitate. 
It’s almost like there’s a referee in the room and students 
can voice their thoughts.” Other parents also stated, “He 
goes up to the teachers and expresses himself without us 
having to advocate for him. He is not fearful anymore to 
approach the professor and get the help he needs.” Over-
all, parents observed enhanced levels of maturity, confi-
dence, self-esteem, advocacy, socialization, and a sense of 
responsibility.

Overall Parent Perspectives

Although parents suggested some areas for improve-
ment within the program (mentioned previously), parents 
appeared to value and perceive the PSE program positively 
overall. Many parents shared sentiments similar to one par-
ent who stated that “Everything has worked out so well and 
I have seen so many benefits already. I see all of the students 
succeeding – they are happy in the college environment and 
are proud of themselves.” Another parent shared “I [parent] 
always thought he [student] would be very dependent on 
me. He will always need some type of supervision, but now 
I feel he would be more prepared to take care of himself 
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if anything happened to us” with one other parent stating 
“Everything is going perfectly. I thought it would take at 
least one year for avenues to open up for the future, but the 
program is already offering him the right path.”

Discussion

This study used the COM-B model (Michie et al. 2011) to 
guide the evaluation of a TPSID program serving students 
with ID, from the perspective of parents. Parents play a cen-
tral role in the life trajectory of their child with ID and are 
therefore influential predictors of successful outcomes from 
the transition period after high school (Foley et al. 2012). As 
such, gathering parental feedback to improve PSE programs 
is imperative. Findings from this study built upon existing 
literature by holistically examining parental perspectives 
of their student’s improvements and challenges, as well as 
areas of the program that were beneficial, and those that 
need improvement.

Student Improvement and Key Challenges

Across the two years of data collection, parents’ observa-
tions and feedback allowed an insight into areas of growth 
related to skills and abilities. Based on consistent parent 
reports, it was evident that students with ID improved in 
several important areas relating to academics, independ-
ent living, and employment, among others. For example, 
students showed increased reading and writing ability and 
relied less on their parents for help completing homework. 
However, most parents reported that math and money man-
agement were persistent challenge areas among students 
with ID. Parents did report increases in levels of independ-
ence, so much so that some were more comfortable leaving 
their child home alone. Students also demonstrated growth 
in skills related to cooking, cleaning, personal care, time 
management, and using public transportation. These find-
ings are consistent with prior research where parents also 
reported increased use of public transportation and the abil-
ity to manage personal care (Miller et al. 2018).

Most students were also more open to broader employ-
ment options, were more aware of appropriate self-presen-
tation for different occasions, and improved their verbal and 
interview skills. These are all significant areas of growth 
related to employment success. Students also improved in 
communication and socialization skills as a result of being 
immersed in the college environment and interacting with 
both peers with ID and neurotypical students. Finally, 
parents reported that students demonstrated overwhelm-
ing growth in maturity, confidence, responsibility, and 

self-advocacy—all crucial areas of personal development 
that support the life trajectory of a student with ID.

Most Beneficial Program Components

Participation in the residential program, independent living 
workshops, inclusive academic classes, and having access 
to academic and faculty mentors and supportive program 
staff were all commonly referenced by parents as being 
valuable and effective in helping their child grow. Similar 
to findings from previous studies, employment experiences 
offered through job shadowing and internships (Griffin et al. 
2010) and the opportunity to participate in large campus and 
engage as a typical student would (Yarbrough et al. 2014), 
were stressed upon as being valuable and essential for stu-
dent growth. Interestingly, the child’s safety on campus was 
noted as one of the most important factors in considering 
PSE options in the study by Griffin et al. (2010). However, 
in this study, only a few parents expressed concern for safety 
concerning cooking, and only one parent shared safety con-
cerns related to participation in the residential program. The 
limited mention related to campus safety may be a reflection 
of the parents’ confidence in the program staff to provide a 
safe campus environment for the students.

Having access to resources such as an iPad was useful 
in helping the student’s complete coursework, and public 
speaking classes were commonly cited as being beneficial 
in increasing communication skills. External experiences 
such as engaging in Special Olympics were also regarded 
as influential predictors of independence among students 
with ID. Parents also shared that the STAR PCP meeting 
and having visual goals were beneficial in helping students 
stay on track throughout the program.

Areas for Improvement

Although many parents were satisfied with the PSE program, 
some desired greater variety in academic coursework and 
internship opportunities to ensure alignment with student 
interests. A few parents, however, contradicted this per-
spective and valued that their student was being exposed 
to experiences outside their established areas of interests, 
which seemed to broaden horizons and allow for the consid-
eration of new possibilities. Thus, this opposing sentiment 
reveals the need for programs to further evaluate if providing 
additional variety to students would be in their best inter-
est. Additional workshops related to specific challenge areas 
such as math (money management) are also necessary. Par-
ents stated that using a hands-on visual approach to learning 
would be the most beneficial to ensure knowledge and skill 
gains.
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Parent’s Role

Findings from this qualitative analysis demonstrated that 
some parents had been holding their child back due to their 
fears and expectations of what their child could accomplish. 
At the time of enrollment into the PSE program, parents are 
encouraged to allow their students to be more independent, 
and let the student take on more responsibility in areas such 
as managing their schedules, attending classes and intern-
ships, and completing work on time. Allowing students to 
take responsibility and make choices is a desired expecta-
tion that many young adults with disabilities have of their 
parents (Cooney 2002). In line with prior research, the pre-
sent findings indicated that as parents saw their child grow, 
and the potential for self-sustainability and independence 
in the future became more evident, parental expectations 
for their child’s future increased (Doren et al. 2012). As 
a result, some parents felt more comfortable taking a step 
back. These findings speak to the importance of not under-
estimating the abilities of young adults with ID and the value 
of PSE programs to help parents realize the many possibili-
ties that are available to their child (Yarbrough et al. 2014).

While many parents agreed that independence was an 
important goal of the PSE program, there was a wide variety 
of opinions regarding communication between the program 
and parents. Some parents were comfortable with receiving 
limited feedback, while others voiced the need for greater 
involvement and constant feedback regarding their child’s 
performance in the program. This finding is in line with 
previous literature, where many parents of young adults with 
disabilities feel the need to continue to protect their “vulner-
able” child (Gillan and Coughlan 2010), and remain as their 
“safety net” while paradoxically hoping to be less involved 
in their child’s life (Cooney 2002; Martinez et al. 2012) and 
encourage independence (Bianco et al. 2009).

PSE programs, however, are bound by the Family Educa-
tion Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA; FERPA Regulations 
2011). FERPA guidelines prohibit the sharing of educa-
tional records once a student is 18 and older, regardless of 
disability. As a result, there remains a challenge between 
parental expectations and the program’s legal obligations 
which is unique to PSE settings and parents of children with 
disabilities (deFur et al. 2001). Looking forward, programs 
may want to consider sharing general programmatic infor-
mation with parents at regular intervals regarding activities 
and topics of workshops. This may augment student learning 
through consistent messages shared at home and the college 
environment.

This study highlights the delicate balance that PSE 
programs have to address by providing students with ID a 
supportive environment for cultivating independence and 
growth, while also reassuring parents and setting meaningful 

boundaries, which enhance (rather than deter) shared paren-
tal, student and programmatic goals.

Limitations

Although efforts were made to ensure rigor in data collec-
tion and analysis, it is important to recognize a few study 
limitations. First, multiple interviewers and translators were 
involved in administering the interviews, and recording 
devices were not used. Instead, detailed notes were taken by 
the interviewer, and where possible verbatim quotes were 
captured. Therefore, even though all interviewers received 
the same training, it is possible that responses were still 
affected by interpretation, language, and social desirability 
bias. Future research should look to further standardize the 
interview process and also use voice recorders to enhance 
the validity of the data. Another study limitation was the 
small sample size, and overall low participant rate per 
semester, which could indicate volunteer bias. As a result, 
it is possible that findings may not generalize across all par-
ents of students in the program and could instead, reflect 
the opinions of a few parents who were more involved or 
more likely to notice changes in their child. Future studies 
should build on these findings by encouraging participation 
from a wider range of parents, perhaps through the use of 
incentives.

Given the voluntary nature of parent participation in the 
PSE parent debriefings, and pilot efforts regarding data col-
lection efforts in general, the lack of demographic data for 
parents is another study limitation. While there was limited 
in-depth parent data, students whose parents participated in 
the interviews and had demographic data on file represented 
a homogenous group regarding race and ethnicity, and it is 
important to note that the study findings pertain specifically 
to a PSE program in the Southeastern United States. There-
fore, findings may not generalize to other parent popula-
tions who have children in similar PSE programs across the 
country. Future studies should expand upon these findings 
by examining PSE programs in other regions of the country 
from the parental perspective, and also by collecting more 
demographic data on parents.

Conclusion

PSE programs serving students with ID aim to enhance qual-
ity of life through gains in academic achievement, employ-
ment, and independent living. Conducting thorough evalu-
ations of such programs is essential to ensure continuous 
improvement and maximize the outcomes for individuals 
with ID and their families. The present study demonstrated 
the value of gathering input from parents regarding areas 
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where the program can improve and where their child is 
demonstrating the most growth. Ultimately, parents must 
be given a voice in the ongoing improvement of these pro-
grams, as they are influential caregivers whose decisions 
influence the trajectory of the student with ID.
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