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ABSTRACT
While there have been steady increases in postsecondary education attendance by
students with learning disabilities (LD), limited research has examined secondary
schooling factors that may affect and promote their postsecondary educational aspirations
and enrollment. Drawing on a sample of 370 students with LD from the National
Longitudinal Transition Study 2 (NLTS2), the current study examined associations of a
comprehensive set of factors (family, individual, school, and secondary schooling
experiences) to postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment, and alignment
between the two, focusing on the role of secondary schooling experiences. Binary or
multinomial logistic regression results showed that secondary schooling factors explained
a significantly large amount of the variance in those outcomes; grades and school
perceptions were the most consistent and critical predictors beyond other background
characteristics. The schooling variables of grades, grade retention, overall school
perceptions, and college entrance exams, were significantly associated with enrollment
status, particularly for colleges. These findings highlight the importance of schooling
experiences and the need for additional research in promoting educational aspirations and
successful secondary transition to postsecondary education among students with LD.
Keywords: secondary schooling experiences, postsecondary education,
aspirations, enrollment, alignment, learning disabilities

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
List of Figures ........................................................................................................................ v
List of Tables ......................................................................................................................... vi
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................ vii
Chapter 1 Introduction ........................................................................................................... 1
Characteristics of Students with LD in Transition to Postsecondary Education .... 2
Prior Research Background ................................................................................... 4
Current Study ........................................................................................................ 6
Research Questions ............................................................................................... 8
Chapter 2 Methodology ......................................................................................................... 10
Dependent Variables .............................................................................................. 10
Independent Variables ........................................................................................... 12
Control Variables ................................................................................................... 16
Analytic Samples ................................................................................................... 19
Analytic Plans and Missing Data ............................................................................ 19
Chapter 3 Results ................................................................................................................... 23
Descriptive Results for Research Questions 1 and 2 .............................................. 23
Predictors of Educational Aspirations (Research Question 3) ............................... 24
Predictors of Postsecondary Education Enrollment (Research Question 4) ........... 26
Predictors of Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment (Research
Question 5) ..................................................................................................... 29
Chapter 4 Discussion ............................................................................................................. 33
Postsecondary Educational Aspirations and Enrollment of Students with LD ....... 33
Secondary Schooling Experiences ......................................................................... 35
Background Characteristics ................................................................................... 39
Limitations ............................................................................................................ 41
Implications for Policy and Practice ...................................................................... 43
References.............................................................................................................................. 67
Appendix A Review of Research on Critical Factors Associated with Postsecondary
Education for Students with Learning Disabilities.................................................. 80
Appendix B Postsecondary Educational Aspirations of Rural Youth with Learning
Disabilities: The Role of Schooling Experiences .................................................... 103
Appendix C The NLTS2 Dataset................................................................................... 129
Appendix D Description of the NLTS2 Variables and Recoded Variables Used in
the Study................................................................................................................. 139

v

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1. The NLTS2 Conceptual Framework .................................................................. 45
Figure 2. Conceptual Model for This Study ...................................................................... 46

vi

LIST OF TABLES
Table 1. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations ....................... 47
Table 2. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Education Enrollment ......................... 47
Table 3. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution
Type ............................................................................................................................... 47
Table 4. Differences in Postsecondary Enrollment Status between Students who ever
Aspired to Postsecondary Education and Those who never Aspired ............................. 48
Table 5. Differences in Postsecondary Enrollment by Institution Type between Students
who ever Aspired to Postsecondary Education and Those who never Aspired............... 48
Table 6. Descriptive Statistics for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations. ........................... 49
Table 7. Logistic Regression Results for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations ................. 51
Table 8. Descriptive Statistics for Postsecondary Education Enrollment .............................. 53
Table 9. Logistic Regression Results for Postsecondary Education Enrollment .................... 55
Table 10. Descriptive Statistics for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution
Type ............................................................................................................................... 57
Table 11. Multinomial Logistic Regression for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by
Institution Type ............................................................................................................. 59
Table 12. Descriptive Statistics for Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment ............ 62
Table 13. Multinomial Logistic Regression for Alignment between Postsecondary
Educational Aspirations and Enrollment ....................................................................... 64

vii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
While I was working on my research, there have been many people who have
offered guidance and support. First of all, I would like to thank my advisor, Dr. Charles
A. Hughes, for guiding me to accomplish the work through the entire process. I
appreciate Dr. David McNaughton and Dr. Richard M. Kubina Jr. for reviewing my
preliminary study and dissertation and providing helpful feedback and comment. I also
express my appreciation to Dr. Soo-yong Byun, outside committee, who provided
methodological guidance for data analyses. Furthermore, I would like to thank Dr.
Thomas W. Farmer for offering an opportunity to explore his previous research data for a
preliminary study under his guidance. My appreciation also goes out to Dr. Paul L.
Morgan for helping me to connect to the Population Research Institution on campus for
the restricted-use dataset. I would like to acknowledge technical support from the
Population Research Institution. Moreover, I would like to thank to my colleagues, Drs.
Debbie A. Brooks and Douglas D. Dexter for sharing my concerns and offering helps.
Most importantly, I express my deepest gratitude to my husband and family for their
great support and sacrifice.

Chapter 1
Introduction
As America heads into a technical and information-based society in the 21st
century (Dorn, 1996), educational attainment has been increasingly important for
successful adulthood for both individuals with and without disabilities. In a global
economy, transition requirements encourage individuals to consider all possibilities (e.g.,
plans for postsecondary education, job training, and employment) after high school to
improve their employment opportunities (in terms of job attainment, earnings,
satisfaction, maintenance, etc.) and postschool outcomes (Dickinson & Verbeck, 2002;
Horn, Berktold, & Bobbitt, 1999; Thurlow, Sinclair, & Johnson, 2002; Vogel &
Adelman, 2000; Wehman & Yasuda, 2005). Supporting the idea that educational
attainment improves job opportunities, estimates show that 90% of the fastest-growing
jobs in the country will require at least a high school diploma and some postsecondary
education (Braddock, 1999; U.S. Department of Education, 2012).
Non-completion rates in American schooling have dramatically decreased over
the past century among individuals aged 18 years or more, an age range expected to have
completed high school: 96% in the early 1900s, to 25% in 1960s, and finally to 14% in
2000s (Thurlow et al., 2002). In addition, enrollment rates for postsecondary schools
(e.g., vocational, business, or technical schools, 2-year junior or community colleges, or
4-year colleges or universities) have steadily increased over the 1990s in the U.S. (Gerald
& Hussar, 2002). According to data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study 2
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(NLTS2), following high school most youth with disabilities (79%) engaged in
postsecondary education, job training programs, working, or a combination of these
activities (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005). The report also stated
that 31.9% of youth with disabilities enrolled in some type of postsecondary education
within two years after high school, with 20.8% enrolling in a 2-year college, 9.6% in a 4year college, and 1.5% in other institutions.
As a whole, out-of-school youth with disabilities have relatively high engagement
rates, but troubling about one fifth of those with disabilities have not engaged in
postschool activities in the early years after high school (Wagner et al., 2005). In
general, students with high-incidence disabilities, including emotional disturbances and
learning disabilities (LD), drop out of high school most often among all groups of
students with disabilities (U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Moreover, despite that
youth with disabilities have increasingly enrolled in postsecondary-level education, there
remains a large gap in postsecondary participation between youth with disabilities and
their nondisabled peers (Fabian, 2007; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, & Levine, 2005). Not
surprisingly, youth with disabilities have lower overall employment rates and outcomes
than their nondisabled peers (National Organization on Disability, 2000; Blackorby &
Wagner, 1996).
Characteristics of Students with LD in Transition to Postsecondary Education
According to the Condition of Education Report (National Center for Education
Statistics [NCES], 2012), students with LD constituted the largest portion (38%) of
children and youth receiving special education services under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 20092010. Findings from the NLTS2 indicated
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that students with LD made up the largest proportion of students with disabilities who
completed high school (SRI International, 2005); it also indicated that students with LD
constituted the greatest proportion of students with disabilities attending college in the
U.S. (Henderson, 2001; Horn, Peter, Rooney, & Malizio, 2002). However, students with
LD have continued to experience less favorable postschool outcomes than those of their
nondisabled peers. For example, they appear to hold significantly lower postsecondary
educational aspirations than their nondisabled peers (Dowdy, Carter, & Smith, 1990;
Irvin et al., 2011a; Park, Byun, Farmer, Meece, & Irvin, under review; Rojewski, 1996;
1999; White et al., 1983). They are also much less likely to enroll and complete
postsecondary education programs and continue to fall behind their nondisabled peers in
employment outcomes (Blackkorby & Wagner, 1997; Haring, Lovett, & Smith, 1990;
Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Rojewski, 1996; 1999).
Historically, students with LD have received less attention in transition planning
than other students with more significant disabilities (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002;
Levinson & Ohler, 1998), although they would likely need transition support during
secondary school in order to become successful in postsecondary education. As defined
in IDEA (2004), the transition process is meant to help students with disabilities to
prepare to meet their individual needs and, as appropriate, continue their education
beyond high school. However, transitioning from secondary to postsecondary education
is difficult for many students with LD (Kosine, 2007; Kurtz & Hicks-Coolick, 1997;
Milsom & Dietz, 2009; Skinner, 2004). Researchers have suggested a number of
possible for this difficulty, including limited knowledge of opportunities in postsecondary
education; lack of preparation in academic and functional skills; poor self-advocacy
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skills; low expectations by teachers, parents, and community; and effects of social bias or
structural barriers caused by disability status, gender, and/or ethnicity (Hotchkiss &
Borow, 1996; Miller, Corbey, & Asher, 1994; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1996; Rojewski,
1994; 1999). However, considerably less is known about secondary school factors that
may affect and promote postsecondary educational aspirations and attainment for
students with LD (Brinckerhoff, McGuire, & Shaw, 2002; Gajar, 1998; Hitchings, Retish,
& Horvath, 2005; Mull, Sitlington, & Alper, 2001; Rojewski, 1996).
Prior Research on School Factors
Numerous recent studies have demonstrated that, for general students, high school
context affects their academic orientations and educational choices related to their
transition to postsecondary education (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009, 2010; Hill, 2008; Irvin,
Meece, Byun, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011b; Jencks & Phillips, 2000; McDonough, 1997).
Additionally, considerable research has shown that youths’ aspirations are a significant
predictor of future educational and occupational attainment in postsecondary life
(Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, & Pastorelli, 2001; Eccles, Vida, & Barber, 2004;
Marjoribanks, 2003; Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998). However, relatively little
research in special education was conducted during the 1990s, particularly on the
transition to postsecondary education for students with LD (Levine & Nourse, 1998;
Miller, Rzonca, & Snider, 1991; Miller, Snider, & Rzonca, 1990; Murray, Goldstein,
Nourse, & Edgar, 2000; Rojewski, 1999). The early research on this topic was
descriptive and did not include multivariate analyses, which would allow for
identification of a complex array of predictors of postsecondary educational aspirations
and enrollment for students with LD. For example, Miller and his colleagues (1990;
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1991) investigated a small subset of variables regarding student characteristics (e.g.,
gender, cognitive abilities) and a limited number of context factors (e.g., vocational
education, use of community resources) related to decisions to participate in
postsecondary education and the types of postsecondary education chosen among
students with LD.
A few recent studies have investigated the influence of secondary school
experiences (e.g., transition services, courses taken, academic performance, school
perceptions) on postsecondary educational aspirations and participation among students
with LD (Daviso, Denney, Baer, & Flexer, 2011; Irvin et al., 2011a; Kortering, Braziel,
& McClannon, 2010). For instance, researchers found that students with LD who had
negative perceptions of school aspired less for postsecondary education and had more
uncertain postschool plans than did their nondisabled peers (Irvin et al., 2011a; Kortering
et al., 2010). Furthermore, Daviso et al. (2011) found that participation in secondary
school programs (e.g., mainstream academics, proficiency tests), including transitionrelated services (e.g., vocational education, work study), significantly influenced the
postsecondary goals of students with LD. However, considerably less is known about the
critical factors associated with postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment of
students with LD, compared to those for nondisabled peers. A tremendous need remains
for research that illuminates the secondary-postsecondary nexus among students with LD,
specifically by clarifying the predictors of their successful transition, including in-school
factors (see Appendix A for a literature review on critical factors associated with
postsecondary education for students with LD).
Prior to the current study, a secondary data analysis using a recent national survey
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of rural high school students was conducted (see Appendix B). This study examined
factors thought to be associated with and contribute to the postsecondary educational
aspirations of rural high school students with LD, with a strong focus on the role of
secondary schooling experiences (Park et al., under review). The results of this study
indicated that rural students with LD held significantly lower postsecondary educational
aspirations and were more likely to be unsure of their future educational plans than were
their nondisabled peers, corroborating early research on the educational aspirations of
students with LD (Dowdy et al., 1990; Rojewski, 1996; 1990, White et al., 1983).
Moreover, after controlling for relevant factors, the study found that schooling
experiences of grade retention, academic self-concept, school valuing, counseling
services for college preparation, and teacher expectations were significant predictors of
the postsecondary educational aspirations of both rural students with LD and their
nondisabled peers. These findings highlight how secondary schooling experiences shape
postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment for students with LD; however,
further studies with large and nationally representative samples of students with LD are
needed.
Current Study
The current study draws from a nationally representative sample of students with
disabilities from the NLTS2 and examines a comprehensive set of factors that may help
to broaden our overall understanding of the critical predictors of postsecondary education
outcomes among students with LD. The central hypothesis of the study is that secondary
school context greatly affects those students’ postsecondary educational aspirations and
enrollment. From an ecological perspective, the current study views school as a basic
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context of youth development and addresses the influence of multiple interdependent
relationships among school, family, and individual factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Eccles
& Roeser, 1999; 2010; Roeser, Urdan, & Stephens, 2009). Based on this perspective, the
current study includes numerous features of family and school as well as subjective
experiences of students; it also examines how several aspects of secondary schooling
experiences affect postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment among students
with LD. The findings of this study will provide timely empirical evidence based on a
recent, nationally representative sample of students with LD and extend our foundational
understanding of the salience of secondary school context related to postsecondary
education in special education. Additionally, practitioners and policymakers will benefit
from this study by better understanding the associations between the complex array of
predictors regarding postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment. It may also
enable secondary educators to help their students with LD successfully prepare for
postsecondary education, increasing their participation and attainment.
Therefore, the purpose of the current study is to examine a comprehensive set of
factors that may promote or constrain the postsecondary educational aspirations and
enrollment of students with LD. These factors include student characteristics, family
backgrounds, school features, and, particularly, secondary schooling experiences. The
data for this study come from the most recent NLTS2 (20012009), a large, nationally
representative dataset funded by the U.S. Department of Education. The NLTS2
includes data on all of the federal disability categories under IDEA and provides
information on youth with disabilities who attended secondary school in 2000 or later,
encompassing their progression through high school into postsecondary life.
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Accordingly, the current study analyzes a subsample of youth with disabilities,
particularly students with LD, who reported their postsecondary educational aspirations
and enrollment in postsecondary education programs (i.e., vocational, business, or
technical schools, 2-year colleges, or 4-year colleges or universities). The research
design of the NLTS2 provides a conceptual framework that identifies six categories of
variables (i.e., youth characteristics, household characteristics, school programs, school
characteristics and policies, achievements during secondary school, and adult services
and programs) considered to impact postschool outcomes (Wagner, Kutash, Duchnowski,
& Epstein, 2005). This conceptual model guided the organization of a comprehensive set
of variables in the current study (see Figure 1 for the NLTS2 conceptual framework and
Figure 2 for conceptual model for this study).
Research Questions
The current study addresses the following research questions:
1. What are the postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment rates in
postsecondary education programs of students with LD after leaving high school?
2. Are there differences in the status of postsecondary enrollment and type of
postsecondary institution attended between students who aspired during their high
school years to attend postsecondary education and those who did not?
3. Are the secondary school experiences of students with LD associated with
postsecondary educational aspirations, after controlling for family, individual, and
school factors?
4. Are the secondary school experiences of students with LD associated with
postsecondary education enrollment status, after controlling for family,
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individual, and school factors?
5. Are the secondary school experiences of students with LD associated with
alignment between postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment status,
after controlling for individual, family, and school factors?

Chapter 2
Methodology
The purpose of this study is to investigate a comprehensive set of factors (i.e.,
secondary school experiences, family backgrounds, student characteristics, and school
characteristics) that may promote or constrain postsecondary educational aspirations and
enrollment of students with LD. Using the NLTS2 dataset (see Appendix C for
information about the dataset), this study particularly focused on analyzing the relative
contributions of secondary school experiences to the likelihood of aspiring to
postsecondary education and enrolling in postsecondary education among students with
LD. To answer the research questions in this study, data were obtained from multiple
instruments (i.e., Parent and Youth Interview/Questionnaires, School Program Survey,
School Background Survey) and in five waves over a 9-year period (2001-2009). The
names of study variables and methods used to combine the variables with a different
coding are described below, along with analytic samples and plans (see Appendix D for
descriptions of variables in a tabular form).
Dependent Variables
This study uses measures of postsecondary educational aspirations and
postsecondary education enrollment from the Parent/Youth Interviews as the focal
outcome variables. For the postsecondary educational aspirations, youth were asked their
educational expectations that they would attend postsecondary school. The enrollment
status was based on whether the youth ever attended any postsecondary education
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institution since leaving high school. In addition to this, the enrollment status was further
specified by institution type.
Postsecondary educational aspirations. I combined responses from two
variables (np2V7_G6, np3V7_G6) to represent youths’ postsecondary educational
aspirations. I chose to use the variables which measured youth expectations to attend
postsecondary school from the 2003 and 2005 Youth Interviews, because students were
only asked in the two waves (only youth who were younger than 18 were asked) and
were not directly asked to indicate how far in postsecondary school they would most like
to go. The original coding responses (1 = Definitely will, 2 = Probably will, 3 = Probably
won’t, 4 = Definitely won’t) were recoded for a new dummy variable: 1, 2 = 1 for youth
who aspired to postsecondary education and 3, 4 = 0 for youth who did not aspire to
postsecondary education.
Postsecondary education enrollment. I combined responses from three
dichotomous variables (np3PostSec_ever, np4PostSec_ever, np5PostSec_ever) obtained
from the 2005, 2007, and 2009 Parent/Youth Interview to represent postsecondary
education enrollment. If a youth indicated 1 on any of the three variables, the youth
received 1 = Yes on the combined variable; and if a youth indicated 0 across three waves,
the youth received 0 = No on the combined variable. Then, I labeled the combined
variable 1 for youth who enrolled in any postsecondary education since leaving high
school and 0 for youth who never enrolled in any postsecondary education since leaving
high school.
For the enrollment by institution type, I combined responses from nine
dichotomous variables obtained from the three waves of Parent/Youth Interview for a
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postsecondary vocational school variable (np3S4a_D4a2_ever, np4S4a_D4a2_ever,
np5S4a_A3e_ever), a 2-year or community college variable (np3S3a_D4a1_ever,
np4S3a_D4a1_ever, np5S3a_A3a_ever), and a 4-year college or university variable
(np3S5a_D4a3_ever, np4S5a_D4a3_ever, np5S5a_A3i_ever). I combined the variables
for each type of institution enrollment first and created a new variable to indicate whether
the youth has ever taken any classes from a vocational school, 2-year or community
college, or 4-year college/university since leaving high school. This variable was coded
as follows: 0 = None, 1 = vocational school, 2 = 2-year or community college, 3 = 4-year
college/university.
Independent Variables
This study uses measures of secondary school experiences as the independent
variables. Drawing on literature (Baer et al., 2003; Daviso et al., 2003; Halpern,
Yovanoff, Doren, & Benz, 1995; Irvin et al., 2001a; Kortering et al., 2010; Miller et al.,
1990; 1991; Rojewski, 1999; Scanlon et al., 2008), a variety of variables related to
academic experiences, school perceptions, transition experiences, and school programs
are included.
Secondary school experiences. I included a total of eight variables to represent
the aspects of secondary schooling experiences: grades, grade retention, school
perceptions (i.e., enjoyment of school, affiliation with school, school safety, and
challenges at school), transition planning, primary goal for postsecondary education,
participation in vocational education, participation in extracurricular activities, and taking
college entrance exam. The data for academic experiences (i.e., grades and grade
retention) and school perceptions were collected from the 2001 through 2007
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Parent/Youth Interviews. The data for the rest of the variables focused on transition
experiences and school programs were collected from the 2002 and 2004 School Program
Surveys.
Grades. I created a variable for grades from variables obtained from the 2001
through 2007 Parent/Youth Interviews (not asked in Wave 5) by combining the reported
grades across waves (np1D9b, np2D6m, np3D6m, np4D6m) and recoded the original
variables in the following manner: 1 = Mostly D’s and F’s/ mostly F’s (failing), 2 =
Mostly C’s and D’s/ mostly D’s (below average), 3 = Mostly B’s and C’s/ mostly C’s
(average), 4 = A’s and B’s/ mostly B’s (above average), and 5 = Mostly A’s (excellent).
Then, I averaged the grades across waves for a continuous variable. A higher value
indicates higher grades across all subjects.
Grade retention. Grade retention was a variable collected from the 2001 Parent
Interview (only asked in Wave 1) indicating whether youth had ever been held back a
grade at any point in their schooling. I used the variable (np1D_5j_7d) as it was coded in
the NLTS2 dataset (1 = Yes, 0 = No).
School perceptions. This variable was constructed by using responses to
questions from the 2003, 2005, and 2007 Parent/Youth Interviews that tapped into the
extent to which youth felt toward school in terms of (a) enjoyment of school, (b)
affiliation with school, (c) school safety, and (d) challenges at school. These variables
were measured with a 4-point Likert scale, but some were differently stated for the scale.
The variables were coded in a same manner to align the responses across four domains,
and then I created a continuous variable for overall school perceptions by computing the
averages. A higher value indicates more positive school perceptions.
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Enjoyment of school. For the self-reported youth’s perceptions regarding
enjoyment of school, I used the responses (np2R1a_K3b, np3R1a_K3b, np4Rla_K3b) to
the statement “Youth enjoys secondary school” and “How much youth enjoys secondary
school”. This variable was coded in the following way (1 = Not at all, 2 = A little, 3 =
Pretty much, and 4 = A lot) with a higher value indicating higher school enjoyment.
Affiliation with school. I used the responses (np2R1b, np3R1b, np4R1b) about
youth’s feelings of being part of their secondary school to create the affiliation with
school variable. This variable was coded in the following way (1 = Not at all, 2 = A
little, 3 = Pretty much, and 4 = A lot) with a higher value indicating a higher sense of
school belonging.
School safety. I used the responses (np2R3, np3R3, np4R3) about how safe youth
felt at their secondary school to create the school safety variable. The original variable
coding was reversed, so a higher number is more desirable to be consistent with the other
variables (1 = Not safe at all, 2 = Not very safe, 3 = Pretty safe, and 4 = Very safe) and
indicates a higher sense of school safety.
Challenges at school. I used the responses (np2R2_K3a, np3R2_K3a,
np4R2_K3a) to the statement “School is challenging for youth” and “How hard
secondary school is for youth”. This variable was coded in the following way (1 = Very
hard, 2 = Pretty hard, 3 = Not very hard, and 4 = Not hard at all) with a higher value
indicating school was less hard for youth.
Transition planning. I combined two dichotomous variables (npr1E1, npr2E1)
derived from the 2002 and 2004 School Program Surveys to represent whether youth
received transition planning for adult life. I combined these variables and created a new
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variable in the following way: if a youth received 1 on either of the variables, the youth
received 1 = Yes on the new variable; and if the youth received 0 on both variables, the
youth received 0 = No on the new variable. This new variable represents whether there
has been planning for the transition to adult life since the 2001-02 school year.
Primary goal for postsecondary education. I used four dichotomous variables
derived from the 2002 and 2004 School Program Surveys to represent whether youth had
a primary goal of educational program, particularly for postsecondary vocational training
program (npr1E4b, npr2E4b) and 2- or 4-year college (npr1E4b, npr2E4b). I created
each variable for two options of postsecondary education in the following manner: if a
youth received 1 on either vocational program or college, the youth received 1 = Yes on
the new variable; and if a youth received 0 on both variables, the youth received 0 = No
on the new variable. Since this variable was completed by school staff who had
responded (1 = Yes) to whether there had been planning for transition (npr1E1 or
npr2E1), I recoded the variable so that any youth who received 0 or no response on the
transition planning variables as 0 on this new variable. This new variable represents
whether the primary goal of youth’s educational program is to prepare him/her for
attending a postsecondary education program for the period of high school.
Participation in vocational education. I combined two dichotomous variables
(npr1C1, npr2C1) derived from the 2002 and 2004 School Program Surveys and created a
new variable in the following way: if a youth received 1 on either npr1C1 or npr2C1, the
youth received 1 = Yes on the new variable; and if the youth received 0 on both variables,
the youth received 0 = No on the new variable. This new variable represents whether the
youth ever spent any part of the school day in a vocational education or applied academic
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class since the 2001-02 school year.
Participation in extracurricular activities. I combined three dichotomous
variables (np1F3, np2J1, np3J1) derived from the 2001, 2003, and 2005 Parent/Youth
Interviews and created a new variable in the following way: if a youth received 1 on any
of three variables, the youth received 1 = Yes on the combined variable; and if the youth
received 0 across three waves, the youth received 0 = No on the variable. This new
variable represents whether the youth ever participated in extracurricular activities in
secondary school.
Taking college entrance exam. I combined two categorical variables (npr1A7,
npr2A7) derived from the 2002 and 2004 School Program Surveys and created a new
variable in the following manner: if a youth received 1 on either npr1A7 or npr2A7, the
youth received 1 = Yes on the new variable; and if a youth received 0 on both variables,
the youth received 0 = No. This new variable representeds whether the youth has taken
any college entrance exams (e.g., PSATs, SATs, or other college entrance examinations)
in preparation for leaving high school.
Control Variables
Drawing on the extant literature (Baer et al., 2003; Daviso et al., 2003; Halpern et
al., 1995; Kortering et al., 2010; Miller et al., 1991; Murray et al., 2000; Rojewski, 1999),
a variety of demographic and socioeconomic variables related to (a) student
characteristics, (b) family backgrounds, and (c) school characteristics were included as
control variables. All of these variables were drawn from the 2001 through 2009
Parent/Youth Interviews, the 2002 and 2004 School Program Surveys, and the 2002
School Background Survey.

17

Student characteristics. For student characteristics, gender, race/ethnicity, and
grade level were included in the analyses. I initially checked the variable frequency
across waves for missing data and used the cross-instrument data variable with no
missing or the variable with the smallest missing.
Gender. I used the variable (w1_GendHdr2001) from the cross-instrument data
file from the first data collection point to provide youth’s gender (0 = Male and 1 =
Female).
Race/ethnicity. I used the variable (w1_Ethdr2001) from the cross-instrument
data file from the first data collection point to represent youth’s race/ethnicity. The
variable was coded as follows: 1 = White, 2 = African American/Black and 3 = Hispanic,
and other racial and ethnic groups are not included due to small sample size.
Grade level. I used the variable (np1D1o) from the 2001 Parent/Youth Interview
for grade level at time of interview. The variable was coded as follows: 1 = Grade 7, 2 =
Grade 8, 3 = Grade 9, 4 = Grade 10, and 5 = Grade 11 and 12.
Family characteristics. For family backgrounds, household income and parental
education level were included. I initially checked the variable frequency across waves
for missing data, used the cross-instrument data variable or the variable with the smallest
missing.
Household income. There were numerous variables in the NLTS2 that describe
socioeconomic status (SES) indicators, but there was no composite variable to indicate
SES. Accordingly, I combined four variables derived from the 2001, 2003, and 2005
Parent/Youth Interviews (np1Inc_Recod, w2_IncomeHdr2003, w3_IncomeHdr2005) as
well as the 2002 School Program Survey (w1_Incm3). I used the same variable coding as
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SRI: 1 = $25,000 or under, 2 = $25,001 to $50,000 and 3 = Over $50,000.
Parental education level. To represent parent’s highest level of education, I
checked the responses from six variables (np1K8, np1K10, np2H7, np2H9, np3H7,
np3H9) for the mother/female and father/male guardians’ level of education from the
2001, 2003, and 2005 Parent Interviews separately and combined both parent’s level of
education into a single variable by giving preference to the highest level of education for
each wave. I also gave preference to the responses from the initial data file and filled in
missing cases with the responses from the later data files. This variable was coded as
follows: 1 = Less than a high school, 2 = High school degree or GED, 3 = 2-year college
or some postsecondary education (e.g., post high school education,
vocational/technical/business education), and 4 = 4-year college degree or more (e.g., a
bachelor’s degree, master’s degree, or higher).
School characteristics. The objective school features (i.e., locale of school,
school size, and percentage of students eligible for free lunch) were included in the
analyses. The data for these variables were collected only from the 2002 School
Background Survey. SRI noted that if no school characteristics survey was returned but
there was a teacher survey or school program survey returned for any students at the
school, these variables were filled in from data available on the web, primarily from the
NCES.
Urbanity. I used the variable (w1_Urb3) to represent urbanity of school youth
attended (1 = Rural, 2 = Suburban, and 3 = Urban).
School size. I used the variable (nsc1A4) which measured a total number of
students enrolled at the school around October 1st of the 2001-02 school year. This
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variable was transformed by the logarithm function to resemble a normal distribution.
Proportion of students eligible for free lunch. The percentage of the school’s
students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch program (nsc1B5) was used as an index
of school-level poverty (1 = Less than 25%, 2 = 26% to 50%, 3 = 51% to 75%, and 4 =
More than 75%).
Analytic Samples
To have the maximum amount of data from the NLTS2 dataset and to ensure that
analyses between independent and dependent variables were as robust as possible, I
created my analytic samples based on full responses to the dependent variables (i.e.,
postsecondary educational aspirations and postsecondary education enrollment). First,
the analytic sample was restricted to students whose LDs were identified as the primary
disability under which they were eligible for special education services (n = 880). It was
further limited to students who provided responses on the postsecondary educational
aspirations (n = 460) and postsecondary education enrollment status (n = 560). Because
the focus of this study was to examine an array of factors thought to be relevant to
postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment, as well as the alignment between the
two outcomes, only the responses given for both outcome variables were finally included
in the analyses. Accordingly, the maximum available sample was 370 students with LD
(The unweighted sample size number reported here was rounded to the nearest 10 to meet
the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by IES). Note that I did not use
sampling weights in the analyses, because I used a small subsample from multiple waves.
Analytic Plans and Missing Data
The Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS v.21) was used for all data
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analyses. Given that the majority of variables in this study were categorical, frequencies
and percentages of the data were reported. For continuous variables, mean and standard
deviation (SD) were reported. The dependent variables of postsecondary educational
aspirations and enrollment status were both coded as dummy variables (1 = Yes, 0 = No),
and the variable of enrollment by institution type as well as relationship between
aspirations and enrollment status were polytomous variables (i.e., categorical with more
than two categories). Accordingly, a comprehensive set of predictors was examined with
a binary or multinomial logistic regression analysis (Agresti, 2002; Long & Freese,
2006). The details of analytic plans for each research question in this study are shown
below.
For the first research question, simply frequencies and proportion for the focal
outcome variables (i.e., postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment status, and
enrollment status by institution type) were reported. For the second research question,
the independent-samples chi-square analysis was used to test differences in
postsecondary enrollment between students with LD who aspired to postsecondary
education and those who did not aspire. Before performing the further analyses,
descriptive statistics and univariate analyses of each independent variable were conducted
to identify those that were significantly related to the dependent variables. Depending on
the scale of measurement for the variables different analyses were used. Chi-square
analysis was used for categorical variables; for continuous variables, t-test or one way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used. Additionally, possible multicollinearity
among the predictors was checked before running the regression analyses using the
indicators of tolerance and the variance inflation factors (VIF); tolerance values < .10 and
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VIF values > 10 indicate serious collinearity problems (Field, 2009). The assumption of
linearity in logistic regression was also tested by looking at whether the interaction term
between any continuous predictor (i.e., grades, overall school perceptions, and school
size) and its log transformation is significant (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000).
Given the dichotomous measure of the two outcomes, binary logistic regression
was conducted to examine the comprehensive set of predictors’ relationships to
postsecondary educational aspirations (Research Question 3) and enrollment status
(Research Question 4). Additionally, multinomial logistic regression was further
conducted given the four categories (i.e., none, vocational school, 2-year college, and 4year college) of enrollment status by institution type. Finally, to examine the association
of predictors to alignment between aspirations and enrollment status, I used multinomial
logistic regression given the four categories (i.e., never aspired/enrolled, never
aspired/ever enrolled, ever aspired/never enrolled, and ever aspired/enrolled) of
alignment status (Research Question 5). For the logistic and multinomial logistic
regression, I specifically estimated four models. Because the aim was to determine the
extent to which each set of independent variables explained variation in postsecondary
educational aspirations, enrollment status, enrollment by institution type, and alignment
between aspirations and enrollment, I added family characteristics for the first (Model 1).
Subsequently, I entered individual backgrounds (Model 2), school features (Model 3),
and secondary schooling experiences (Model 4). These four models would provide
comprehensive pictures of how family, individual, and school backgrounds and
secondary schooling experiences worked together to shape students’ postsecondary
educational aspirations, to influence postsecondary education enrollment status, and to
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understand the relationship between aspirations and enrollment among students with LD.
To assess overall model fit, log-likelihood statistics and pseudo (Nagelkerke) R-square
was examined (Agresti, 2002; Long &Freese, 2006).
The NLTS2 dataset had missing data primarily due to item nonresponse (i.e., the
participant did not answer the particular item in the interview or survey questionnaire)
and instrument nonresponse (i.e., the participant did not complete the survey or
interview), but SRI did not impute any data that appears in the NLTS2. Although
missing data is a common problem with large datasets including longitudinal data,
missing data can weaken statistical power and increase the likelihood of committing a
Type II error and threaten external validity if it is substantially large (Croninger &
Douglas, 2005). To minimize the estimation bias and retain as many cases as possible
after accounting for missing data on the independent and control variables, I used
multiple imputation as often recommended instead of listwise deletion, because exclusion
may cause the estimation bias due to the lack of valid samples (Allison, 2002; Little &
Rubin, 1987;). For the multiple imputation technique, automatic option based on a scan
of the data was used, and Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) simulation method
suitable for data with an arbitrary pattern of missing values was used by generating five
data sets corresponding to five sets of imputed values as a default (IBM, 2010; Rubin,
1987; Shafer & Graham, 2002).

Chapter 3
Results
Descriptive Results for Research Questions 1 and 2
Tables 1 to 3 present the frequency distributions for postsecondary educational
aspirations, enrollment, and enrollment status by institution type. These results show that
a majority of students with LD (86%) aspired to attend postsecondary education during
high school, and more than half of students with LD (62%) enrolled in any postsecondary
education since leaving high school. Students who enrolled in postsecondary education
were more likely to attend 2-year or community colleges (32%) than 4-year colleges
(22%) and vocational schools (11%).
[Tables 1 to 3 about here]
As shown in Table 4, students with LD who aspired to attend postsecondary
education were significantly more likely to enroll in postsecondary education; a chisquare analysis of postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment indicated a
significant overall relation: χ2 (1, 370) = 53.96 (p < .001), Cramer's V = .38 (p < .001).
As shown in Table 5, students who enrolled in any type of postsecondary education were
significantly more likely to have aspired to attend postsecondary education, whereas
students who never enrolled were significantly less likely have aspired to postsecondary
education; a chi-square analysis of postsecondary education institution type indicated
significant differences among the four groups: χ2 (3, 370) = 56.82, (p < .001), Cramer's V
= .39 (p < .001).
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[Tables 4 and 5 about here]
Predictors of Educational Aspirations (Research Question 3)
The descriptive statistics of the independent variables included in this study for
postsecondary educational aspirations are summarized in Table 6. In the univariate
analyses, differences between students who aspired to postsecondary education and those
who did not were found in eight variables: household income, parental education, gender,
urbanity, grades, overall school perceptions, participation in extracurricular activities, and
participation in college entrance examinations in preparation for leaving high school.
The analyses revealed that these variables have significant relations with postsecondary
educational aspirations. Briefly described, students who aspired to postsecondary
education were more likely to report higher grades across all subjects and have more
positive school perceptions than those who did not aspire. The proportions of students
who participated in extracurricular activities (57%) and took college entrance exams
(27%) were also significantly larger among students who aspired to postsecondary
education than those who did not (40% and 22%). However, students with LD who
aspired to postsecondary education less frequently took college entrance exams (27%)
than those who did not (73%), even though they planned to attend a 2- or 4-year college.
With respect to family, individual, and school characteristics, students with a parent
completing some level of postsecondary education degree (56%) and those from a family
with a household income greater than $50,000 (45%) were more likely to aspire to
postsecondary education. In addition, female students with LD were less likely than male
students to aspire to postsecondary education. Most likely to aspire to postsecondary
education were suburban (56%) students, followed by urban (36%) and rural (9%)
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students.
[Table 6 about here]
Table 7 presents odds ratio from logistic regression analyses predicting the
likelihood of postsecondary educational aspirations. As previously indicated, family
background variables were first entered; these results showed that parental education
level and family income were associated with postsecondary educational aspirations,
explaining 9% of the variance in educational aspirations (Model 1). Model 2, which
included individual characteristics, explained an additional 5% of the variance.
Specifically, female students with LD were approximately 63% (= [1.00  0.37]  100)
less likely than male students to aspire to postsecondary education. Model 3, which
included school features, explained an additional 7% of the variance and indicated that
students from suburban and urban students were more likely to aspire to postsecondary
education than were rural students. In Model 3, the relation between parental education
level and postsecondary educational aspirations was no longer significant. The
introduction of secondary schooling variables in Model 4 explained an additional 9% of
the variance, with grades (OR = 1.63, p < .05) and school perceptions (OR = 2.42, p <
.05) positively predicting the likelihood of postsecondary educational aspirations. Model
4 also showed that participation in vocational education was associated with the
decreased odds of aspiring to postsecondary education (OR = 0.40, p < .05). With the
addition of schooling variables in Model 4, gender and household income remained
significant, indicating that students from high income families were 4 times more likely
to aspire to postsecondary education. In sum, secondary schooling variables explained
the largest amount of variance in postsecondary educational aspirations; also, grades,

26

school perceptions, and vocational education were significant predictors of the
postsecondary educational aspirations of students with LD while controlling for relevant
factors in family, individual, and school backgrounds.
[Table 7 about here]
Predictors of Postsecondary Education Enrollment (Research Question 4)
Enrollment status. The descriptive statistics of the set of variables for
postsecondary education enrollment are summarized in Table 8. In the univariate
analyses, differences between students who enrolled in postsecondary education and
those who did not were found in the following variables: household income, parental
education, grades, grade retention, school perceptions, extracurricular activities, and
college entrance exams. These seven variables were identified to have significant
associations with enrollment status. Similar to the results of aspirations described
previously, students who enrolled in postsecondary education were more likely to have
higher grades and positive school perceptions as well to have been involved in
extracurricular activities and have taken college exams than those who did not. In
addition, students who had not experienced grade retention were more likely to enroll in
postsecondary education. Increasing proportions of students enrolled in postsecondary
education as their family income level increased, and students with a parent who obtained
postsecondary level of education were more likely to enroll in postsecondary education.
There were no pre-existing observed differences in enrollment status when considering
individual and school characteristics.
[Table 8 about here]
Table 9 presents odds ratio from logistic regression analyses predicting the
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likelihood of postsecondary education enrollment. Model 1, which included family
factors, showed that students from moderate (OR = 1.93, p < .05) and high income (OR =
2.51, p < .01) families were approximately 93% and 151% more likely, respectively, than
those from low income families to enroll in postsecondary education. Moreover, parental
education level of 4-year college or greater was associated with a greater likelihood of
postsecondary enrollment (Model 1). Model 2, which included student variables,
explained an additional 2% of the variance in enrollment; however, none of them were
significant, while the significance of the family factors (as in Model 1) remained. Model
3, which included school features, explained an additional 1% of the variance, but none
of relations between the variables and enrollment were significant. Finally, Model 4,
which included secondary schooling variables, explained an additional 12% of the
variance. Grades, school perceptions, and college exams were associated with increased
odds of enrolling in postsecondary education, while grade retention was negatively
associated with enrollment. After adding the new variables in Model 4, household
income and parental education level remained significant. In sum, after controlling for
the relevant family, student, and school factors, statistically significant relations remained
between the schooling variables of grades, grade retention, school perceptions, and
participation in college entrance exams and the outcome of postsecondary education
enrollment among students with LD.
[Table 9 about here]
Enrollment by institution type. Table 10 presents the descriptive statistics of the
variables for enrollment by institution type. Significant differences existed among the
four groups in 10 variables: household income, parental education, grade level, grades,
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grade retention, school perceptions, primary goal for postsecondary education, vocational
education, extracurricular activities, and college entrance exams. The univariate analyses
revealed that these variables have significant associations with the type of postsecondary
institution attended. When the analysis was specific to the type of postsecondary
institution, significant differences were additionally found in two other schooling
variables: primary goal for postsecondary education and participation in vocational
education during high school. Students who enrolled in postsecondary vocational school
were more likely to have participated in vocational education (80%) during their high
school. Moreover, students who attended 2-year (81%) and 4-year colleges (91%) were
more likely to have set goals for their educational program in preparation for attending a
postsecondary school. The relation between grade level and enrollment was significant;
students who never enrolled in postsecondary education (64%) and those who attended
vocational school (64%) were more likely to have been 8th or 9th graders at the time of
their first interview, whereas those more likely to attend 2- and 4-year colleges were in
higher grades at the time of their first interview.
[Table 10 about here]
Table 11 presents odds ratio from multinomial logistic regression analyses
predicting the likelihood of enrollment by institution type. The group of students who
never enrolled in postsecondary education was used as a reference group in the analyses.
Results from Model 1 showed that parental education level was significantly associated
with enrollment in 2- and 4-year colleges; this variable remained significant across
regression models with additional variables. Students from low income families were
less likely to enroll 4-year colleges; this variable remained significant in Model 2 and 3.
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Model 2, which included student factors, explained an additional 6% of the variance; its
results showed that 8th and 9th graders were significantly less likely to enroll in 2- and 4year colleges. The relation between grade level and enrollment in 2- and 4-year colleges
remained significant in Model 3 and 4. Model 3, which included school features,
explained an additional 3% the variance, but none of the school variables were
significant. Model 4, which included secondary schooling factors, explained an
additional 20% of the variance, the greatest amount. Grades were positively related to
the likelihood of enrolling in 2- (OR = 1.78, p < .01) and 4-year colleges (OR = 2.65, p <
.001); also, overall school perceptions were significantly associated with increased odds
of enrolling in all three types of postsecondary school. Students who did not take college
entrance exams while in high school were significantly less likely to enroll 2- and 4-year
colleges. In sum, higher grades, positive school perceptions, and experience with college
exams were statistically associated with the likelihood of postsecondary education
enrollment, especially for 2- and 4-year colleges.
[Table 11 about here]
Predictors of Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment (Research Question 5)
Table 12 presents the descriptive statistics of the set of variables for alignment
between aspirations and enrollment. Significant differences existed among the four
groups in eight variables: household income, parental education, urbanity, grades, grade
retention, school perceptions, extracurricular activities, and college exams. The
univariate analyses revealed significant associations between these variables and the
alignment between aspirations and enrollment. Students who both aspired to and
attended postsecondary education reported higher grades. Those with aligned aspirations
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and attendance were more likely to have participated in extracurricular activities and
college entrance exams. Students who aspired to postsecondary school despite their
enrollment status reported higher grades and more positive school perceptions than did
other groups of students. Students who never aspired to and never attended
postsecondary education had the lowest grades and school perceptions among the groups.
For family background, students who never aspired to and never enrolled were more
likely to be from low income families and to have a parent with relatively low education
levels. In contrast, students who both aspired and enrolled were more likely to be from
high income families; students who attended postsecondary school whether they aspired
to or not were more likely to have a parent who obtained some level of postsecondary
education. The relation between urbanity of school and alignment of aspirations and
enrollment was significant; students from rural schools (33%) were less likely to both
aspire and attend postsecondary education, while students who had aligned aspirations
and enrollment were more likely to have attended suburban schools (53%). There were
no pre-existing differences among groups in alignment between aspirations and
enrollment when considering student factors.
[Table 12 about here]
Table 13 presents odds ratio from multinomial logistic regression analyses
predicting the likelihood of alignment between aspirations and enrollment. The group of
students who indicated they neither aspired to postsecondary education nor enrolled in it
was used for a reference group in the analyses. Across all models, results show that
students from low income families were less likely than students from high income
families to have aligned aspirations and enrollment. Parental education level was also
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significantly associated with alignment across all models. Model 2, which included
student variables, explained an additional 8% of the variance; results showed that White
students were 92% less likely than Hispanic students to enroll in postsecondary education
when they did not aspire to it. In other words, White students were more likely to have
aligned aspirations and enrollment. Moreover, results from this model showed that male
students were approximately 3 times more likely not to enroll in postsecondary education
than female students, although they have aspired to it. On the other hand, males were
about 3 times more likely to enroll than females when they aspired to postsecondary
education. Model 3, which included school factors, explained an additional 6% of the
variance, but none of the school variables were significant. Additionally, racial variable
was no longer significant in this model. Model 4, which included secondary schooling
factors, explained an additional 12% of the variance. Of the variables added to Model 4,
only grades (OR = 1.93, p < .01) and school perceptions (OR = 3.57, p < .01) were
significantly associated with increased odds of aligned aspirations and enrollment.
School perceptions offered prediction of the variance among students with misaligned
aspirations and enrollment, particularly those who enrolled in postsecondary education
when having not aspired to it (OR = 1.29 p < .05); that is, students with positive school
perceptions were significantly more likely to enroll in postsecondary education when
they had not aspired to it, and they were more likely to have positive aligned aspirations
and enrollment. In Model 4, the significant variables found from Model 3 remained, and
the urbanity of school was also found significant: students from rural schools were less
likely than those from urban schools to have misaligned aspirations (yes) and enrollment
(no); they were also less likely to have aligned aspirations and enrollment. In other
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words, rural students were less likely to enroll in postsecondary education although they
aspired to it. In sum, grades and overall school perceptions were significantly associated
with alignment status between aspirations and enrollment of students with LD,
particularly those who enrolled in postsecondary education regardless of their aspirations.
[Table 13 about here]

Chapter 4
Discussion
Drawing on a sample of students with LD from the NLTS2 dataset, this study
examined a comprehensive set of factors related to postsecondary educational aspirations
and enrollment of students with LD, especially focusing on the role of secondary
schooling experiences. The results showed a significant association between educational
aspirations and later enrollment in postsecondary education among students with LD in
this sample. Students who aspired to postsecondary education were more likely to enroll
in it after leaving high school. Several background variables from family, individual, and
school explained the variance in postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment, and
the alignment between aspirations and enrollment, with the secondary schooling factors
explaining the greatest amount of variance in those outcomes. Among the schooling
variables, grades and school perceptions were the most consistent and critical predictors
than all other variables, including individual and family factors. Grades, grade retention,
school perceptions, and participation in college entrance exams were significantly
associated with enrollment, particularly in 2- and 4-year colleges. Taken together, these
findings show that schooling experiences shape the postsecondary educational aspirations
of students with LD and promote their participation in postsecondary education
programs.
Postsecondary Educational Aspirations and Enrollment of Students with LD
Consistent with the few recent studies on the postsecondary educational goals of
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students with LD (Daviso et al., 2011; Kortering et al., 2010), most students with LD in
the current study aspired to attend postsecondary education after graduating high school.
In addition, more than half of students with LD enrolled in any postsecondary school in
the first years after leaving high school. Compared to students with LD in the 1990s
(e.g., Halpern et al., 1995; Miller et al., 1990; Murray et al., 2000), a greater proportion in
the current study enrolled in 4-year colleges or universities; however, within the sample
more attended 2-year colleges than 4-year colleges or vocational schools. Apparently,
more students with LD aspired to postsecondary education than enrolled in it after
leaving high school. In addition, it is somewhat troubling that a fairly large percentage
(30%) of students with LD who aspired to postsecondary education while in high school
did not enroll in any kind of postsecondary school after graduation. Given the emphasis
on engaging students with disabilities and providing them with postsecondary options
(Wagner et al., 2005), it is unclear whether these students engaged in postschool activities
other than postsecondary education.
However, given that most secondary students with LD have employment-related
transition goals (Cameto, 2005), the students who did not attend postsecondary school
were likely placed in a job-related training or employed in paid jobs instead (Baer et al.,
2003; Halpern et al., 1995). However, the possibility remains that they may not be
involved in any postsecondary activities after high school. Because the present stud
focused on how students’ secondary schooling experiences affect their postsecondary
educational status, this study did not account for any other types of postsecondary
engagement, including employment. Further investigating how the secondary schooling
experiences of students with LD affect their career aspirations and involvement in job
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training or employment would provide a broader picture of postsecondary outcomes. As
research efforts in the postsecondary education of students with LD move forward, it may
prove valuable to investigate students with LD who had misaligned postsecondary
educational aspirations and enrollment to study their alternate postsecondary activities
and clarify why they did not follow their aspirations.
Secondary Schooling Experiences
For students with LD in this sample, among secondary schooling experiences the
variable of positive school perceptions most consistently predicted their postsecondary
educational aspirations and enrollment as well as alignment between the two. While
research has demonstrated that students’ feeling about school can influence their behavior
in school, academic achievement, and postsecondary goals (Crosnoe, Riegle-Crumb, &
Muller, 2007; Finn, 2006; Hampton & Mason, 2003), little research has addressed how
the feelings of students with LD about school influence their postschool outcomes
(Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Marder, 2007). A recent study by Irvin et al.
(2011a) showed that rural students with LD who felt valued, respected, and supported in
school and viewed school as a pathway for later opportunities were more likely to plan to
pursue postsecondary education and aspire to complete college or an advanced degree.
Consistent with these findings, the current study shows that students with LD who hold
positive school perceptions (safety in school, affiliation with school, enjoyment of school,
and academic challenges) are more likely to aspire to higher education and enroll in a
postsecondary school in the years after graduating high school. Moreover, given the
significant associations between school perceptions and misaligned aspirations and
enrollment, the current study indicates that students with positive school perceptions are
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more likely to enroll in a postsecondary school, even when they had not aspired to
postsecondary education.
The school perceptions of students with LD may influence their academic
performance and postsecondary goals in several ways. One possibility is that students
who do not feel safe, excited, respected, and supported in school may be easily distracted
from schoolwork and less likely to be interested in academic and social interactions with
peers and teachers. Another possibility is that negative school perceptions decrease the
motivation, expectations, and engagement in school activities of students with LD, which
in turn may lower their aspirations to postsecondary education. It seems reasonable that
students who view school negatively are less inclined to continue their education beyond
high school (Kortering & Braziel, 2002), and that negative school perceptions may also
influence lower participation in postsecondary education. However, other factors may
also interact with these links between school perceptions, educational aspirations, and
postsecondary educational status. Important future research could include identifying
factors that promote or constrain positive school perceptions within the secondary school
context as well as the mediating or moderating factors for those links. If these factors
become known, future interventions could set a global goal to increase positive schooling
of students with LD and would be able to include evidence-based factors to foster
postsecondary educational aspirations during secondary school and to promote later
participation in postsecondary education programs. However, it is not yet clear that
increasing the aspirations and participation of students with LD will lead to their
successful completion of postsecondary education.
As shown in the current study, for students with LD, successful academic
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experiences (i.e., higher grades and no grade retention) are significantly associated with
postsecondary educational aspirations and college enrollment. Especially, academic
achievement of students with LD has been addressed in relation to their postsecondary
educational goals and participation (Daviso et al., 2011; Halpern et al., 1995; Miller et al.,
1990). Supplementary analyses (not shown here, but available on request), which
examined the relative contributions of grades, showed that grades alone explained a
significantly large amount of the variance (additional 37%) in postsecondary
educational aspirations, enrollment, and alignment status of students with LD. These
findings support what is currently known about one key area that we should continuously
emphasize to promote postsecondary educational aspirations and later attendance among
students with LD.
The lower educational aspirations and lesser enrollment in college among students
with LD compared to their nondisabled peers have often been explained as a result of
their limited academic and functional skills (Mangrum & Strichart, 2000; Miller et al.,
1994; Rojewski, 1996; Wagner, 1990). However, numerous researchers have suggested
other contributing sources from the context of secondary school, such as lower
participation in general education academic classes, lack of access to rigorous curriculum
standards, lower academic expectations, and being provided less effective instructions
and strategies (Burgstahler, 2003; Deshler, 2005; Gregg, 2007; Halpern, et al., 1995;
Hitching et al., 2005; Murray et al., 2000; Newman, 2006; Rojewski & Kim, 2003).
Given the importance of preparing students with LD academically in order to assure they
successfully transition from secondary to postsecondary education, it is essential to
document postsecondary education goals and develop a plan of study in their IEPs (Shaw,
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Madaus, & Banerjee, 2009). Doing this complies with the mandates for transition
planning by the IDEA (2004). For students with LD that aspire to attend college,
secondary school programs should ensure they can access general education curriculum
and focus on providing appropriate, rigorous college preparation courses that prepare
them for both college entrance requirements and college-level study (Hitching et al.,
2005; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003). Therefore, a goal of secondary educators can be to
provide students with LD with the necessary tools (e.g., individualized instructions,
accommodations, study skills, and technology) to meet academic standards at an equal
level to that expected from their nondisabled peers as well as to increase college
enrollment.
The current study also found that whether students with LD took college entrance
exams was a significant predictor of their later enrollment status. Daviso et al. (2011)
found that students with LD greatly valued preparation for college entrance exams in
addition to a variety of transition-related school services for postsecondary goals.
However, in the current sample, almost 70% of students who aspired to attend
postsecondary education did not take the PSATs, SATs, or other college entrance
examinations in preparation for leaving high school. A similar finding indicated that,
although 86% of students with LD anticipated participating in postsecondary education,
many of them had not yet taken entrance exams (Thompson, Fulk, & Piercy, 2000). In
general, most high school students seeking college admission prepare for college entrance
exams and take the exams several times to improve their scores. Shaw et al. (2009)
pointed out that, to further prepare for and enhance their access to postsecondary
education, students with LD need to practice taking the entrance exams with and without
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accommodations to see how those circumstances affect their performance as well as to
better prepare by determining whether they needed to study more content or obtain test
accommodations. Accordingly, if students with LD plan for college admission, they
should be encouraged to prepare for college entrance exams and take them before leaving
high school. Additionally, they may need consistent help in academic advising for
college entrance; secondary school counselors can help during the transition process, by
actively discussing and working with students with LD on challenging issues regarding
college admissions (Hitchings et al., 2001; Milsom & Hartley, 2005).
Background Characteristics
Several family, individual, and school characteristics of students with LD
predicted their postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment, and alignment between
the two. Family background impacted the postsecondary educational status; in other
words, the household income and parental education level of students with LD influenced
their attendance in postsecondary education. Students from middle and high income
families were approximately 2 and 3 times more likely, respectively, than those from low
income families to enroll in postsecondary education. This result is consistent with those
of Wagner et al. (2005), who found that youth with disabilities from the wealthiest
households are more likely to participate in both postsecondary education and
employment than those from the poorest households. Results from the current study also
showed that students with LD who had a parent with a 4-year college education or greater
were more likely to enroll in postsecondary education. Moreover, both household
income and parental education level impacted the alignment of students’ aspirations and
enrollment. Parents with higher levels of education and greater family income may have
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less restricted views of their child’s academic potential and thus encourage them to
pursue postsecondary education. Taken together, these findings indicate that family
background continues to influence the postsecondary educational prospects and status of
students with LD.
Gender predicted the likelihood of students with LD aspiring to postsecondary
education and the alignment between their aspirations and enrollment. Consistent with
prior findings, which showed that female students had poorer outcomes than their male
counterparts (Hogansen et al., 2008; Levine & Nourse, 1998; Wagner, 1992), results
from the current study show that male students with LD were more likely than their
female counterparts to aspire to postsecondary education and to have the aligned
aspirations and enrollment. In addition, grade level was an important predictor of
enrollment in postsecondary education; students with LD in lower grades at the time of
the interview were less likely to enroll 2- and 4-year colleges. It may be possible to
assume that older youth would more likely attend college at some point because they
would tend to have been out of school somewhat longer (Wagner et al., 2005); however,
interpreting outcomes across grade levels or age groups can be complicated for many
reasons (Levine & Nourse, 1998). One must be cautious when drawing conclusions
regarding grade level because it was included to control for differing grade levels at the
time of the first interview; further research may be needed to clarify why grade level was
significant when predicting postsecondary educational status.
Finally, none of school features were significant, but the location of school found
to be significant when predicting aspirations to postsecondary education and the
alignment of aspirations and enrollment. When considering students with LD from rural
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schools, even those who had aspired to postsecondary education were less likely to
enroll. This misalignment of aspirations and enrollment may be explained, in part, by
employment opportunities available in their communities and limited options for
postsecondary education (Karpinski, Neubert, & Graham, 1992). Following the findings
from the preliminary study on the educational aspirations of rural students with LD (Park
et al., under review), this finding extends and more explains the postsecondary
educational status of rural students with LD. However, researchers and policymakers
should further investigate why this group of students encounters such difficulties and
work to support them.
Limitations
The current study contributes to research on the postsecondary education of
students with LD in several important ways. However, some limitations must be
carefully considered. First, the current study extends research conducted in the 1990s
(Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Fairweather & Shaver, 1991; Halpern et al., 1995; Levine
& Edgar, 1995; Miller et al., 1990; 1991; Wagner et al., 1993) on factors related to
postsecondary education participation, by using a large-scale, longitudinal dataset to
examine how many factors from multiple contexts relate to the postsecondary educational
aspirations, enrollment, and alignment of those two outcomes for students with LD. This
helps us to obtain a full picture of the transition for students with LD from secondary to
postsecondary education, focusing on the role of secondary schooling experiences.
However, directionality and causality cannot be determined by the current data analyses;
thus, it is important to be cautious when interpreting the findings.
Second, because the transition to postsecondary education is considered to be a
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multi-stage process that includes the formation of academic aspirations, academic
preparation, and enrollment (Choy, Horn, Nuñez, & Chen, 2000), the current study
investigates postsecondary educational aspirations, enrollment status since high school,
and the relationship between those two outcomes. However, due to the nature of the
survey and interview questions used in the NLTS2, the variables used in the current study
are broad. For example, one outcome variable for enrollment by institution type,
attendance in any classes, is a very inclusive description of enrollment status. Using this
definition, students who once attended a class and never continued the degree or
certificate program would be considered to have enrolled in postsecondary education.
Accordingly, additional research should investigate whether such information affects the
probability of students with LD enrolling in and attaining of postsecondary education.
Next, this study is a secondary data analysis from the NLTS2 by using
subsamples from multiple waves. Because one important aim of the current study was to
examine the alignment between aspirations and enrollment, the study only included
students who responded to both items, 370 students with LD in total, smaller than
anticipated. The smaller sample size reduces the statistical power of the study, increasing
the chance of type II error and decreasing the ability to find significance when it should
be found (Gay, Mills, & Airasian, 2006). Thus, it may be beneficial to retest the study
models with larger samples, which could result in more powerful statistical results
regarding schooling variables. For instance, transition planning was not found to be
significant in this study, while Halpern et al. (1995) found transition to be related to
participation in postsecondary education. Additional research with samples that
represent smaller populations at the state- or district-level will also help to determine
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whether the same associations are evident on lower levels of policy or program
implementations.
Finally, the current study provides a stepping stone to our understanding of many
factors that potentially affect the aspirations and enrollment in postsecondary education
of students with LD. However, the secondary schooling variables were primarily coded
as dichotomous variables according to the presence or absence of experiences. That is
because the NLTS2 was a broad study and included many questions that addressed all
aspects of the educational experience rather than focusing on specific areas. These types
of questions may not fully capture detailed information about experiences regarding
transition meetings and planning, participation in extracurricular activities, and
preparation for college entrance exams. Moreover, secondary educators may want more
detailed information on these experiences for practical purposes so that they can
encourage their students with LD to aspire to and enroll in postsecondary education.
Therefore, future research should include more detailed representations of secondary
schooling experiences of students with LD in order to determine the practical
implications of program improvements. Moreover, empirical evidence must be collected
to establish effective practices for the transition from secondary to postsecondary
education for students with LD (Gregg, 2007). In particular, more empirical studies must
be performed at the secondary level that assess the instructions, strategies, programs, and
transition services provided in preparation for college to support students with LD who
plan to attend 2- or 4-year colleges.
Implications for Policy and Practice
Some implications for policy and practice should be considered with an
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understanding of the above limitations. Research focusing on students with LD has not
yet definitively identified the predictors of success and the programs that best bridge the
gap from secondary to postsecondary education. Thus, practitioners and policymakers
must consider the importance of positive school perceptions, preparation for college
admission, successful academic experiences, household income, and parental education.
At state and school district levels, professionals should continue to strongly support
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds and who lack support from their parents,
by helping them prepare for and complete the application process as well as helping them
search for financial aid. Secondary educators, including special education teachers,
should also consider the importance of school perceptions and college preparations when
designing academic or nonacademic school programs. Doing so could encourage
students with LD to engage in a variety of activities, fostering positive school
engagement as well as academic and social competence, which in turn may encourage
students with LD to continue their education beyond high school.
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Figure 1. The NLTS2 Conceptual Framework
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Figure 2. Conceptual Model for This Study
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Table 1. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations
Variable
N
%
Postsecondary Educational Aspirations
Student who aspired (Yes)
320
86.49
Student who did not aspire (No)
60
16.22
Total
370
100.0
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to
meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Table 2. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Education Enrollment
Variable
N
%
Postsecondary Education Enrollment
Student who enrolled (Yes)
230
62.16
Student who did not enroll (No)
140
37.84
Total
370
100.0
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to
meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.

Table 3. Frequency Distributions for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution Type
Variable
N
%
Enrollment by Institution Type
None
140
37.84
Vocational school
40
10.81
2-year college
120
32.43
4-year college
80
21.62
Total
370
100.0
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to
meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.
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Table 4. Differences in Postsecondary Enrollment Status by Aspirations
Aspirations
Total
Yes
No
Postsecondary Education Enrollment
(row)
N
220
10
230
Yes
%
70.10
18.20
62.50
N
100
50
140
No
%
29.90
81.80
37.50
N
320
60
370
Total (column)
%
85.30
14.70
100.00
The unweighted sample size numbers reported in each cell were rounded to the nearest 10 to
meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
χ2 (1, 370) = 53.96, p < .001; Cramer's V = .38 (p < .001).

Table 5. Differences in Postsecondary Enrollment by Institution Type between Students who ever
Aspired to Postsecondary Education and Those who did not
Aspirations
Total
Yes
No
Enrollment by Institution Type
(row)
N
100
50
140
None
%
29.90
81.80
37.50
N
30
10
40
Vocational school
%
10.70
9.10
10.50
N
120
< 10
120
2-year college
%
36.20
7.30
31.90
N
70
< 10
80
4-year college
%
23.30
1.80
20.10
N
320
60
370
Total (column)
%
85.30
14.70
100.00
The unweighted sample size numbers reported in each cell were rounded to the nearest 10 to
meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
χ2 (3, 370) = 56.82, p < .001; Cramer's V = .39 (p < .001).
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Table 6. Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations (n = 370)
Aspirations
Significance tests
Yes
No
Variable
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
Chi-square
t-test
Schooling experiences
grades (M/SD)
3.13/0.87
2.66/0.84
-3.74 ***
grade retention
1.16
Yes
82.0 (33.0)
18.0 (41.8)
No
86.9 (67.0)
13.1 (58.2)
school perception (M/SD)
2.82/0.55
2.64/0.54
-2.31 *
transition planning
0.16
Yes
85.1 (93.1)
14.9 (94.5)
No
88.0 (6.9)
12.0 (5.5)
primary goal for PSE
0.62
Yes
86.0 (79.2)
14.0(74.5)
No
82.5 (20.8)
17.5(25.5)
vocational education
4.43
Yes
82.8 (69.8)
17.2(83.6)
No
91.4 (30.2)
8.6 (16.4)
extracurricular activities
5.21 *
Yes
89.1 (56.6)
10.9 (40.0)
No
80.7 (43.4)
19.3 (60.0)
college entrance exam
4.58 *
Yes
87.6 (26.7)
12.4 (21.8)
No
84.4 (73.3)
15.6 (78.2)
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
More than $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
4-year college degree or more
Student characteristics
gender
Female
Male
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
11th & 12th

12.92 **
77.5 (27.0)
82.6 (28.3)
92.8 (44.7)

22.5 (45.5)
17.4 (34.5)
7.2 (20.0)

73.3 (10.4)
82.4 (34.0)
85.8 (30.5)
95.2 (25.2)

26.7 (21.8)
17.6 (41.8)
14.2 (29.1)
4.8 (7.3)

81.9 (62.6)
91.5 (37.4)

18.1 (80.0)
8.5 (20.0)

12.60 **

6.27 *
0.23
85.8 (70.4)
84.1 (16.7)
83.7 (12.9)

14.2 (67.3)
15.9 (18.2)
16.3 (14.5)

88.2 (14.2)
84.7 (29.6)
81.3 (24.5)
88.2 (21.1)
87.2 (10.7)

11.8 (10.9)
15.3 (30.9)
18.8 (32.7)
11.8 (16.4)
12.8 (9.1)

2.24

50

School Characteristics
urbanity
22.76 ***
Rural
62.2 (8.8)
37.8 (30.9)
Suburban
86.8 (55.7)
13.2 (49.1)
Urban
91.1 (35.5)
8.9 (20.0)
school size (M/SD)
6.86/0.84
6.80/0.68
-0.75
% of students eligible for free lunch
3.27
Less than 25%
87.5 (46.2)
12.5 (38.2)
26% to 50%
85.0 (30.2)
15.0 (30.9)
51% to 75%
77.1 (11.6)
22.9 (20.0)
More than 75%
86.4 (11.9)
13.6 (10.9)
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the
restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
Chi-square and t-test were conducted for categorical and continuous variables, respectively.
Statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
h (horizontal)%. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a row heading.
v (vertical)%. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a column heading.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 7. Logistic Regression Results for Postsecondary Educational Aspirations, Odds Ratio (n = 370)
Model1
Model2
Model3
Predictor
+ Family
+ Individual
+ School
Family characteristics
household income
$25,001 - $50,000
1.17
1.45
1.32
*
**
More than $50,000
2.63
3.50
3.25 *
parental education level
High school degree or GED
1.40
1.50
1.21
2-year college or some PSE
1.41
1.42
1.23
4-year college degree or more
4.13 *
4.52 *
3.61
Student characteristics
gender
Female
race/ethnicity
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
8th
9th
10th
11th & 12th
School Characteristics
urbanity
Suburban
Urban
school size
% of students eligible for free lunch
26% to 50%
51% to 75%
More than 75%
Schooling experiences
grades

Model4
+ Schooling
1.60
3.65 *
1.04
0.91
2.61

0.37 *

0.42 *

0.49 *

1.39
1.53

0.99
0.99

0.86
0.88

0.76
0.53
0.98
0.67

0.76
0.58
1.20
0.63

0.97
0.70
1.62
0.99

3.82 **
7.16 **
0.87

4.35 **
9.50 ***
0.98

1.13
0.63
1.09

1.21
0.77
1.27
1.63 *

52
grade retention (Yes)
0.71
school perception
2.42 **
transition planning (Yes)
1.16
primary goal for PSE (Yes)
0.88
vocational education (Yes)
0.40 *
college entrance exam (Yes)
0.68
extracurricular activities (Yes)
1.59
2 Log likelihood
292.53
281.12
264.13
242.93
Nagelkerke R2
0.09
0.14
0.21
0.30
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license
requirements imposed by the IES.
Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05.
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Table 8. Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Postsecondary Education Enrollment (n = 370)
Enrollment
Significance tests
Yes
No
Variable
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
Chi-square
t-test
Schooling experiences
grades (M/SD)
3.21/0.88
2.81/0.83
-4.42 ***
grade retention
8.52 **
Yes
52.3 (28.8) 47.7 (43.6)
No
67.8 (71.2) 32.2 (56.4)
school perception (M/SD)
2.87/0.55
2.68/0.53
-3.34 **
transition planning
1.04
Yes
61.8 (92.3) 38.2 (95.0)
No
72.0 (7.7)
28.0 (5.0)
primary goal for PSE
3.30
Yes
64.8 (81.5) 35.2 (73.6)
No
53.8 (18.5) 46.3 (26.4)
vocational education
1.05
Yes
62.3 (71.7) 37.7 (72.1)
No
62.9 (28.3) 37.1 (27.9)
extracurricular activities
8.79 **
Yes
69.3 (60.1) 30.7 (44.3)
No
54.4 (39.9) 45.6 (55.7)
college entrance exam
22.38 ***
Yes
82.5 (34.3) 17.5 (12.1)
No
55.4 (65.7) 44.6 (87.9)
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
More than $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
4-year college degree or more
Student characteristics
gender
Female
Male
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th

30.95 ***
2.3 (20.2)
64.2 (30.0)
75.8 (49.8)

57.7 (45.7)
35.8 (27.9)
24.2 (26.4)

35.6 (6.9)
53.4 (30.0)
65.5 (31.8)
86.9 (31.3)

64.4 (20.7)
46.6 (43.6)
34.5 (27.9)
13.1 (7.9)

61.7 (64.4)
63.8 (35.6)

38.3 (66.4)
36.2 (33.6)

40.29 ***

0.16
2.67

65.1 (73.0)
55.6 (15.0)
57.1 (12.0)

34.9 (65.0)
44.4 (20.0)
42.9 (15.0)

62.7 (13.7)
55.9 (26.6)
58.3 (24.0)
67.1 (21.9)

37.3 (13.6)
44.1 (35.0)
41.7 (28.6)
32.9 (17.9)

8.45
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11th & 12th

82.1 (13.7)

17.9 (5.0)

School Characteristics
urbanity
55.6 (10.7) 44.4 (14.3)
2.64
Rural
60.8 (53.2) 39.2 (57.1)
Suburban
67.7 (36.1) 32.3 (28.6)
Urban
school size (M/SD)
6.91/0.88
6.82/0.71
-0.96
% of students eligible for free lunch
3.53
Less than 25%
67.3 (48.5) 32.7 (39.3)
26% to 50%
60.2 (29.2) 39.8 (32.1)
51% to 75%
54.2 (11.2) 45.8 (15.7)
More than 75%
59.1 (11.2) 40.9 (12.9)
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the
restricted-use data license requirements imposed by the IES.
Chi-square and t-test were conducted for categorical and continuous variables, respectively.
Statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
h (horizontal) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a row heading.
v (vertical) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a column heading.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 9. Logistic Regression Results for Postsecondary Education Enrollment, Odds Ratio (n = 370)
Model1
Model2
Model3
Predictor
+ Family
+ Individual
+ School
Family characteristics
household income
$25,001 - $50,000
1.93 *
2.05 *
1.96 *
**
**
More than $50,000
2.51
2.65
2.51 **
parental education level
High school degree or GED
1.50
1.58
1.50
2-year college or some PSE
1.95
1.93
1.88
4-year college degree or more
6.60 ***
6.63 ***
6.30 ***
Student characteristics
gender
Female
race/ethnicity
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
8th
9th
10th
11th & 12th
School Characteristics
urbanity
Suburban
Urban
school size
% of students eligible for free lunch
26% to 50%
51% to 75%
More than 75%
Schooling experiences
grades

Model4
+Schooling
2.03 *
2.40 *
1.74
1.90
5.84 **

0.81

0.81

0.93

1.04
1.38

0.87
1.18

0.75
1.19

0.86
0.82
1.20
2.37

0.81
0.75
1.16
2.34

0.73
0.55
0.82
2.36

0.95
1.53
1.02

0.94
1.41
1.20

0.93
0.90
0.98

0.96
1.07
1.04
1.56 **
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grade retention (Yes)
0.60 *
school perception
2.31 ***
transition planning (Yes)
0.57
primary goal for PSE (Yes)
0.89
vocational education (Yes)
0.97
extracurricular activities (Yes)
1.07
college entrance exam (Yes)
2.58 **
2 Log likelihood
441.42
433.65
430.33
389.17
Nagelkerke R2
0.18
0.20
0.21
0.33
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license
requirements imposed by the IES.
Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05.
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Table 10. Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution Type (n = 370)
Significance tests
Enrollment by Institution Type
None
VS
2C
4C
Chi-square
ANOVA
Variable
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
Schooling experiences
grades (M/SD)
2.81/0.83
2.67/0.95
3.20/0.79
3.51/0.83
grade retention
15.867 (p=.000)
Yes
47.7 (43.6) 10.9 (35.9) 28.1 (30.3) 13.3 (22.7)
10.75 *
No
32.2 (56.4) 10.2 (64.1) 33.9 (69.7) 23.7 (77.3)
school perception (M/SD)
2.68/0.53
2.87/0.55
2.86/0.47
2.89/0.68
3.516 (p=.016)
transition planning
Yes
38.2 (95.0) 10.1 (89.7) 31.9 (93.3) 19.8 (92.0)
1.64
No
28.0 (5.0) 16.0 (10.3)
32.0 (6.7)
24.0 (8.0)
primary goal for PSE
Yes
35.2 (73.6)
8.9 (66.7) 32.8 (80.7) 23.2 (90.7)
12.18 **
No
46.3 (26.4) 16.3 (33.3) 28.8 (19.3)
8.8 (9.3)
vocational education
Yes
37.7 (72.1) 11.6 (79.5) 32.8 (73.9) 17.9 (64.0)
10.40 *
No
37.1 (27.9)
7.6 (20.5) 29.5 (26.1) 25.7 (36.0)
extracurricular activities
Yes
30.7 (44.3)
6.9 (35.9) 34.7 (58.8) 27.7 (74.7)
24.48 ***
No
45.6 (55.7) 14.6 (64.1) 28.7 (41.2) 11.1 (25.3)
college entrance exam
Yes
17.5 (12.1)
2.1 (5.1) 41.2 (33.6) 39.2 (50.7)
37.55 ***
No
44.6 (87.9) 13.4 (94.9) 28.6 (66.4) 13.4 (49.3)
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
More than $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
4-year college degree or more

57.7 (45.7)
35.8 (27.9)
24.2 (26.4)

7.2 (20.5)
12.8 (35.9)
11.1 (43.6)

24.3 (22.7)
35.8 (32.8)
34.6 (44.5)

10.8 (16.0)
15.6 (22.7)
30.1 (61.3)

37.40 ***

64.4 (20.7)
46.6 (43.6)
34.5 (27.9)
13.1 (7.9)

8.9 (10.3)
9.9 (33.3)
15.0 (43.6)
6.0 (12.8)

17.8 (6.7)
30.5 (33.6)
31.9 (30.3)
41.7 (29.4)

8.9 (5.3)
13.0 (22.7)
18.6 (28.0)
39.3 (44.0)

56.24 ***

**

*
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Student characteristics
gender
Female
Male
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
11th & 12th

38.3 (66.4)
36.2 (33.6)

9.9 (61.5)
11.5 (38.5)

32.9 (67.2)
30.0 (32.8)

18.9 (61.3)
22.3 (38.7)

1.03

34.9 (65.0)
44.4 (20.0)
42.9 (15.0)

10.3 (69.2)
7.9 (12.8)
14.3 (17.9)

33.7 (73.9)
27.0 (14.3)
28.6 (11.8)

21.1 (73.3)
20.6 (17.3)
14.3 (9.3)

4.61

37.3 (13.6)
44.1 (35.0)
41.7 (28.6)
32.9 (17.9)
17.9 (5.0)

9.8 (12.8)
15.3 (43.6)
8.3 (20.5)
9.2 (17.9)
5.1 (5.1)

27.5 (11.8)
30.6 (28.6)
28.1 (22.7)
35.5 (22.7)
43.6 (14.3)

25.5 (17.3)
9.9 (14.7)
21.9 (28.0)
22.4 (22.7)
33.3 (17.3)

23.26 *

School Characteristics
urbanity
Rural
44.4 (14.3) 13.3 (15.4) 28.9 (10.9)
13.3 (8.0)
5.26
Suburban
39.2 (57.1)
9.3 (48.7) 32.8 (56.3) 18.6 (50.7)
Urban
32.3 (28.6) 11.3 (35.9) 31.5 (32.8) 25.0 (41.3)
school size (M/SD)
6.82/0.72
6.69/1.02
6.93/0.77
6.99/0.93
1.287 (p=.280)
% of students eligible for free lunch
10.37
Less than 25%
32.7 (39.3) 10.1 (43.6) 33.9 (47.9) 23.2 (52.0)
26% to 50%
39.8 (32.1)
8.0 (23.1) 34.5 (32.8) 17.7 (26.7)
51% to 75%
45.8 (15.7) 18.8 (23.1)
20.8 (8.4)
14.6 (9.3)
More than 75%
40.9 (12.9)
9.1 (10.3) 29.5 (10.9) 20.5 (12.0)
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed
by the IES.
Chi-square and One-way ANOVA were conducted for categorical and continuous variables, respectively.
Statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
h (horizontal) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a row heading.
v (vertical) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a column heading.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 11. Multinomial Logistic Regression for Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution Type, Odds Ratio (n = 370)
Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution Type
Reference category = None
Model 1
Model 2
+ Family
+ Individual
Variable
VS
2C
4C
VS
2C
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
0.35
0.49
0.29 **
0.29 *
0.49
$25,001 - $50,000
0.87
0.91
0.52
0.82
0.93
parental education level
Less than a high school
0.60
0.14 **
0.10 **
0.49
0.14 **
High school degree or GED
0.61
0.25 **
0.14 ***
0.66
0.26 **
2-year college or some PSE
0.97
0.29 **
0.19 ***
1.00
0.28 **
Student characteristics
gender (Male)
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
2 Log Likelihood Ratio
Pseudo R2

116.94
0.18

4C
0.27 **
0.53
0.12 **
0.15 ***
0.19 ***

1.35

1.09

1.43

0.46
0.45

0.79
0.74

0.86
1.11

1.23
1.67
0.84
1.20

0.33
0.35 *
0.31 *
0.50
557.01
0.24

0.43
0.16 *
0.32 *
0.40
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Table 11 (continued).

Variable
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
Student characteristics
gender (Male)
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
School Characteristics
urbanity
Rural
Suburban
school size
% of students eligible for free lunch
Less than 25%
26% to 50%
51% to 75%

VS

Postsecondary Education Enrollment by Institution Type
Reference category = None
Model 3
Model 4
+ School
+ Schooling
2C
4C
VS
2C

4C

0.27 *
0.74

0.53
0.96

0.27 **
0.56

0.18 **
0.69

0.61
1.04

0.42
0.72

0.46
0.69
0.98

0.15 **
0.26 **
0.29 **

0.14 **
0.15 ***
0.20 ***

0.39
0.56
0.86

0.16 **
0.32 *
0.29 **

0.18 *
0.21 **
0.20 **

1.35

1.09

1.42

1.58

0.92

1.13

0.56
0.47

0.87
0.73

1.12
1.16

0.74
0.62

0.95
0.62

1.28
1.04

0.92
1.64
0.76
1.10

0.36
0.33 *
0.30 *
0.49

0.45
0.14 **
0.27 *
0.37

0.78
1.72
0.52
0.89

0.33
0.25 *
0.19 **
0.28

0.37
0.10 **
0.15 **
0.19

0.83
0.62
0.74

0.70
0.72
1.09

0.52
0.48
1.11

0.90
0.72
0.75

0.72
0.75
1.36

0.45
0.50
1.36

1.15
1.00
2.25

1.00
1.01
0.66

0.96
0.82
0.67

0.74
0.84
1.86

0.97
0.98
0.72

0.79
0.65
0.70
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Schooling experiences
grades
0.70
1.78 **
2.65 ***
grade retention (No)
1.76
1.47
1.78
**
**
school perception
3.18
2.18
2.38 *
transition planning (No)
1.78
1.74
1.65
primary goal for PSE (No)
1.40
1.05
0.58
vocational education (No)
0.51
1.05
1.49
extracurricular activities
1.56
0.88
0.49
college entrance exam (No)
5.44
0.30 **
0.18 **
2 Log Likelihood Ratio
854.69
752.47
Pseudo R2
0.27
0.47
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license requirements
imposed by the IES.
Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05.
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Table 12. Descriptive Statistics of Variables for Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment (n = 370)

Variable
Schooling experiences
grades (M/SD)
grade retention
Yes
No
school perception (M/SD)
transition planning
Yes
No
primary goal for PSE
Yes
No
vocational education
Yes
No
extracurricular activities
Yes
No
college entrance exam
Yes
No
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
More than $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
4-year college degree or more

Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment
(X, X)
(X, O)
(O, X)
(O, O)
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
h% (v%)
2.63/0.79

2.77/1.05

2.89/0.84

Significance tests
Chi-square

ANOVA
8.413 (p=.000) ***

3.23/0.86
9.16 *

14.8 (42.2)
10.6 (57.8)
2.63/0.52

3.1 (40.0)
2.4 (60.0)
2.68/0.66

32.8 (44.2)
21.6 (55.8)
2.70/0.54

49.2 (28.3)
65.3 (71.7)
2.88/0.55

12.4 (95.6)
8.0 (4.4)

2.6 (90.0)
4.0 (10.0)

25.9 (94.7)
20.0 (5.3)

59.2 (92.4)
68.0 (7.6)

11.6 (75.6)
13.8 (24.4)

2.4 (70.0)
3.8 (30.0)

23.5 (72.6)
32.5 (27.4)

62.5 (82.1)
50.0 (17.9)

14.2 (84.8)
6.7 (15.6)

3.0 (80.0)
1.9 (20.0)

23.5 (66.3)
30.5 (33.7)

59.3 (71.3)
61.0 (28.7)

8.9(40.0)
15.8(60.0)

2.0(40.0)
3.5(60.0)

21.8(46.3)
29.8(53.7)

67.3(61.0)
50.9(39.0)

8.2 (17.8)
13.4 (82.2)

4.1 (40.0)
2.2 (60.0)

9.3 (9.5)
31.2 (90.5)

78.4 (34.1)
53.3 (65.9)

4.291 (p=.005) **
1.16
4.28
5.33
10.98 **
23.65 ***

41.27 ***
21.6 (53.3)
11.0 (26.7)
5.9 (20.0)

0.9 (10.0)
6.4 (70.0)
1.3 (20.0)

36.0 (42.1)
24.8 (28.4)
18.3 (29.5)

41.4 (20.6)
57.8 (28.3)
74.5 (51.1)

26.7 (26.7)
15.3 (44.4)
10.6 (26.7)
1.2 (2.2)

0.0 (0.0)
2.3 (30.0)
3.5 (40.0)
3.6 (30.0)

37.8 (17.9)
31.3 (43.2)
23.9 (28.4)
11.9 (10.5)

35.6 (7.2)
51.1 (30.0)
61.9 (31.4)
83.3 (31.4)

43.87 ***
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Student characteristics
gender
Female
Male
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
Hispanic
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
11th & 12th

15.2 (82.2)
6.2 (17.8)

2.9 (70.0)
2.3 (30.0)

23.0 (58.9)
30.0 (41.1)

58.8 (64.1)
61.5 (35.9)

11.5 (66.7)
15.9 (22.2)
10.2 (11.1)

2.7 (70.0)
0.0 (0.0)
6.1 (30.0)

23.4 (64.2)
28.6 (18.9)
32.7 (16.8)

62.5 (73.1)
55.6 (15.7)
51.0 (11.2)

7.59
7.63

15.78
11.8 (13.3)
11.7 (28.9)
14.6 (31.1)
10.5 (17.8)
10.3 (8.9)

0.0 (0.0)
3.6 (40.0)
4.2 (40.0)
1.3 (10.0)
2.6 (10.0)

25.5 (13.7)
32.4 (37.9)
27.1 (27.4)
22.4 (17.9)
7.7 (3.2)

62.7 (14.3)
52.3 (26.0)
54.2 (23.3)
65.8 (22.4)
79.5 (13.9)

School Characteristics
urbanity
26.61 ***
Rural
33.3 (33.3)
4.4 (20.0)
11.1 (5.3)
51.1 (10.3)
Suburban
10.8 (48.9)
2.5 (50.0)
28.4 (61.1)
58.3 (53.4)
Urban
6.5 (17.8)
2.4 (30.0)
25.8 (33.7)
65.3 (36.3)
school size (M/SD)
6.84/0.66
6.64/0.80
6.82/0.74
6.92/0.88
0.69 (p=.559)
% of students eligible for free lunch
7.21
Less than 25%
10.1 (37.8)
2.4 (40.0)
22.6 (40.0)
64.9 (48.9)
26% to 50%
13.3 (33.3)
1.8 (20.0)
26.5 (31.6)
58.4 (29.6)
51% to 75%
18.8 (20.0)
4.2 (20.0)
27.1 (13.7)
50.0 (10.8)
More than 75%
9.1 (8.9)
4.5 (20.0)
31.8 (14.7)
54.5 (10.8)
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed
by the IES.
Chi-square and One-way ANOVA were conducted for categorical and continuous variables, respectively.
Statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
h (horizontal) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a row heading.
v (vertical) %. The % of people who have a certain characteristics defined by a column heading.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests).
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Table 13. Multinomial Logistic Regression for Alignment between Aspirations and Enrollment Status, Odds Ratio (n = 370)
Alignment between Postsecondary Educational Aspirations and Enrollment Status

Variable
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
Student characteristics
gender (Male)
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
2 Log Likelihood Ratio
Pseudo R2

(X, O)

Reference category = Youth who never aspired and enrolled (X, X)
Model 1
Model 2
+ Family
+ Individual
(O, X)
(O, O)
(X, O)
(O, X)

(O, O)

0.58
4.40

0.68
0.83

0.30 *
0.61

0.50
4.74

0.46
0.75

0.21 *
0.57

0.00
0.05 *
0.09

0.18
0.23
0.23

0.04 **
0.07 *
0.09 *

0.00
0.05 *
0.10

0.12
0.21
0.20

0.03 **
0.07 *
0.08 *

2.94

3.35 **

3.07 *

0.08 *
0.00

0.34
0.48

0.35
0.50

0.00
2.31
1.82
0.53

3.32
4.57
2.84
3.62
421.57
0.27

0.92
0.92
0.62
1.15

89.67
0.19
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Table 13 (continued).
Alignment between Postsecondary Educational Aspirations and Enrollment Status

Variable
Family characteristics
household income
$25,000 or less
$25,001 - $50,000
parental education level
Less than a high school
High school degree or GED
2-year college or some PSE
Student characteristics
gender (Male)
race/ethnicity
White
African American/Black
grade level
7th
8th
9th
10th
School Characteristics
urbanity
Rural
Suburban
school size
% of students eligible for free lunch
Less than 25%
26% to 50%
51% to 75%

(X, O)

Reference category = Youth who never aspired and enrolled (X, X)
Model 3
Model 4
+ School
+ Schooling
(O, X)
(O, O)
(X, O)
(O, X)

(O, O)

0.29
3.64

0.45
0.74

0.21 **
0.56

0.40
5.21

0.38
0.82

0.19 **
0.63

0.00
0.07
0.11

0.15
0.22
0.21

0.04 **
0.07 *
0.08 *

0.00
0.07
0.10

0.21
0.25
0.21

0.05 *
0.10 *
0.09 *

2.97

2.99 *

2.86 *

2.80

2.83 *

2.40 *

0.08
0.00

0.56
0.54

0.59
0.54

0.07
0.00

0.70
0.58

0.74
0.53

0.00
2.38
1.93
0.62

2.96
5.36
3.76
5.35

0.86
0.98
0.70
1.52

0.00
1.78
2.11
0.63

1.62
4.01
3.08
4.69

0.54
0.69
0.43
0.96

0.38
1.18
0.40

0.07
0.62
0.65

0.13
0.41
0.76

0.48
1.14
0.51

0.05 ***
0.50
0.66

0.11 **
0.38
0.91

0.51
0.34
0.49

0.71
0.81
0.53

0.80
0.85
0.60

0.52
0.30
0.53

0.68
0.79
0.55

0.69
0.78
0.66
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Schooling experiences
grades
1.83
1.31
1.93 **
grade retention (No)
0.83
1.08
1.89
school perception
1.29 *
1.66
3.57 **
transition planning (No)
8.17
0.71
1.38
primary goal for PSE (No)
2.53
1.39
1.45
vocational education (No)
1.11
1.27
2.47
extracurricular activities
0.78
0.74
0.71
college entrance exam (No)
0.51
2.56
0.78
2 Log Likelihood Ratio
622.27
567.94
Pseudo R2
0.33
0.45
The unweighted sample size numbers reported here were rounded to the nearest 10 to meet the restricted-use data license requirements imposed
by the IES.
Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05.
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Appendix A
Review of Research on Critical Factors Associated with Postsecondary Education for
Students with Learning Disabilities
Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA), students with
learning disabilities (LD) constitute the largest portion of children and youth receiving special
education services (National Center for Education Statistics, 2012). Indeed, students with LD
are also the fastest-growing group of students with disabilities attending college in the U.S.
(Brinckerhoff, Shaw, & McGuire, 1993; Henderson, 2001; Horn, Peter, Rooney, & Malizio,
2002). Not surprisingly, they have been profiled to experience less successful postschool
outcomes than those of their nondisabled peers. For example, they are at risk of retaining lower
postsecondary educational and occupational aspirations (Dowdy, Carter, & Smith, 1990; Irvin et
al., 2011; Park, Byun, Farmer, Meece, & Irvin, under review; Rojewski, 1996; 1999; White et
al., 1983); they are substantially less likely to attend and complete postsecondary education
programs (Blackkorby & Wagner, 1997; Haring, Lovett, & Smith, 1990; Horn, Peter, & Rooney,
2002; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Milsom & Hartley, 2005; Murray, Goldstein, Nourse, &
Edgar, 2000); and they have poor employment outcomes (e.g., lower wage earners) as well as
less satisfactory social and independent living status (Biller & Horn, 1991; Lindstrom, Doren,
Metheny, Johnson, & Zane, 2007; Rojewski, 1996).
Particularly, research have suggested a number of possible explanations for the poor
postsecondary educational outcomes of students with LD: limited knowledge of opportunities in
postsecondary education, lack of preparation in academic and functional skills, poor selfadvocacy skills, low expectations by teachers, parents, and community, and effects of social bias
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or structural barriers caused by disability status, gender, and/or ethnicity (Hotchkiss & Borow,
1996; Miller, Corbey, Asher, 1994; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1996; Rojewski, 1994; 1999). Yet,
less is known about critical factors that may promote successful transition from secondary to
postsecondary education for students with LD. In addition, the influence of secondary school
context on postsecondary education is less clear. Although postsecondary outcomes can be
influenced by numerous macro-level factors, including economic trends, available funding, and
admission standards and policies (Murray Goldstein, Nourse, & Edgar, 2000), it is important for
all stakeholders, including educators, parents, and students, to have a better understanding of
how secondary schooling experiences influence preparation for, and participation in,
postsecondary education programs. Accordingly, there is a tremendous need for research on
transition-related issues that connect high school experiences to postsecondary educational
opportunities.
In special education, transition is often framed as the movement from school to
employment (Halpern, 1993), even though dimensions of postschool adjustment obviously
involve a much broader array of options, including postsecondary education. While students
with LD would need intensive transition support during secondary school in order to become
successful in postsecondary education, they have received less attention in transition than other
students with more significant disabilities (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Levinson & Ohler,
1998). Extensive research has demonstrated that, in general education, high school context
affects students’ academic orientations and educational decisions related to their transition to
postsecondary education (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009, 2010; Hill, 2008; Irvin, Meece, Byun,
Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011; Jencks & Phillips, 2000; McDonough, 1997). However, there are
some remaining questions regarding the ability of current school system to help students with LD
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becoming successful in the transition process (Bursuck & Rose, 1991; Kosine, 2007). Moreover,
in the areas of secondary transition, some improvements are needed to identify critical predictors
that may affect and promote positive postsecondary outcomes (Test, Mazzotti, Fowler,
Kortering, & Kohler, 2009b).
Legislation Supporting Postsecondary Education
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of
1990 require nondiscriminatory access to postsecondary education for students with disabilities.
Additionally, the IDEA of 1990 mandates that required individualized education program (IEP)
teams to identify postsecondary goals. Accordingly, educators, families, and students are forced
to consider long-term postsecondary goals and requirements must happen during secondary
school years in order to achieve the goals. During the 1990s, states were challenged to establish
and raise academic standards and accountability for all public school students, thus professionals,
policymakers, and advocates began to concern about educational outcomes of students with
disabilities (DeFur & Williams, 2002; Stodden, Dowrick, Gilmore, & Galloway, 2003).
Furthermore, the amended IDEA of 1997 requires that all students with disabilities participate in
accountability assessments at state and school district levels; it also requires that the IEPs for
students with disabilities should reflect the general education curriculum and standards. Finally,
the passage and mandates of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (No Child Left
Behind, NCLB) of 2001 and the recently reauthorized IDEA (2004) further support the
accountability for academic achievement of students with disabilities and access to general
education curriculum.
These accountability and higher policy expectations are a strong inducement for students
with disabilities to participate in the general education curriculum and to facilitate progress in
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grade level with high academic standards (DeFur & Korinek, 2008), which in turn enhance their
qualifications for postsecondary education. As defined in IDEIA, the transition services are a
coordinated set of activities for students with disabilities and help them to prepare for
postsecondary education, focusing on improvement of academic and functional achievement as
they move from secondary to postsecondary school. Additionally, the IDEA (2004) required
progress monitoring toward the postsecondary goals on IEPs. In sum, requirements are intended
for students with disabilities to prepare and complete successful transition from secondary to
postsecondary activities, including postsecondary education.
While legislative efforts have paved the way to improve transition process and provided
the infrastructure to access to postsecondary education for students with disabilities, they still lag
behind their nondisabled peers in pursuing, preparing, and completing postsecondary education
(Murray et al., 2000; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 1994). For example,
although students with disabilities aspired to postsecondary education while in high school, few
actually attended immediately upon high school completion; and many of them who enrolled in
postsecondary programs did not successfully complete the programs (Wagner, Blackorby,
Cameto, Hebbeler, & Newman, 1991). Despite the tremendous increases in high school
completion and postsecondary education enrollment among students with LD, they continue to
have difficulties in transition from secondary to postsecondary education (Fairweather & Shaver,
1991; Rojewski, 1991). Although documenting postsecondary outcomes experienced by
students with LD remains important, more research is needed focusing on the reasons for less
favorable outcomes than their nondisabled peers within the secondary school context. Moreover,
various factors might be responsible for positive school outcomes of students with LD should be
identified and investigated to design effective school programs and policies for promoting
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successful transition and postsecondary educational outcomes.
Purpose of Study
A most recent systematic review by Test et al. (2009b) identified in-school transition
predictors for improved postschool outomes in the areas of education, employment, and
independent living for students with disabilities, however, the review did not focus on
educational outcomes for specific disability groups. Focusing on students with LD, the current
study is to identify critical factors which were considered in the literature about postsecondary
education and to provide research-based recommendations that were linked to positive
postsecondary educational outcomes. The current study will contribute to knowledge base of
considerations for future research on examining multiple factors, and practitioners will benefit to
design and implement effective school programs that promote successful transition to
postsecondary education among students with LD.
Search Methods
A three-step search method was used to identify studies about postsecondary education,
particularly focusing on students with LD. First, the initial computerized search was conducted
with the major databases (i.e., ERIC, ProQuest Educational Journals, PsycINFO) using numerous
search terms in various combinations. The most productive search terms were as follows:
postsecondary education, aspirations, ambitions, plans, goals, expectations, postschool outcome,
participation, attainment, enrollment, and learning disabilities. From this initial search, 20
studies were identified, and abstracts and methods of the articles were reviewed to determine
eligibility for inclusion of this review. To be included in the review, a study had to (a) focus on
students with LD for the study participants, (b) include a variety of factors such as
demographics, secondary school programs, and transition services with regard to postsecondary
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education, (c) have specific outcomes in the area of postsecondary education (aspirations,
ambitions, plans, or goals, postsecondary education enrollment or participation), (d) be a
empirical study using a quantitative or qualitative approach for data collection and analysis, and
(e) be published in peer-reviewed journals in the United States and written in English. Second,
the reference lists of the initial articles were reviewed to identify additional articles for this
review. Third, a hand search was conducted for the following journals: Career Development for
Exceptional Individuals, Journal of Learning Disabilities, Learning Disabilities Research &
Practices, Exceptional Children, Journal of Special education, and Remedial and Special
Education.
Overview of the Literature
A total of 11 articles met the criteria to be included in this review. Table 1 provides an
overview of the literature, focusing on the variables explored in the studies with the information
about data collection, participants, and postsecondary education outcomes. From this review,
several themes emerged on the factors associated with postsecondary education of students with
LD, representing key areas to consider when designing and implementing secondary school
programs to promote their goals and participation in postsecondary education after graduating
high school. Findings are discussed below in terms of description of participants, postsecondary
educational aspirations and participation, critical factors, and practical recommendations.
Description of Participant
The majority of articles did not identify specific characteristics of the participants but,
instead, targeted all students with LD and described demographics (mostly gender and ethnicity)
with family background as part of key variables in the studies. Three articles (Kotering et al.,
2010; Rojewski, 1999; Scanlon et al., 2003) specifically described their study participants that
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allowed determination of similarities and differences of participants. To account for sample
heterogeneity, Rojewski (1999) provided descriptive benchmarks, including demographics
(gender, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status), academic achievement in reading, math, science,
and composite academic, and personality (self-concept, locus of control) data. The data revealed
distinct and significantly different characteristic for students with and without LD, and students
with LD exhibited lower academic achievement, lower self-esteem, and more external locus of
control than their nondisabled peers. Likewise, cognitive abilities, including academic
achievement indicators (e.g., standardized achievement test scores, final semester grade point
average) and intelligence quotient scores, were described for the study participants (Kotering et
al., 2010; Scanlon et al., 2003). Taken together, their academic achievement levels were below
the desirable scores and less favorable than their nondisabled peers across studies, but in Scanlon
et al. (2003) study, the students with LD had higher mean scores than their nondisabled peers,
although the differences between groups were not statistically examined in the study.
Postsecondary Educational Aspirations and Participation
The targeted areas were postsecondary educational aspirations and participation. As
aspirations refer to plans and goals for the future (Bandura et al., 2001), four studies (Daviso et
al., 2011; Irvin et al., 2011; Kortering et al., 2010; Scanlon et al., 2008) investigated postschool
aspirations, plans, and goals of students with LD were analyzed together. Among those studies,
three articles (Irvin et al., 2011; Kortering et al., 2010; Scanlon et al., 2008) sought comparative
information between students with LD and their nondisabled peers. The results for reported
postsecondary plans and aspirations of students showed significant differences, in which the
students with LD had less well-defined postsecondary educational plans and less often aspired to
postsecondary education (lower aspirations) as compared to their nondisabled peers. For
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instance, the students with LD had a higher-than-expected rate of planning for 2-year colleges
(39% vs. 26%) with a correspondingly lower rate for 4-year colleges (21% vs. 59%) than their
nondisabled peers (Kortering et al., 2010). Likewise, almost 70% of 416 students with LD, in
Daviso et al. (2011), expected participating in some type of postsecondary education, favoring to
attend 2-year colleges (32.5%) than 4-year colleges (29.8%) or technical schools (17.5%). Irvin
et al. (2011) also found that rural students with LD were more likely to indicate that they are not
planning (9.6% vs. 4.6%) or unsure (16.6% vs. 5.3%) to continue education beyond high school.
The rest of seven studies (Baer et al., 2003; Garner, 2008; Halpern et al., 1995; Miller et
al., 1990; 1991; Murray et al., 2000; Rojewski, 1999) focused on participation in postsecondary
education after graduating high school and varied in terms of data collection time, including first
few years (1 to 3 years) following high school completion (Baer et al., 2003; Halpern et al.,
1995; Miller et al., 1990; 1991; Murray et al., 2000; Rojewski, 1999) and a long-term period
(Murray et al., 2000). The postsecondary school attendance and completion rates were
investigated during the first 10 years following high school, so the participants from 1985 and
1990 high school graduates were interviewed during the five consecutive years 1991 through
1995. However, Garner (2008) did not provide when the study participants were interviewed to
share their perceptions for secondary schooling and successful stories about postsecondary
education experiences. For postsecondary education enrollment status, Miller et al. (1991) and
Murray et al. (2000) specified postsecondary education opportunities chosen by students with
LD, while others examined enrollment status regardless of institution types.
Miller and colleagues (1990) first investigated the relationship between specific factors
and participation status, differentiating participants and nonparticipants during the year after high
school. In a later study, they examined the selected predictors related to the following five
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postsecondary education options: (1) junior college, (2) community college, (3) 4-year
college/university, (4) military, and (5) private training programs. Almost half (48%) of 225
students with LD electing to pursue postsecondary education chose the community college.
Consistent findings indicated that students with LD who attended postsecondary school were
more likely to participate in a training and community college rather than 4-year college, while
the majority of nondisabled peers attended a 4-year college (Murray et al., 2000). Regardless of
postsecondary institution type, three articles (Baer et al., 2003; Halpern et al., 1995; Rojewski,
1999) were exploratory about participation related to an array of predictors. Results indicated
that the participation rates for any postsecondary education program were quite large, but
students with LD were more likely to involve in employment after graduation and less likely to
enroll in school as compared to their nondisabled peers.
Critical Factors
To identify critical factors, researchers used chi-square (Daviso et al., 2011; Irvin et al.,
2011; Kortering et al., 2010; Miller et al., 1990; Murray et al., 2000; Scanlon et al., 2008) and
logistic regression (Baer et al., 2003; Daviso et al., 2011; Halpern et al., 1995) to determine
whether there was a significant relationship among a variety of factors to the outcomes.
Depending on the scales of measurement for specific variable, t-test or one-way analysis of
variance was also utilized to identify significant group differences (Miller et al., 1990; 1991).
Rojewski (1999) used predictive discriminant analysis to classify postsecondary educational
status of the participants 2 years after high school based on the predictor variables. In addition,
there were two qualitative studies (Garner, 2008; Scanlon et al., 2008) employed interviews and
included a small number of students with LD. However, Scanlon et al. (2008) also provided
comparative information on demographics for both participants with and without LD using chi-
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square and nonparametric t test. Overall, six studies targeted only students with LD, and the
remaining five studies included general education students for their counterparts. From this
review, 16 critical factors that were identified and correlated with postsecondary educational
aspirations and participation were grouped for the following categories: (a) demographics, (b)
school features, and (c) secondary schooling experiences including transition-related services.
Demographics Statistically significant gender differences were found in postsecondary
educational experiences, with a larger representation of females in junior college among different
types of postsecondary education as compared to the 2-year college, 4-year college/university,
and military (Miller et al., 1991), as well as greater expectations of females than males for
enrollment in any postsecondary education (Daviso et al., 2011). When compared to
nondisabled peers, both female and male students with LD were less likely to attend
postsecondary school in the 10 years following study (Murray et al., 2000). However, gender
was not found to be a significant predictor in Baer et al. (2003) for predicting postsecondary
education participation. Likewise, ethnicity was included as a student variable, but the analyses
revealed no statistically significant differences (Baer et al., 2003; Halpern et al., 1995). Family
backgrounds (socioeconomic status or family income) were described in three studies as next
common demographics (Halpern et al., 1995; Kortering et al., 2010; Rojewski, 1999). Kotering
et al. (2010) provided the descriptive statistics for living status, parent educational level, and
sibling’s rate of school completion for other background characteristics among study samples
with and without LD, and results indicated that they are comparable in those features. In sum,
those individual features were included and explored for the descriptive purpose of participants,
thus additional research is needed to examine whether any relationships exist between
background characteristics and postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment among
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students with LD.
School features The location of school (i.e., urban suburban, rural) and high school
program were found to be significant factors in predicting postsecondary educational goals and
participation. Rojewski (1999) found that high school track contributed to the prediction for
individuals with LD who enrolled in some form of postsecondary education. Consistent with
this finding, Daviso et al. (2011) found that students with LD who attended regular high school
were almost 3 times more likely to identify postsecondary education as their postschool goal
after controlling for other covariates. With respect to school settings, a significant relationship
was found in two articles. Being from a suburban school setting found to be increased the
likelihood of any postsecondary education participation more than 5 times in Baer et al. (2003).
Specific to the types of postsecondary education, Daviso et al. (2011) found less expectations for
4-year college enrollment among students with LD from rural than suburban schools and for
technical school enrollment among students from suburban than urban or rural settings.
Secondary schooling experiences The most common predictor was academic
achievement, and the next common predictor was regular academics. The following variables
were also found to be significant predictors in the literature but needed to be further investigated:
repeated a grade, participation in extracurricular activities, relationship with others, school
perceptions, and educational aspirations. Academic competency during high school was found
to be associated with postsecondary educational plans and later participation (Daviso et al., 2011;
Halpern et al., 1995; Miller et al., 1990; Garner, 2008; Scanlon et al., 2008). Regarding to
academic competency, scores in reading and math, functional achievement scores, proficiency
test scores, and intelligence quotient as cognitive abilities were examined. In two qualitative
studies (Garner, 2008; Scanlon et al., 2008), students were aware that critical components for
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succeeding in postschool goals are to do better in high school for academic excellence (e.g.,
getting good grades, studying more, paying more attention in class, participating study groups).
In comparison with nondisabled students, students with LD were more likely to have repeated a
grade in Kotering et al. (2010). Even if it is often assumed that they hold back a grade due to
lower academic performances, it may be necessary if this factor may have an impact on their
postsecondary education goals and enrollment. Additionally, postsecondary education
participation was correlated with participation in regular academics (Baer et al., 2003; Daviso et
al., 2011), suggesting a strong focus on rigorous academics during high school for students with
LD aspiring postsecondary education. From the interviews (Garner, 2008), three students with
LD also agreed that they would have taken more rigorous classes to better prepare for college.
For other schooling factors, involvement in extracurricular activities (e.g., athletics,
music, speech, drama, and debate) while in high school, positive personality (e.g., seeking help
of friends, getting along with others, communicating with people in a polite way, being
respectful), and school perceptions (e.g., school valuing, school belonging) were important to
differentiate students with LD who had educational aspirations and participated in postsecondary
education or not (Irvin et al., 2011; Miller et al., 1990; 1991; Scanlon et al., 2008). Particularly,
findings of increased risk for having negative school perceptions and following uncertain
postsecondary educational plans with lower educational aspirations were unique to rural high
school students with LD (Irvin et al., 2011), thus it is limited to generalize those findings to
students in metropolitan areas. It is needed to clarify the impact of school perceptions on
educational aspirations and postsecondary education enrollment of students with LD related to
school settings. In contrast, Rojewski (1999) examined educational aspirations as a predictor
variable to identify primary postschool status of both students with and without LD. Results
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indicated that the variable was critical in predicting whether the students were primarily at
postsecondary school or at work, suggesting that helping students with LD to shape their
educational aspirations while in high school is important as an initial factor to promote their
postsecondary education enrollment.
With regard to transition-related services while in high school, vocational education,
work study participation, transition planning, and community resources were investigated as
critical factor in the literature. Miller et al. (1991) found that students involved in military were
significantly more likely to have participated in vocational education coursework while in high
school than other students enrolled in other postsecondary institutions. While vocational
education coursework and work study participation were included and examined for major
transition activities (Baer et al., 2003; Daviso et al., 2011), but those were only statistically
significant predictors for employment. Researchers suggested that other transition activities
(e.g., career and technical education, college classes, job shadowing, etc.) that were highly
valued by students with LD should be included in their IEPs or course of study during high
school.

Moreover, as Scanlon et al. (2008) suggested, it is critical for students to explore any

options and be aware of the importance of trainings and experiences to learn more about the
options they want in the future, to get information about it, and see if they like it. Regardless of
details for the transition services, Halpern et al. (1995) found that participation in transition
planning during high school was statistically associated with subsequent participation in
postsecondary education, supporting the value of transition meeting and planning efforts. In
terms of community resources, Miller and colleagues (1990; 1991) found that participants in
postsecondary education were significantly more likely to access and utilize available resources,
such as vocational rehabilitation, meeting representatives of community college, and meeting

93

high school personnel for seeking job assistance or information. Later, they confirmed that it is
important to differentiate students attending different types of postsecondary education,
suggesting a wider exposure to all resources leads students with LD for better postsecondary
educational decision and participation.
Recommendations for Secondary Educators
Based on the critical factors identified in the literature, findings suggest four key
recommendations for secondary educators to encourage postsecondary educational aspirations
participation in any postsecondary education of students with LD.
1. Begin transition meeting and planning early for students with LD. As the IDEA
(2004) requires transition planning to begin no later than at age 16, secondary educators should
be sensitive to potential influence of their responsibilities for planning a transition meeting in
middle school or at the beginning of high school and for leading students to actively participate
during the process on postsecondary educational aspirations and appropriate preparations for
their postsecondary goals. During the transition process, teachers, parents, and students need to
identify primary postsecondary goals in their IEP and make sure that the goals are well
connected to appropriate coursework, extracurricular activities, and other required transition
services. These are vitally important and foundational decision processes for enabling students
with LD to make the journey from high school to postsecondary education.
2. Prepare students with LD to be academically successful for the rigors of
postsecondary education. Given the importance of academic competency for postsecondary
educational aspirations and participation, secondary educators might consider more intensive
remediation of basic academics in reading, writing, math, and problem-solving and check what
courses of study are necessary and available in their school to assist students in reaching their
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postsecondary goals. If students with LD desire to enter a 2- or 4-year college, the students’ plan
of study should include college preparation courses that are as rigorous as possible, not only
college admission requirements but also for college level study preparation (Skinner &
Lindstrom, 2003). Taking appropriate courses and involvement in more regular academics will
help students with LD prepare for postsecondary education, in terms of becoming an independent
learner with a variety study skills and knowledge of their own learning strengths and needs.
Furthermore, students’ learning experiences substantially depend on high school program or
curricular track due to courses offered, instructions, academic expectations from teachers, and
teacher quality (Eccles & Roeser, 2003). Since high school program was found to be related to
postsecondary education participation, parents and students should be aware of the focus of
school program (e.g., vocational education, general education, and preparation for college), and
secondary educators can help students with LD to make a selection of educational tracks and
possible educational options in their early secondary school years.
3. Help students with LD to engage in extracurricular activities for positive social skills,
personality, and school perceptions. Little systematic effort has been geared toward integration
of students with LD into extracurricular activities with their nondisabled peers while much effort
has been placed on academic inclusion (Miller et al., 1990). Considerable research indicated that
high school students need to participate in a variety of activities related to their postschool goals,
and the activities are linked to positive outcomes in terms of learning and practicing personal life
skills, social skills, and peer relationships necessary to be successful (Test et al., 2009a; Webb,
Patterson, Syverud, & Seabrooks-Blackmore, 2008). For example, if students with LD have a
postsecondary goal for a 4-year college, all college-linking activities, such as talking with
representatives of college, visiting local community college, and getting information about entry
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requirement, could be advised to them for their exploration activities. Teacher guidance for
extracurricular activities while in secondary school is needed not only for student engagement
toward specific postschool goals but also for opportunities to foster positive schooling
experiences among students with LD with their nondisabled peers in nonacademic areas.
4. Let students with LD know the various school and community resources available to
them. The National Alliance for Secondary Education and Transition (NASET, 2004) addressed
the importance of career preparatory experiences and committed efforts of a wide range of
agencies essential for establishing and maintaining the quality programs and practices needed to
help students to achieve school and postschool goals. Within school context, one additional
resource for assisting students with LD in transition process is their school counselor. School
counselors are expert in academic advising and career counseling and have a professional
obligation to aid all students including students with disabilities (American School Counselor
Association, 2004). At the community level, postsecondary education institutions, communitybased organizations, public employment and training agencies, employers, and even families can
offer career preparatory opportunities for students with LD. Educators might have a curricular
concern for utilizing school and community resources in their classroom but be able to
coordinate a comprehensive set of career preparatory activities, such as mentoring, job
shadowing, work-based learning, and classroom projects that apply academic concepts to
careers, based on interagency collaborations and partnerships within communities. As Miller
and colleagues discussed (1990; 1991), a wider exposure to all available resources for students
with LD may allow them to explore specific postsecondary educational and career options more
closely and lead to a better decision for those inclined to a postsecondary educational
participation and even more importantly for those who do not aspire it.
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Discussion
This review focused on students with LD who constitute the largest proportion for high
school completion and postsecondary education attendance among the categories of disability
(Henderson, 2001; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005). The studies reviewed
here were conducted in different school districts across several states in the U. S. The norms and
practices for identifying their LD for special education services may have varied from school to
school as well as depending on the year for diagnosis with different identification models.
Although some of studies provide specific background characteristics of their participants
(Kotering et al., 2010; Rojewski, 1999; Scanlon et al., 2003), there are still threats to
generalization regarding the findings from different studies, as they used a small number of
school-identified samples of students with LD without the identification information for their
disabilities. Accordingly, note that this review provides a general view of predictors associated
with postsecondary educational aspirations and participation of students with LD from the
literature. In a more comprehensive approach, further research may be possible to focus on a
recent, nationally representative sample of students with LD to examine a variety of secondary
schooling predictors related to postsecondary educational outcomes in special education.
The findings of this literature review support what is currently known about the factors
associated with postsecondary outcomes for students with disabilities (Test et al., 2009b). For
example, it is not surprising to know that academic achievement is one of the key factors for
increased postsecondary educational aspirations and participation among students with LD.
However, the critical schooling factors identified in the literature provide support for further
investigation in understanding secondary and postsecondary nexus, particularly focusing on the
role of secondary schooling experiences (e.g., extracurricular activities, transition meeting,
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school perceptions, etc.) of students with LD. As shown in this review, most of research has
been descriptive with few of factors and has not included multivariate analyses which allow
identifying a complex array of predictors together with regard to postsecondary educational
aspirations and enrollment. Accordingly, there is a need for future research to include a broader
array of variables and clarify secondary schooling predictors that may promote and constrain
postsecondary educational aspirations and later enrollment of students with LD while controlling
for other factors.
In terms of data collection time, it was found that research on associations between
secondary schooling factors and postsecondary educational aspirations as well as participation
for students with LD varied from 1 to 3 years after high school and 10 years following high
school. The early few years immediately following high school are critical for all youth
including students with disabilities but somewhat unstable time in their lives. Since leaving
school, students with LD typically experience a period of floundering as they attempt to assume
a variety of adult roles, and researchers have noted that research on postschool outcomes for
them should not be limited to the first few years after graduation (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996;
Halpern, 1992). Moreover, they have a tendency to begin school later than their nondisabled
students, as well as to stay in postsecondary schools longer than their peers (Vogel & Adelman,
1992). Thus, if research reflects a longer range perspective, it may possible to expect a bit
different results, and similar associations between secondary school factors and postsecondary
educational outcomes may not exist because of other factors from postschool context.
Additionally, it is important to consider that different associations may be found when
postsecondary educational outcomes of concern (e.g., enrollment status vs. graduation status) are
different. For instance, Wagner et al. (1991) reported that only 14% of students with LD who
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had been out of high school up to 2 years attended some type of postsecondary education, while
up to 5 years following exit from high school, 31% of youth with LD attended in postsecondary
school. However, they had extremely low rates of completion of postsecondary education
regardless of the type of program attended (Murray et al., 2000; Wagner et al., 1991).
In terms of aspirations, plans, and goals for postsecondary education, those are relevant
throughout the life course but particularly important during secondary school years, because
educational decisions regarding schooling and career made during teen years often direct the life
path from that point forward (Bandura, 1986; Irvin et al., 2011). The NASET (2004) also
addressed the importance of effective and positive schooling experiences as a foundation for all
youth including students with LD to pursue postsecondary education and lifelong learning,
engage in meaningful employment, become more productive citizens, and work toward
achieving their goals. While extensive research supports that school perceptions influence
students’ educational plans, aspirations, achievement, and school completion in general
(Bandura, 2001; Eccles & Roeser, 2010; Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994), only one study (Irvin et
al., 2011) investigated how school perceptions by students with LD are related to their desire to
continue further education beyond high school in special education. Future research on school
perceptions, such as school valuing (i.e., viewing school as a pathway for later opportunities in
life) and belonging (i.e., feeling valued, respected, and supported in school), will allow for more
understanding of student-related predictors that lead to foster postsecondary educational
aspirations and engagement of students with LD.
In conclusion, postsecondary educational aspirations and later participation in any
postsecondary education program are important transition issues for students with LD. This
review identified several critical factors considered and examined in the literature for
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understanding the relationship between the factors and postsecondary educational aspirations and
enrollment, particularly focusing on secondary schooling experiences among students with LD.
A number of factors in demographics, school features, and schooling experiences including
transition activities were identified, yet the number of research was limited. Thus, there is still a
tremendous need for research to further clarify the relationship of a comprehensive set of
predictors to postsecondary educational aspirations and enrollment. The findings of this review
are suggestive for secondary school policy and program development that might enhance
educational aspirations and participation in postsecondary education by students with LD. One
thing to remember is that this can only happen when all stakeholders, including secondary school
personnel, parents, students, policymakers, and postsecondary programs work together
collaboratively during secondary school years in understanding students’ postsecondary goals
and helping them to navigate the paths while meeting their educational needs in order to achieve
their transition goals for postsecondary education.

Table 1. Overview of the Literature Focusing on the Variables Explored in the Studies
Study (year)

Data Collection

Participants

Variables

Postsecondary Education Outcomes

Miller,Snider,
& Rzonca
(1990)

in the summer of
1986

539 LD

cognitive abilities (FSIQ, reading, math grade
equivalent scores), extracurricular activities (any,
athletics, music, speech/drama/debate: 4 out of 8), use
of community resources (vocational rehabilitation,
community college, school personnel)

participation in postsecondary education
: participants vs. nonparticipants

225 LD

gender
use of community resources, community mobility,
vocational education course work while in high
school, autonomy (part of living expenses paid by
student), peer influence (seeks help of friends),

Participation in postsecondary education
by opportunities/types : (1) junior
college, (2) community college, (3) 4year college/university, (4) military, and
(5) private training programs

629 LD

gender, ethnicity, disability status, family income,
student dropout status, functional achievement,
prevalence of integrated instruction, parent and
student satisfaction with instruction received by
student, transition planning, congruence of student
and parent expectations concerning student
participation in continuing education, student still
need help

participation in any type of
postsecondary education

441 LD

occupational aspirations, socioeconomic status, high
school program, academic achievement, self-esteem,
locus of control, educational aspirations

primary status after high school: (1)
enrollment in postsecondary education,
(2) employed in workforce, and (3)
unemployed

1 year after high
school
Miller,
Rzonca, &
Snider (1991)

in the summer of
1986
1 year after high
school

Halpern,
Yovanoff,
Doren, & Benz
(1995)

3-year follow-along
study (1990-1992)
2-year replication
study (1992-1993)
1 year after high
school

Rojewski
(1999)

1994 data collection
(4 rounds) of the
National Education
Longitudinal Study
(1988-1994)
2 year after high
school

10,737
nondisabled
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Murray,
Goldstein,
Nourse, &
Edgar (2000)

1991-1995 during
the 5 consecutive
years

168 LD

gender, disability status (LD vs. nondisabled)

postsecondary education enrollment
status: (1) training (e.g., business,
vocational, or other), (2) community
college, and (3) 4-year college/university

140 LD

gender, ethnicity, disability,
program-related variables (job during HS, regular
academic classes, vocational education, work study,
job shadowing, career fairs, career exploration classes,
resume writing, informational interviews, in-school
jobs)

participation in any postsecondary
education

82 LD

gender, living status, parent education level, qualify
free lunch, siblings who have been graduated and
dropped out, grade level, repeated a grade

postschool plans: (1) unsure, (2)
employment, (3) 2-year college, (4) 4year college, and (5) military

315
nondisabled

10 years following
high school (1985
vs. 1990)
Baer et al.
(2003)

NA
3 years post
graduation in 1997
or 2000 graduates

Kortering,
Braziel, &
McClannon
(2010)

NA

Daviso,
Denney, Baer,
& Flexer
(2011)

in the spring of 2004
final year in school

416 LD

gender, ethnicity, school setting, school type,
secondary program (mainstream academics, work
study, vocational education, proficiency testing)

postschool goals for postsecondary
education

Irvin et al.
(2011)

data from a national
survey conducted in
2007-2008

428 LD

academic self-concept, school valuing, school
belonging

postsecondary educational plans
postsecondary educational aspirations:
(1) HS/GED or less, (2) attended but not
complete college, (3) graduate from
college, (4) obtain advanced degree, and
(5) don't know

in the fall of 1992

3 LD

taking general curriculum classes, academic
excellence, knowing academic strengths and
weaknesses (self-advocacy), support services,
accommodations and modifications

postsecondary education aspirations
completion of postsecondary education

Garner (2008)

406
nondisabled

6171
nondisabled
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Scanlon et al.
(2008)

NA

22 LD
17
nondisabled

gender, race/ethnicity, free/reduced lunch, disability,
academic achievement, path-goal (e.g., grades,
studying, attention, attendance)

postschool aspirations and awareness
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Appendix B
Postsecondary Educational Aspirations of Rural Youth with Learning Disabilities: The Role of
Schooling Experiences

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA) and the IDEA
Amendments of 1997 included postsecondary education as a post-school activity, and it has been
identified as an important transition outcome for students with disabilities. Section 504 of the
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 also mandated
accessibility to postsecondary education for students with disabilities, and the most recent
reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 continues to require that individualized education program
(IEP) teams provide transition planning and update the plan annually. Accordingly, the number
of students with disabilities attending postsecondary education has steadily increased over the
past 20 years (Gajar, 1998; Henderson, 2001; Hitchings, Retish, & Horvath, 2005; Mangrum &
Strichart, 2000; Wagner et al., 1992). Across the categories of disability, learning disabilities
(LD) was the largest portion (38%) of children and youth ages 3-21 receiving special education
services under the IDEA in 2009-10 (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012),
and students with LD constitute the greatest proportion of students with disabilities attending
college in the U.S. (Henderson, 2001; Horn, Peter, Rooney, & Malizio, 2002).
In general, there have been dramatic decreases in non-completion rates of high school
(Thurlow, Sinclair, & Johnson, 2002) within the context of American schooling, and enrollment
in a form of postsecondary education (e.g., vocational/business/technical school, 2-year junior or
community college, and 4-year college or university) has constantly increased over the decade of
the 1990s among individuals 18 years and older who are expected for postsecondary education
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(Gerald & Hussar, 2002). Particularly, enrollment in 2- or 4-year colleges includes close to half
a million youth with disabilities (Lewis, Farris, & Greene, 1999), and among college students
with disabilities, approximately 29 % reported having LD in the National Postsecondary Student
Aid Study (NPSAS, 1995-96). Moreover, previous findings from the National Longitudinal
Transition Study 2 (NLTS2) indicated that almost two thirds of students with LD had transition
goals of postsecondary education (Cameto, Levine, & Wagner, 2004). However, students with
disabilities still lag behind their nondisabled peers in pursuing, preparing, and completing
postsecondary education (Murray, Goldstein, Nourse, & Edgar, 2000; NCES, 1994). Further,
students with LD are not only at risk of retaining lower educational and occupational aspirations
(Dowdy, Carter, & Smith, 1990; Rojewski, 1996; 199; White et al., 1983), but also enrolling in
postsecondary education at lower rates than their nondisabled peers (Blackorby & Wagner, 1997;
Fairweather & Shaver, 1991, Murray et al., 2000). Although the poorer postsecondary education
outcomes of students with disabilities compared with students without disabilities are well
documented, the context of secondary schooling experiences to better understand their outcomes
is less clear.
Students with LD would need more transition support at the secondary school level to be
successful in transition to postsecondary education, but they historically have received less
attention in transition planning than other students with more severe disabilities (Levinson &
Ohler, 1998). There are some remaining questions with regard to the ability of the current school
system to help students with disabilities succeed in postsecondary education (Bursuck & Rose,
1991; Kosine, 2007), and it is still needed improvement in the areas of secondary transition to
identify predictors that may contribute to positive postsecondary outcomes (Test et al., 2009).
While little is known about factors that may promote postsecondary educational aspirations and
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attainment for students with LD (Brinckerhoff, McGuire, & Shaw, 2002; Gajar, 1998; Hitchings
et al., 2005; Mull, Sitlington, & Alper, 2001), much research on educational outcomes has
focused on youth from metropolitan areas. In comparison with metropolitan youth, students
from rural schools are more likely to have lower levels of educational and occupational
attainment (Hardr´e & Sullivan, 2008; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001), and students with LD in
rural areas tend to have elevated levels of school dropout rates and poor postsecondary outcomes
compared to their nondisabled peers (deBettencourt, Zigmond, & Thorton, 1989; Dunn &
Schumaker, 1997; Karpinski, Neubert, & Graham, 1992; Shalock, Holl, Elliott, & Ross, 1992).
Yet, considerably little is known about postsecondary educational aspirations of rural students
with LD, and there is a tremendous need for research that enhances secondary transition to
postsecondary education and clarifies factors related to their postsecondary educational plans
(Sheehey & Black, 2003).
The National Alliance for Secondary Education and Transition (NASET, 2004) provided
a common and shared framework to help school systems for high-quality transition services for
all youth, including youth with disabilities who are moving from a secondary school to
postsecondary education and employment settings. Among the identified five key areas
(schooling, career preparatory experiences, youth development and youth leadership, family
involvement, and connecting activities), the NASET addressed the importance of effective and
positive schooling experiences as necessary tools for all youth to pursue higher education and
lifelong learning, engage in meaningful employment, become more productive citizens, and
work toward achieving their goals. While numerous studies have demonstrated that high school
context affect and determine students’ academic orientations and educational choices related to
transition to postsecondary education among general population (Engberg & Wolniak, 2009,
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2010; Hill 2008; Irvin, Meece, Byun, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2011; Jencks & Phillips, 2000;
McDonough, 1997), relatively little research was conducted in the field of special education,
particularly for students with LD (Levine & Nourse, 1998; Miller, Rzonca,, & Snider, 1991;
Miller, Snider, & Rzonca, 1990; Murray et al., 2000; Rojewski, 1999). The influence of
secondary schooling experiences (e.g., academic performances, transition services, course
taking, extracurricular activities while in high school, school perceptions, use of community
resources, etc.) related to decisions and participations for postsecondary education among
students with LD have been partially investigated.
Few recent studies found that students with LD who had negative school perceptions less
often desired postsecondary education and had uncertain post-school plans compared to their
nondisabled peers (Irvin et al., 2011; Kortering, Braiel, & McClannon, 2010). In addition,
secondary school programs, such as college preparations, mainstream academics, proficiency
tests, and various transition services were significantly associated to their postsecondary
educational goals (Daviso, Denney, Baer, & Flexer, 2011). There is any exploratory research on
how grade retention influences students with disabilities in terms of postsecondary educational
aspirations and actual enrollment. It is controversial to use this schooling experience due to
many negative outcomes on social and personal development among youth with a history of
grade retention (Goodlad, 1954; Hagborg, Masella, Palladino, & Shepardson, 1991; Tomchin &
Impara, 1992), even if it is still being used in practice as a prevent strategy. Likewise, there is
limited research regarding counseling services, particularly for college preparation through
transition process for youth with LD who is aspiring further education after high school
(Hitchings et al., 2001; Milsom & Hartley, 2005), even though it is required for school
counselors to support all students, including students with disabilities (American School
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Counselor Association [ASCA], 2004; Milsom, 2002).
Conditions that promote positive schooling experiences are based on “high expectations
that acknowledge each student’s potential and ultimate contribution to society” (Nolet &
McLaughlin, 2000, p. 2), and all students need to access challenging curriculum and participate
in educational programs with clear standards and performance expectations (NASET, 2004). As
Good and Brophy (2003) noted, while researchers have focused on educational expectations for
academic outcomes rather than motivational, personal, and social functioning within the school
context, this study hypothesizes that teacher educational expectations might have associations
with postsecondary educational aspirations among students with and without LD. Moreover,
prior research on educational aspirations and attainment of high school students has largely
focused on socioeconomic variables (Cooper, 2009). Although such approaches provided
important insights, it offers “little directions for educators and policymakers for how to affect
changes in educational processes and outcomes” (Singh & Dika, 2003, p.114). In order to better
inform educational practice and policy, the current study is grounded in an ecological framework
which addresses the influence of multiple interrelated contexts, including school, family, as well
as individual characteristics of youth (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), and particular attention is given to
the variety of secondary schooling factors such as teacher educational expectations, academic
experiences, and school programs including transition services in the study.
From the ecological perspective, schools are viewed as multilayered, embedded systems
that are hierarchically organized from the proximal influences of learning activities within
classroom to the more distal influences of school organization and educational policies at the
state or national level (Eccles & Roeser, 1999; 2010). This perspective of schooling emphasizes
the importance of not only school structural characteristics but also youth’s schooling
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experiences (e.g., academic self-concept, school valuing, and teachers’ educational expectation).
Based on this perspective, a comprehensive set of factors that may promote and constrain
postsecondary educational aspirations of rural youth with LD are investigated, particularly
focusing on the role of schooling experiences. In that regard, this study contributes to extending
the understanding of rural youth with LD and their nondisabled peers in their postsecondary
educational aspirations in relation to their schooling experiences. Accordingly, the following
three research questions will be addressed in this study:
1. Are there differences in schooling experiences between rural youth with LD and their
nondisabled peers?
2. Are schooling experiences of rural youth with LD related to their postsecondary
educational aspirations, controlling for other individual, family, and school
characteristics?
3. Do the relationships between schooling experiences and postsecondary educational
aspirations among youth with LD differ from their nondisabled peers?
Methods
Data and Sample
The current study is part of a broader national investigation to examine students’ school
adjustment and postsecondary aspirations in rural high schools across the U.S. The original
sampling frame included public rural high schools in all 50 states that were currently in
operation. Rural schools were identified using the metro-centric locale codes developed by the
U.S. Census Bureau for the NCES with a basis on schools’ geographic location or proximity to
an urbanized area as well as on population size and density (NCES, 2011). The rural schools in
the original sample were further classified into four subtypes based on locale code designations
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(small town, rural fringe, rural distant, and rural remote). The schools in this sample were also
classified into four geographic regions (Midwest, Northeast, South, and West) as established by
the U.S. Census Bureau. Using this stratified sampling, 114 schools were randomly selected and
contacted. Of these, 73 schools (11% from small town and 89% from rural locales) across 34
states agreed to participate in this study, and 8,754 students took part in the study by completing
a survey at the time of data collection.
For the present investigation, we included only those students for whom teacher
completed surveys to obtain information about their educational expectations for the student (n =
7,758). We excluded students with other disabilities (approximately 5% of the sample) from the
analyses because we were interested in students with LD in comparison with nondisabled
students. This yielded an unweighted N of 7,366 students in Grades 9 to 12, including 508
students (6.9%) with LD. Note that disability status was measured by school districts’ report of
whether or not the student received special support services for an identified disability (e.g.,
specific learning disability, emotional behavioral disorder). We acknowledge that the ways by
which students with LD are identified vary across school districts and thus considering students
with LD as a homogenous group may be problematic. Accordingly, generalization from our
results should be appropriately qualified.
Data Collection Procedures
Data were collected during the fall of 2007 and spring of 2008, prior to the 2008
economic crisis. Data collection followed a protocol that has been used for two decades in
research on adolescents’ school adjustment in middle and high school settings (e.g., Cairns et al.,
1988; Estell et al., 2009) and consisted of gathering information on students via separate student
and teacher instruments. The student instrument consisted of a paper and pencil questionnaire
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administrated on-site by a team of trained researchers. Student surveys were group administered
in a common space on the school campus (e.g., cafeteria), with students seated with no one
immediately in front or beside them to ensure the confidentiality of responses. One member of
the research team read the survey instructions aloud and paced the survey administration, while
other team members provided mobile monitoring. For each participating student, first period
teachers were asked to complete a brief survey that contained the rating scale of school
performance examined in this study. In cases where the teacher did not feel that they could
adequately complete the survey, a guidance counselor or administrator identified another teacher
who sufficiently knew the student and was willing to complete the assessment. Teachers were
financially compensated for completing the survey and students received a school supply item
such as a special pencil. All data collection occurred at least 3 months into the school year when
teachers and students had ample time to become familiar with each other.
Variables
This study used measure of educational aspirations as the focal outcome variable, and the
following schooling experiences were the independent variables obtained from self- and teacherreports. Several individual, family, and school characteristics were measured and included as
control variables. Detailed information about measures of latent variables (i.e., academic selfconcept, school valuing, economic hardship) is provided in Appendix A.
Educational aspirations. Educational aspirations were measured by an item asking
students to indicate how far in school they would most like to go, and included four categories:
(a) high school or less, (b) 2-year or some college, (c) 4-year college or higher, and (d) don’t
know. Original response options included the following: 1 = less than high school graduation; 2
= high school graduation or GED only; 3 = attend or complete a two-year school course in a
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community college, vocational, or trade school; 4 = attend college but not complete a four-year
degree; 5 = graduate from college; 6 = obtain a master’s degree or equivalent; 7 = obtain a Ph.D.,
M.D., or other advanced degree; and 8 = don’t know. These responses were collapsed into four
categories: (a) high school or less, (b) 2-year or some college, (c) 4-year college or higher, and
(d) don’t know.
Schooling experiences. For this measure, we included (a) college preparation program,
(b) grade retention, (c) school valuing, (d) academic self-concept, (e) counseling service, and (f)
teachers’ educational expectations.
College preparation program. Based on the question asking students to indicate whether
they were enrolled in a college preparation program (value =1) or a general high school,
vocational/technical/business, agricultural education, other specialized, alternative/stay-inschool/dropout prevention program, or don’t know (value = 0).
Grade retention. Students were asked whether he or she had ever been held or kept back
a grade (Yes or No). A dummy variable was created to indicate whether each student had ever
experienced grade retention (1 = had experienced grade retention, 0 = had not been retained).
Academic self-concept. Academic self-concept was the average of five items that asked
students to rate their proficiency (1 = not good at all to 7 = very good) in English/language arts,
math, science, social studies, and other classes (Jodl et al., 2001).
School valuing. School valuing assessed participating students’ value for school and
whether they viewed it as a pathway for later opportunities in life (1 = strongly disagree to 6 =
strongly agree). A total of 12 items were adapted from previous measures (Jodl et al., 2001;
Lapan, Gysbers, & Petroski, 2001; Voelkl, 1996) and used in several studies (Finn & Frone,
2004; Voelkl, 1997).
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Counseling service. Students were asked to indicate how often he or she had talked with
a guidance counselor or other advisor about college (1 = never to 4 = more than 5 times).
Teachers’ educational expectations. Based on teachers’ response to the question of how
far in school they thought each student would go. Original response options were the same as
those for the measure of students’ educational aspirations and collapsed into three categories: (a)
high school or less, (b) 2-year college or some college, and (c) 4-year college or higher.
Controls. Drawing on literature, we included a variety of control variables in terms of
(a) family background, (b) student characteristics, and (c) school characteristics. For family
background, we included parental education, economic hardship, family structure, and parental
postsecondary educational expectations for their children. For student characteristics, we
included gender, race/ethnicity, and grade level. For school characteristics, we controlled the
proportion of students eligible for free lunch, proportion of minority students, and school size.
Parental education. Parent education was asked to obtain information on the highest
level highest level of education mother/female guardian and father/male guardian had received.
Original response items were the same as those for the measure of students’ educational
aspirations and collapsed into three categories: (a) high school or less, (b) 2-year college or some
college, and (c) 4-year college or higher.
Economic hardship. Economic hardship was assessed using three items adapted from
multiple sources (e.g., Conger, Conger, Matthews, & Elder, 1999; Wadsworth & Compas, 2002)
which asked how often (1 = never to 5 = all the time) participants’ family had difficulties (a)
paying bills, (b) enough money to buy important items, and (c) buying things the family wants or
needs. Responses from these three items were averaged and a higher value indicated more
family economic hardship.
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Family structure. Two parent family was captured whether students reported that they
had two parents and/or guardians in their home (1 = two parent family, 0 = not a two parent
family).
Parents’ educational expectations. Parents’ expectations for college were assessed by
asking participating students how disappointed their mother/female guardian and father/male
guardian would be if he/she did not graduate from college (1 = not at all disappointed to 6 = very
disappointed). Responses from these two items were averaged and a higher value indicated
parents’ expectations for college completion were higher.
Gender. A self-report item asked students to indicate whether they were male or female.
A dummy variable was created to indicate each student’s gender (1 = female, 0 = male).
Race/ethnicity. Students were asked to select one or more of the following to best
describe their racial or ethnic background: 1 = White; 2 = African American; 3 =
Hispanic/Latino; 4 = Native American or Alaska Native; 5 = Other (Asian, Hawaiian, Other
Pacific Islander); and 6 = Multiracial. A dichotomous variable was created, indicating whether
the student was white (value = 1) or non-white (value = 0).
Grade level. An item asking students about the current grade they are currently in (1 =
9th grade to 4 = 12th grade) was included in the student survey.
Proportion of students eligible for free lunch. The percent of students eligible for free
lunch was used as an index of school-level poverty. This measure is indicated by the Common
Core of Data developed by the NCES.
Proportion of minority students. The percent of students from the following racial/ethnic
backgrounds at each school was included: African American, Hispanic/Latino, Native American,
and Asian. This is also indicated by the Common Core of Data developed by the NCES.
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School size. School size was measured by the total number of enrolled students from prekindergarten through grade 12. While this measure is indicated by the Common Core of Data
developed by the NCES, we transformed it by the logarithm function to resemble a normal
distribution.
Analysis Plans
To answer the research questions, we first completed descriptive analyses and conducted
univariate linear and logistic regression for each of the independent variable depending on their
scales, with a dummy variable for disability status. 1 The aim was to examine differences in
schooling experiences between students with and without LD (Research Question 1). Next, we
performed multinomial logistic regression to examine predictors of postsecondary educational
aspirations for students with LD (Research Question 2). Finally, we replicated this multinomial
logistic regression analysis for nondisabled students and conducted a z test to examine whether
the degree to which the schooling experience and other variables were related to postsecondary
educational aspirations varied by disability status (Research Question 3).
To address missing data (see Table 1), we employed a multiple imputation technique with
Stata software package (Royston, 2004; 2005). We generated five data sets (m = 5) with five
sets of imputed values and averaged coefficients and standard errors from analyses across the
five data sets using the Rubin’s (1987) rule. To address the nested nature of the current data (i.e.,
students within sampled schools), we used the robust standard errors, which downwardly adjust
for the inflated standard errors resulting from the violation of the independent errors assumption
1

Chi-square or t tests are usually used to examine the bivariate relationship among variables, but as we used

multiple imputations, it is technically difficult to combine t or Chi square test results across the five imputed,
complete data sets. To address this issue, we used the mim option in the Stata, which generates the combined
coefficients and standard errors across imputed data (Royston, 2004; Royston, Carlin, & White, 2009).
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(Rogers, 1993).
Results
[Table 1 about here]
Descriptive Analyses
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the variables included in the study by
disability status. Results showed that there were statistically significant differences in
postsecondary educational aspirations, especially for 4-year college, between students with LD
and their nondisabled peers. Specifically, while 73% of students with LD indicated that they
aspired to college education, only 47% indicated that they aspired to 4-year college or higher. In
contrast, while 89% of students without disabilities indicated that they aspired to college
education, 75% indicated that they aspired to 4-year college or higher. Furthermore, a
proportion of students indicating that they did not continue their education beyond high school or
less or that they did not know whether they wanted to continue their education beyond high
school was much higher among students with LD (11% and 16%, respectively) than among
students without disabilities (4% and 6%, respectively).
In terms of schooling experiences, results showed significant differences in almost all
schooling experiences except for school valuing and counseling service between students with
LD and their nondisabled peers, favoring those without disabilities. Specifically, students with
LD were much less likely to enroll in a college preparation program and showed a lower level of
academic self-concept, compared to their nondisabled peers. In addition, students with LD had a
greater number of grade retention experiences than their nondisabled peers. Moreover, a
proportion of teachers expecting their students to complete high school or less was much higher
among students with LD than among students without disabilities (65% vs. 27%), whereas a
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proportion of teachers expecting their students to go to 4-year college or higher was much
smaller among students with LD than among students without disabilities (4% vs. 43%).
Results also showed some pre-existing observed differences in family background and
student characteristics between students with LD and their nondisabled peers, favoring those
without disabilities. For example, a proportion of parents having 4-year college education or
higher was smaller among students with LD than among students without disabilities (22% vs.
30%). In addition, students with LD showed a higher level of family economic hardship than did
students without disabilities. Students with LD were also more likely than their nondisabled
students to be non-white minority. Yet, there were no significant differences in the school
factors (i.e., proportions of students eligible for free lunch, proportion of minority students,
school size).
[Table 2 about here]
Predictors of Educational Aspirations of Rural Students with LD
The relationships of postsecondary educational aspirations and schooling experiences to
rural high school students with LD are summarized in Table 2. Note that we present results only
for the schooling experience variables because our interest is in the role of schooling
experiences.2 The first column presents results from the multinomial logistic regression model
predicting postsecondary educational aspirations for students with LD, using the high school
graduation category as a reference group. Results showed that there were significant
relationships between schooling experiences and postsecondary aspirations among students with
LD. Specifically, while grade retention was associated with the decreased odds of aspiring for
both 2- and 4-year college degrees (as well as with the decreased odds of indicating that I don’t

2

The full results including coefficients of other control variables are available from the authors upon request.
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know about an education plan), higher levels of school valuing and counseling service were
associated with the increased odds of aspiring for both college degrees. A higher level of
academic self-concept was associated with increased odds of aspiring to a 4-year college degree,
but not significantly associated with for a 2-year college. Most importantly, teachers’
expectations for a 4-year college for their students with LD was significantly associated with the
increased odds of aspiring to both 2- and 4-year college degrees (as well as to the increased odds
of indicating that I don’t know about an education plan).
Differences in Predictors of Educational Aspirations of Rural Youth with and without LD
The continued Table 2 presents results from the multinomial logistic regression model
predicting postsecondary educational aspirations of rural high school students without
disabilities. As with students with LD, grade retention, academic self-concept, school valuing,
counseling service, and teachers’ educational expectations were significant predictors of
postsecondary educational aspirations among rural nondisabled students. Unlike for rural
students with LD, however, being enrolled in a college preparation program was significantly
associated to predict educational aspirations of a 4-year college degree for nondisabled students.
Furthermore, the degree to which teachers’ educational expectations were related to educational
aspirations among students without disabilities was much weaker than that for students with LD.
This result suggested that teachers’ educational expectations might be more accurate in
predicting the postsecondary educational aspirations of students with LD than those without
disabilities. Several specific findings that merit further discussion are presented in the following
section.
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to investigate whether and how schooling experiences
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were related to postsecondary educational aspirations of rural youth with LD and how such
relationships differed from those for their nondisabled peers by using the recent national survey
data for rural high school students. The results showed that rural students with LD in this sample
held significantly lower educational aspirations for 4-year college and were more likely to be
unsure of their future educational plans than their nondisabled peers. This finding is consistent
with previous research on educational aspirations of students with LD (Dowdy et al., 1990;
Rojewski, 1996; 1999; White et al., 1983). The results also showed that various schooling
experiences, such as grade retention, academic self-concept, school valuing, and counselor
services, were significantly associated with postsecondary educational aspirations for both
students with and without LD, even after controlling for the other individual, family, and school
factors. Particularly, the results showed that teachers’ educational expectations for their students
were more strongly related to postsecondary educational aspirations among rural students with
LD than their nondisabled peers. Taken together, these findings highlight the importance of
schooling experiences in shaping educational aspirations of rural students with LD beyond
family and school structural characteristics.
Another important finding is that a proportion of rural students being enrolled in a college
preparation program were much smaller for students with LD than for their nondisabled peers.
Hitchings et al. (2005) also found that students with disabilities were less likely than students
without disabilities to be enrolled in college preparatory classes or to be transferred to more
rigorous, college-bound courses despite the students expressed interest in postsecondary
education. Our results, however, showed that unlike for students without disabilities, being
enrolled in a college preparation program was not significantly related to postsecondary
educational aspirations for students with LD. Researchers highlight the importance of a college
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preparatory course with regard to helping students understand the academic expectations and
demands associated with the college environment in general (Apostoli, 1986; Kurtz & HicksCoolick, 1997). Yet, our finding of the non-significant relationship between a college
preparation program and educational aspirations of rural students with LD does not support the
relevance of a college preparation program for promoting postsecondary educational aspirations
of rural students with LD. Rather, the finding questions how well students with disabilities are
prepared by the rigor of their college preparation courses during their secondary school years.
Indeed, it is well documented that students with disabilities show low retention and high attrition
rates of postsecondary education along with difficulties in adjusting to the demands of college
life (Brolin, 1984; Rosenthal, 1986; Sitlington & Frank, 1990; Wagner & Blackorby, 1996).
Future research should further investigate the effectiveness of college preparation programs for
students with LD. In addition, in practice, school personnel may need to pay more attention to
the requirements for college at the high school level if a student with disability expects to
continue his or her education (Sitlington, Clar, & Kolstoe, 2000).
Finally, perhaps, the most important finding is the role of teachers in predicting students’
aspirations for postsecondary education. We found that, although teachers’ educational
expectations were significantly related to postsecondary educational aspirations for both students
with LD and their nondisabled peers, such relationship was much stronger for students with LD
than for their nondisabled peers. This finding suggests that educational aspirations of students
with LD may be more shaped by their teachers’ educational expectations than those of students
without disabilities. However, it is also possible that, given the mandate that students with
disabilities should engage in transition planning no later than age 16 and in many cases by age
14, teachers may be more clearly aware of postsecondary education plans among students with
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LD than among the nondisabled peers and thus teachers’ low educational expectations may
reflect their knowledge of students’ actual educational plans. Unfortunately, our cross-sectional
data do not allow us to draw any causal inference regarding whether teachers’ educational
expectations affects educational aspirations of students with LD or vice versa, and we
acknowledge this as one of the limitations of our study.
Nonetheless, our supplementary analyses (not shown but available from the authors on
request) on the perceived barriers for future educational planning suggested that selfdetermination and perceptions on school environment that students with LD have might combine
to shape their educational aspirations. Specifically, on the one hand, we found that, among
students who indicated that they did not want to continue their education beyond high school,
both students with and without LD indicated that marriage was one of the most important
reasons but the degree to which students perceived marriage as the main reason was much
stronger among students with LD than among the nondisabled students (suggesting strong selfdetermination in decisions for postsecondary education among students with LD). On the other
hand, we found that students with LD more strongly perceived that “teachers are not interested in
me” and that “teachers do not respect me” than did students without disabilities (suggesting some
unfavorable conditions that students with LD perceived). In sum, given that transition planning
must be based on student needs and take into account student interests and preferences
(Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997), it is possible that self-determination and perceived school
environment among students with LD may work together to shape their educational aspirations
as well as may explain greater correspondence between the expectations of students with LD and
their teachers than in the case for students without disabilities.
In any event, our findings highlight the important role of teachers in shaping schooling
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experiences and educational aspirations for students with and without LD. Indeed, there is a
substantial body of literature suggesting that teachers play an important role in shaping students’
motivational outcomes including personal or social adjustment (Good & Brophy, 2003) and
promoting students’ postsecondary education aspirations (Kotering & Christenson, 2009).
Maintaining teachers’ high expectations may be particularly of importance, in light that these
days many teachers fall short of holding high expectations for their students, while most of them
believe in the importance of doing so in practice. According to a new nationwide survey of
educators, teachers believe that only about half of their students will attend a 2- or 4-year college
after high school, but students’ expectations for higher education are much greater, with an
average of nearly 8 in 10 saying they plan to attend college (Anthony, 2010). This discrepancy
between teachers and students for postsecondary education plans may result from a different
understanding of students’ talents, weaknesses, and ambitions in the transition planning process
between teachers and students. In other words, while students may have lofty and unrealistic
postsecondary education goals given their academic skills, teachers may be well aware that
simply expressing interests in going to college is not sufficient for these students to succeed in
college (Hitchings et al., 2005). In particular, students with disabilities are often unable to
appraise accurately the reality of academic settings and their academic skills (Rojewski, 1999;
Strauser, Waldrop, & Jenkins, 1998). However, teachers may also underestimate students’
talents because of their stereotype and bias attached with students’ disadvantaged backgrounds
(e.g., disability status, low socioeconomic status, racial/ethnic minority, etc.). Accordingly, it is
important to form and project students’ educational expectations that are as positive as they can
be while still remaining realistic (Good & Brophy, 2003), and support and processes need to be
established and maintained during secondary school years to help students to develop
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postsecondary educational aspirations through age-appropriate transition assessments and
services (Kortering, Sitlington, & Braziel, 2004; Sitlington, Neubert, & LeConte, 1997).
Limitations and Future Research Needs
There are several limitations to this study that need to be considered in future research.
First, all measures were self-reported and reflect students’ perceptions of their schooling
experiences, and the design was cross-sectional and only involved a single point in time.
Accordingly, with the current data analyses, directionality and causality cannot be determined.
A longitudinal or follow-along study employing multiple data points will help to obtain a full
picture in investigating relationship between a comprehensive set of factors and educational
aspirations of rural students with LD and their nondisabled peers. Second, we focused on the
role of schooling experiences with relation to educational aspirations, but more research is
needed to ensure that postsecondary educational aspirations are, in fact, producing positive
outcomes (e.g., academic readiness to meet minimum graduation requirement, achievement of
college preparation courses, and even further enrollment and completion status of postsecondary
education change over time among students with LD in rural areas). Moreover, in order to direct
transition planning and programs for students with LD who plan to attend college, more
empirical research in rural areas detailing the outcomes of specific, early, intensive, and
continued transition interventions for college preparation and follow-up results are called for.
Finally, since the current study focused exclusively on rural students, the results reported here
are unique to rural population and do not generalize to high school students with LD and their
nondisabled peers in metropolitan areas. Consequently, to clarify the postsecondary educational
aspirations and attainment of students with LD, further research is needed to examine these same
variables in a range of metropolitan settings.
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Implications for Practice
As we addressed, rural students with LD in this sample were more likely to be indecisive
and had lower aspirations for 4-year college education. In addition, teacher expectations play a
key role in shaping rural students’ educational aspirations for college degrees, particularly for
students with LD. Given what is known about the benefits of completed postsecondary
education, such as full-time employment and significant financial returns (Horn, Berktold, &
Bobbitte, 1999; U.S. Census Bureau, 2002), the role of special education teachers, school
counselors, and transition specialists becomes increasingly important for promoting students
with LD to aspire to higher education and make important decisions about their postsecondary
life. However, teachers should form and project realistic expectations that are as positive as they
can, in terms of preparing them to be confident for secondary transition to postsecondary
education, not for protecting them from failure or embarrassment of postsecondary life. There
are apparent needs for providing enhanced academic, career, and counseling opportunities for
rural students with LD in the school context as they prepare for transition from high school to
postsecondary school life through transition process aimed at enhancing long-term enrollment
and completion of postsecondary education.
Moreover, as Getzel and Gugerty (1996) pointed out, educators and parents need to ask
themselves if they may consider college as a viable option for students with LD. Providing them
with real choices and information on the implications of those choices is very critical, and school
personnel should consider the following questions: “Is the transition planning toward an
academic or vocational program appropriate for them?”, “Are the students who desire to attend
college placed into the college preparation track?”, and “Do they show adequate progress on the
track for being ready for the next level of education?” It may also need to be clear that
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placements based on transition plans and goals may change during their secondary schooling
periods, and those who do not know what their postsecondary options need more attention for
exploring and identifying possible options in earlier grades. Accordingly, early transition
planning, goal setting, and continuous tracking assistances are necessary steps to promote
positive postsecondary educational outcomes for rural students with LD.
Finally, as our results showed that counseling services were significantly associated with
the increased odds of aspiring for college degrees among rural students with LD and their
nondisabled peers, school counselors should be considered as one critical resource for assisting
rural students with LD in the transition process. Although school counselors have a professional
obligation to aid all students including students with disabilities in the transition process and
counseling services (ASCA, 2004) as well as are expert with academic advising and career
counseling, they are less actively involved in the transition process to work and discuss college
admission issues with students with LD who wish to continue their education after high school
(Hitchings et al., 2001; Milsom & Hartley, 2005). Moreover, rural students are less likely to
have access to guidance counselors and postsecondary preparation activities, such as career
exploration activities, college campus visits, and job shadowing (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece,
2011). To ensure that rural youth with LD obtain supportive services including counseling and
college preparation activities, teachers should collaborate with counselors to provide sufficient
opportunities and track their preparation status during their high school years.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Variables Used in the Analyses by Disability Status
Students with Learning
Students with No
Disability
Disability
M or
M or
proportion
(SD)
proportion
(SD)
Educational aspirations
High school or less
0.11
*
0.04
2-year college
0.26
*
0.14
4-year college or higher
0.47
*
0.75
Don’t know
0.16
*
0.06
Schooling experiences
College prep
Grade retention
Academic self-concept
School valuing
Counseling service
Teachers’ educational expectations
High school or less
2-year college
4-year college or higher
Family characteristics
Parental education
High school or less
2-year college
4-year college or higher
Economic hardship
Two-parent family
Parents’ expectations for college
Student characteristics
Female
White
Grade level
9th
10th
11th
12th

%
imputed
0.0

0.03
0.43
4.39
4.27
2.03

*
*
(0.05) *
(0.05)
(0.05)

0.19
0.14
5.06
4.29
2.05

0.65
0.31
0.04

*

0.27
0.31
0.43

0.46
0.32
0.22
2.16
0.46
3.88

*
*
(0.05) *
*
*

0.33
0.37
0.30
1.77
0.58
4.66

0.41
0.59

*
*

0.53
0.67

0.0
0.0

0.35
0.28
0.21
0.16

*

0.27
0.27
0.25
0.20

0.1

*

(0.01)
(0.01)
(0.01)

4.5
8.2
4.6
7.6
9.4
11.9

12.0

*
*

(0.01)

6.6
0.0
7.3

School Characteristics
Proportion of students eligible for free
lunch
0.37
(0.01)
0.36
(0.00) 10.6
Proportion of minority students
0.24
(0.01)
0.24
(0.00)
4.5
School size (log)
6.91
(0.05)
6.95
(0.01)
0.0
N
508
6,858
* denotes significant differences from students without learning disability at p < .05 (two-tailed
tests).
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Table 2. Coefficients from Multinomial Logistic Regression of Postsecondary Educational Aspirations for Students with LD and Their
Nondisabled Peers
Students with Learning Disability
4-year College

2-year College
Variable
Schooling experiences
College prep
Retention
Academic self-concept
School valuing
Counselor service
Teachers' educational expectations
(high school omitted)
2-year college
4-year college or higher

Coef.

Std.
Err.

0.15
-0.97 *
0.12
0.44 **
0.56 *

1.32
0.38
0.12
0.16
0.22

-0.09
0.40
20.22 ***† 0.30

Odds
Coef.
Ratio
1.16
0.38
1.12
1.56
1.75

0.63
-0.72
0.34
0.55
0.60

Std.
Err.

*
*
**
*

1.28
0.35
0.15
0.17
0.26

0.92 0.30
0.43
6.02b 21.28 ***† 0.79

Odds
Ratio

Don’t know

Coef.

Std.
Err.

-0.27
-1.12 *
0.22
0.30
0.24

1.59
0.49
0.15
0.19
0.26

0.76
0.33
1.25
1.35
1.27

1.35 -0.29
0.54
17.44b 21.49 ***† 0.76

0.75
21.51b

1.89
0.48
1.41
1.73
1.82

Odds
Ratio

Log pseudo-likelihooda
-540.13
2a
Pseudo R
0.15
N
508
Note: Model includes controls for parental education, economic hardship, family structure, parents expectations for college, gender,
race/ethnicity, grade level, proportion of students eligible for free lunch, proportion of minority students, and school size.
a. Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
b. Divided by 100,000,000 to adjust decimal placements.
† denotes significant differences from students without learning disability at p<.05 (two-tailed tests).
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 2. Coefficients from Multinomial Logistic Regression of Postsecondary Educational Aspirations for Students with LD and Their
Nondisabled Peers (continued)
2-year College
Coef.

Students with No Disability
4-year College

Std. Odds
Coef.
Err. Ratio

Std.
Err.

Odds
Ratio

Don’t know
Coef.

Std.
Err.

Odds
Ratio

Variable
Schooling experiences
College prep
0.58
0.43 1.78 1.36 **
0.39
3.90 0.576
0.45
1.78
Retention
-0.24
0.15 0.78 -0.44 *
0.17
0.64 -0.18
0.19
0.84
Academic self-concept
0.11 *
0.05 1.12 0.36 *** 0.06
1.43 0.04
0.06
1.04
School valuing
0.44 *** 0.07 1.55 0.67 *** 0.09
1.95 0.37 *** 0.08
1.45
Counselor service
0.32 **
0.11 1.38 0.32 **
0.11
1.38 0.02
0.11
1.02
Teachers' educational expectations
(high school omitted)
2-year college
0.58 **
0.19 1.78 1.09 *** 0.18
2.97 0.79 **
0.24
2.21
4-year college or higher
0.94 *
0.42 2.56 2.39 *** 0.44
10.92 1.62 *** 0.43
5.03
a
Log pseudo-likelihood
-4280.63
2a
Pseudo R
0.22
N
6,858
Note: Model includes controls for parental education, economic hardship, family structure, parents expectations for college, gender,
race/ethnicity, grade level, proportion of students eligible for free lunch, proportion of minority students, and school size.
a. Fit statistics based on one complete and imputed data set.
*** p < .001 ** p < .01 * p < .05 (two-tailed tests)
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Appendix A. Description of Latent Variables Used in the Analysis
Variable
Academic
selfconcept

Description
The average of 5-items that asked student how good (1 = not good at all to 7 =
very good) he or she was in English/language arts, math, science, social studies,
and other classes (Jodl et al. 2001). Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) yielded a
RMSEA of .1, suggesting that the model was not a good fit. However, the CFI of
.96 indicated good model fit (a = .73). According to Cronbach’s alpha, internal
consistency reliability was .73.

School
valuing

Assessed participating students’ value for school and whether they viewed it as a
pathway for later opportunities in life (1 = strongly disagree to 6 = strongly agree).
A total of 12 items were adapted from previous measures (Jodl et al., 2001; Lapan
et al., 2001; Voelkl, 1996), and used in several studies (Finn & Frone, 2004;
Voelkl, 1997). CFA indicated that a two-factor model provided a good fit as the
CFI was .96 and RMSEA was .08. The first factor was positive school valuing as
the 5-items that loaded on this factor referred to the positive value of school (e.g.,
‘‘most of what I learn in school will be useful when I get a job,’’ ‘‘the kind of
education I’m getting here will help me later on,’’ and ‘‘dropping out of school
would be a huge mistake for me’’). Cronbach’s alpha demonstrated that internal
consistency reliability was .85. The second factor was labeled negative school
valuing as these 5 items referred to participants’ negative views regarding the
value of school (e.g., ‘‘many of the things we learn in class are useless’’ and
‘‘school is often a waste of time’’). Cronbach’s alpha demonstrated that internal
consistency reliability was .74. However, some of these items were suspect as they
also had positive loadings on the first factor. Therefore, only the positive school
valuing factor was used in analyses. Modification indices suggested that one of the
positive school valuing items cross-loaded with other items and was deleted to
create the final 4-item measure (a = .83). The average across these items was
obtained, and a higher score was indicative of higher school valuing.

Economic
hardship

Assessed using 3-items adapted from multiple sources (e.g., Conger et al., 1999;
Wadsworth & Compas, 2002) which asked how often (1 = never to 5 = all the
time) participants’ family had difficulties paying bills, enough money to buy
important items, and buying things the family wants or needs. CFA indicated a
relatively good fit according to a CFI of .99 but not a good fit as the RMSEA was
.50. However, the NFI and CFI were both acceptable with values of 1 each. The
average across items was obtained, with a higher score indicating more economic
hardship (a = .88). The standardized estimates for item loadings ranged from .81 to
.91. Cronbach’s alpha demonstrated that internal consistency reliability was .88.
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Appendix C
The NLTS2 Dataset

The proposed research questions are answered by conducting a secondary analysis of the
data collected through the NLTS2. The NLTS2, commissioned by the U.S. Department of
Education, the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), is a follow-up of the original
NLTS (1984-1993) and a 10-year-long study (2001-2010). The NLTS2 includes a nationally
representative sample of youth in special education who were ages 13 to 16 and in at least 7 th
grade in the fall of 2000. Data about the sample youths have been repeatedly collected as they
move through secondary school and transition to adult life. The study was designed to (a)
describe the characteristics, secondary school experiences, and postschool experiences of youth
in special education; (b) measure the secondary school and postschool outcomes of youth in the
education, employment, social, and residential domains; and (c) identify factors in students’
secondary school and postschool experiences that contribute to more positive outcomes (Valdes
et al., 2006). The NLTS2 study was also designed to collect data from multiple sources in five
waves. Table 1 summarizes the data collection activities over the nine data collection points.
Table 1. NLTS2 Data Collection Timeline
Wave 1
Data Collection Point
Year
Parent Interview

1
20002001

2
20012002

˅

Youth Interview
Direct Assessment/
Youth In-Person
Interview
Teacher Survey

Wave 2
3
20022003

4
20032004

Wave 3
5
20042005

6
20052006

Wave 4
7
20062007

8
20072008

Wave 5
9
20082009

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

˅

10
20092010
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School Program
Survey
School Background
Survey
Transcripts

˅

˅

˅
˅

˅

˅

˅

Research Design and Sampling Strategy
The NLTS2 is a nested sample, in which youth in the sample are nested within local
education agencies (LEAs) and state-supported special schools. A two-stage sample selection
process was used: (a) a sampling of “operating LEAs” which includes only LEAs that have
teachers, students, administrators, and operating schools and (b) a sampling of youth with
disabilities in those LEAs which agreed to participate in the study. Before sampling, SRI
International selected a nationally representative sample of operating LEAs and state-supported
special schools from a sampling frame created from the Quality Education Data (QED) database.
The QED is a marketing service firm that focuses solely on the educational market and provides
highly targeted mailing and emailing lists and demographic information on teachers, students,
administrators, and operating schools within school districts.
Sample of LEAs. A total of 3,635 LEAs from a master list of 12,435 LEAs identified in
the QED database were invited to participate in the study. Before drawing the LEA samples, the
NLTS2 sample included only operating LEAs and excluded the following types of schools and
school districts: supervisory unions, Bureau of Indian Affairs schools, public and private
agencies (e.g., correctional facilities), LEAs in the U.S. territories, and LEAs with 10 or fewer
students in the NLTS2 age range, which would be unlikely to have students with disabilities
(Valdes et al., 2006). The LEA samples were stratified according to geographic region, size (i.e.,
student enrollment), and district/community wealth. Once the LEAs were placed in a 64-cell
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grid, a random sample of LEAs was drawn proportional to the size of each stratum (SRI
International, 2000b). A sample of 3,635 LEAs was invited to participate, and a total of 501
LEAs actually agreed to participate in the study.
To ensure appropriate representation of the universe of LEAs, SRI International
conducted a non-bias analysis of LEAs in two stages: comparison to extant databases and
comparison to responses to a LEA survey data (Javitz & Wagner, 2005). In the first stage, the
participating LEAs were compared to the universe of LEAs with two extant databases (i.e., one
generated by the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights (OCR) and the other
generated by QED). The LEAs special education policies and practices were compared on a
variety of aspects, including youth demographics (e.g., ethnicity, gender), educational placement,
testing and promotion, diplomas and certificate of completion, and teacher certification and
student ratio. In the second stage, the participating LEAs were compared to a nationally
representative sample of LEAs on a various aspects of special education policies and practices.
In both stages, the participating LEA sample accurately represented the universe of LEAs with
practical significance.
Sample of youth. LEAs and special schools were contacted to obtain their agreement to
participate in the study and were asked to provide rosters of students receiving special education
who were ages 13 to 16 on December 1, 2000 and in at least 7th grade. SRI International
requested the rosters to include the names and addresses of students receiving special education
under jurisdiction of the LEA, the disability category of each student, and the students’ birthdates
or ages. When some LEAs only provided identification numbers for appropriate students,
birthdates, and disability categories, the parents or guardians of the youth sampled in these LEAs
were contacted by mail via the LEA. The youth on the special education rosters were

132

categorized by primary disability category and grade, and then an appropriate fraction of the
youths in each disability category was selected randomly from each LEA and special school in
order to accurately represent the 12 disability categories and to oversample older youths in the
NLTS2 age range (Valdes et al., 2006). Expected number of youth to participate in the study
was 12,943, but only 11,272 agreed to participate in the first data collection point (SRI
International, 2000b).
Sampling weights. The NLTS2 data needs to be weighted to represent estimates of the
true values for the population of youth with disabilities who were ages 13 to 16 in 2000. The
weights were constructed based on the primary sampling units (i.e., LEA characteristics and
primary disability categories) and the overall response rate to the data collection instrument at
the particular data collection point. Two types of sampling weights were provided in the NLTS2
dataset: full sample weights and replicate weights. The full sample weights were calculated
taking into consideration the characteristics of the youth’s LEA (i.e., region, size, and wealth),
the youth’s primary disability, and the response rate to the data collection instrument at the
particular data collection point. For each of the 64 LEA sampling cells, an LEA student
sampling weight was computed, and the number of students in each disability category was
estimated by multiplying the number of students with that disability on the rosters of
participating LEAs in a cell by the adjusted LEA student sampling weight for that cell. There
was one full sample weight for each of the data collection instrument at each data collection
point. In addition to that main sample weights, the replicate weights were calculated in a similar
way but were identified from only half of the LEA sample using a fractional factorial design.
For each full sample weight, there were 32 replicate weights for each data collection instrument
at each data collection point (Valdes et al., 2006).
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Data Collection Methods and Instruments
The NLTS2 data were collected from multiple sources using the following instruments:
Parent and Youth Interview/Questionnaires, Direct Assessments and Youth In-Person
Interviews, Teacher Surveys, School Program Surveys, School Background Surveys, and High
School Transcripts. Not all data collection instruments were not only administered at every data
collection point, but the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) also has not released data derived
from all the data collection instruments. See Table 1, presented earlier in this chapter, for the
data collection timeline. Wave 1 and 2 sources included parents, youth, and school staff whereas
in Wave 3, 4, and 5 data were collected from parents and youth only. Further, data were
collected from fewer sources in Wave 3 and later waves.
The response rates of the different data collection instruments are presented in Table 2.
The table specifies the number of respondents for each data collection in all five waves of the
NLTS2 and the associated response rates, calculated by using both the maximum and practical
eligible samples. The maximum sample response rate was based on the total number of youth
who were eligible for the sample, which included youth who could not be reached for an
interview or survey because there was no phone number or address available. The practical
sample response rate was based on the total number of all eligible youth who were living,
appropriate for the data collection instrument, and for whom there was a phone number or
location information; this definition did not include youth whose parents had actively denied
consent for their participation or for those who had permanently withdrawn from the study
(Valdes et al., 2006).
As shown in Table 2, the maximum sample response rates were much lower than the
practical sample response rate. The practical sample response rates were between 0 and 12.4%
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points higher than the maximum sample response rates. Using the definitions of eligible
samples, the response rates have exceeded 80% for the Parent and Youth
Interview/Questionnaire and 70% for the Student Assessment, and the School Survey rates have
reached about 60%. Additionally, the response rates of the individual data collection instruments
varied from 82.1% (9,230/11,246) on the Parent Interview at the first data collection point to
48.0% (5,318/11,082) on the Parent/Youth Interview and Survey at the ninth data collection
point.
Instrument validation. SRI pretested the data collection instruments and procedures to
ensure the protocols/instruments functioned according to the design and to identify any concerns
or problems of the data collection methods in the spring of 2000. The instruments were each
tested with nine of appropriate participants (i.e., teachers, principals, parents, or youth), and five
groups of youth with disabilities (i.e., mild disabilities, deafness/hearing impairments, low
vision/blindness, cognitive disabilities, and physical/health disabilities) participated in the direct
assessments and in-person youth interviews. The following aspects of the instruments were
examined: (a) the amount of time for administration of the procedure, (b) respondents’
comprehension of the content and format of the interviews, (c) analysis of item characteristics
(e.g., variation responses, believability of responses, and appropriateness of procedures), (d)
logical flow and skip patterns of the interview protocols, (e) logistics of the sequence of
activities, and (f) the need and ability to provide necessary accommodations on the data
collection instruments (SRI International, 2000a).
Table 2. Response Rates for Wave 1 through Wave 5 NLTS2 Data Collection
Maximum
Eligible
Sample

Practical
Eligible
Sample

Number with
Completed
Instrument

Response
Rate for
Maximum
Sample

Response
Rate for
Practical
Sample
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Wave 1
Parent Interview/Survey

11,246

11,246

9,230

82.1%

82.1%

School Program Survey

11,126

10,517

5,588

50.2%

53.1%

Teacher Survey

7,650

7,114

2,577

33.7%

36.2%

School Background
Survey
Student Assessment

11,126

10,517

5,956

53.5%

56.6%

5,956

5,071

3,193

53.6%

63.0%

11,228

11,228

6,859

61.1%

61.1%

8,480

7,815

4,078

48.1%

52.2%

Teacher Survey

5,467

4,866

1,983

36.3%

40.8%

Student Assessment

5,242

4,343

3,135

59.8%

72.2%

11,227

11,227

5,657

50.4%

50.4%

11,132

11,132

5,574

50.1%

50.1%

11,082

11,082

5,318

48.0%

48.0%

11,272

11,272

9,072

80.5%

80.5%

Wave 2
Parent/Youth Interviews
Youth Survey
School Program Survey

Wave 3
Parent/Youth Interviews
Youth Survey
Wave 4
Parent/Youth Interviews
and Surveys
Wave 5
Parent/Youth Interviews
and Surveys
Student Transcripts

Parent and youth interview/questionnaires. Parent Interviews were conducted from
Wave 1 through Wave 5. While parents/guardians were only interviewed by telephone or
surveyed by mail in 2001 (Wave 1), parents/guardians and youths were interviewed by phone or
surveyed by mail in 2003, 2005, 2007, and 2009 as part of Wave 2 through 5 data collection.
Parents completed standardized interviews on the youths’ disability characteristics, health
insurance and care, school experiences (e.g., whether the youth is receiving instruction, what
type of school the youth attends, whether the youth received a diploma), nonschool experiences
(e.g., extracurricular activities, friendships), family interaction and involvement (e.g., schoolfamily contact, IEP process), household characteristics (e.g., socioeconomic status), services,
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behaviors, employment outcomes, and parent expectations. Computer-assisted telephone
interviewing (CATI) was used for the interviews, and if a parent could not be reached by
telephone, he/she received a self-administered questionnaire with a subset of essential interview
questions via mail. A total of 9,230 Parent Interviews/Surveys were completed in Wave 1 with a
calculated response rate of 82.1% for the practical sample. As shown in Table 2, Parent and
Youth Interviews/Surveys were completed in Waves of 2 through 5 with calculated response
rates from 48.0% to 61.1% for the practical sample. SRI did not provide separate response rates
for the Parent and Youth Interviews/Surveys completed at each data collection point.
Youth Interviews/Surveys were conducted at four data collection points in 2003, 2005,
2007, and 2009. Youths were contacted by phone to conduct standardized interviews on social
and extracurricular activities, health, secondary school experiences and involvement,
postsecondary education, employment, risk behaviors, feelings and expectations, and their
household. All youth who could not complete a telephone interview but were able to complete a
written version were mailed a self-administered questionnaire contained a subset of key items
(e.g., social and leisure time, personal interests and activities, school experiences, postsecondary
education, and working experiences) from the youth telephone interview. If individual youth
was unable to complete a telephone interview or questionnaire, his/her parents continued with
Part 2 of the parent interview, which focused on extracurricular activities and behaviors,
postsecondary education, and work experiences.
A total of 2,919 youth interviews and 441 youth questionnaires were completed at the
end of Wave 2 data collection. In Waves 3, 4, and 5, if youth were over age 18 and had been
interviewed in a prior wave, SRI attempted to contact both the youth and the parent/guardian
concurrently. Accordingly, it was possible to have a youth interview without a corresponding
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parent interview or mail survey. At the end of Wave 3 data collection, there were a total of 2,848
youth interviews, 485 youth questionnaires, and 95 youth interviews have no corresponding
Parent Part 1 interview. In Wave 4, there were a total of 2,498 youth interviews, 453 youth
questionnaires, and 63 youth have no corresponding Parent Part 1 interview or questionnaires.
At the end of the interview and mail survey period in Wave 5, there were 2,411 youth interviews,
794 youth questionnaires, and 197 youth have no corresponding Parent Part 1 interview or
questionnaires. As described earlier about the response rate, only the combined Parent and
Youth Interview/Questionnaire response rates were provided (see Table 2).
Student assessments and youth in-person interviews. Youth with disabilities ages 16
to 18 were administered direct assessments in reading, math, science, and social studies using the
Woodcock-Johnson Research Edition in 2002 and 2004. A screening test was used as a first
point of contact to determine whether a student should receive a direct assessment or an
alternative assessment. The alternative assessment, a rating scale, was used when a student was
not cognitively or behaviorally able to complete the direct assessment and was completed by
either the students’ classroom teacher or another knowledgeable person. Youth were
administered assessments by a trained on-site assessor, and the assessments took an average of
45 min to complete (SRI International, 2000a). The interview was a one-time face-to-face
format and was conducted at the end of the direct assessment administration by the trained
assessor. Youth were asked about their aspirations related to schooling and adult life, but the
interviews focused on self-determination skills, self-concept, and attitudes towards school and
learning. The response rates have reached about 65 percent in Wave 1 and 75 percent in Wave 2
for the practical sample (see Table 2).
School data collection. Sources for the school data collection included a mail survey of
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teachers of general education academic classes (i.e., Teacher Survey) and a mail survey of school
staff who were most knowledgeable about students’ overall programs and school characteristics
(i.e., School Program Survey and School Background Survey). During the second and fourth
data collection points in Wave 1 and 2, SRI administered those surveys, which asked for
information pertaining to an overview of the youth’s school program (e.g., setting in which the
youth takes specific classes, participation in statewide assessments), student performance (e.g.,
grade level, number of days absent), family support, career and vocational education and services
(e.g., participation in vocational education, youth’s behaviors when in vocational education
classes), educational services (e.g., IEP information, accommodations, special education and
related services), transition to adult life (e.g., transition planning, transition goals), and the
teacher’s characteristics and roles in the school. The response rates were 53.1% and 52.2% for
the School Program Survey, 36.2% and 40.8% for the Teacher Survey, and 56.6% for the School
Background Survey.
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Appendix D
Description of the NLTS2 Variables and Recoded Variables Used in the Study
NLTS2 Dataset

NLTS2 Data

Variable(s)

Source(s)

Description of Variable

Variable Values

Recoded Variable
Name and Values

Dependent Variables
np2V7

Parent/Youth

Likelihood that youth will

1 Definitely will

Postsecondary educational

np2G6

Interview

attend postsecondary school

2 Probably will

aspirations

np2V7_G6

W2

3 Probably won’t

0 = Youth who did not

W3

4 Definitely won'

aspired to postsecondary
education
1 = Youth who aspired for
postsecondary education

np3PostSec_ever

Parent/Youth

Youth ever attended any

1 Yes

Postsecondary education

np4PostSec_ever

Interview

postsecondary institution since

0 No

enrollment

np5PostSec_ever

W3

leaving high school [if ever

0 = No

W4

reported in current or prior

1 = Yes

W5

wave]

np3S4a_D4a2_ever

Parent/Youth

Youth has ever taken any

1 Yes

Postsecondary education

np4S4a_D4a2_ever

Interview

classes from a postsecondary

0 No

enrollment by institution type

np5S4a_A3e_ever

W3

vocational school/ 2-year

0 = None
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np3S3a_D4a1_ever

W4

community college/4-year

1 = Vocational school

np4S3a_D4a1_ever

W5

college since leaving high

2 = 2-year or community

np5S3a_A3a_ever

school [if ever reported in

college

np3S5a_D4a3_ever

current or prior wave]

3 = 4-year college or

np4S5a_D4a3_ever

university

np5S5a_A3i_ever
Independent Variables
np1D9b

Parent/Youth

Overall grades across all

1 A's

Grades

np2D6m

Interview

subjects

2 A's and B's

1 = Mostly D’s and F’s/

np3D6m

W1

3 B's

mostly F’s (failing)

np4D6m

W2

4 B's and C's

2 = Mostly C’s and D’s/

W3

5 C's

mostly D’s (below average)

W4

6 C's and D's

3 = Mostly B’s and C’s/

7 D's

mostly C’s (average)

8 D's and F's/unsatisfactory

4 = A’s and B’s/ mostly B’s

9 F's

(above average)

12 Wide grade range

5 = Mostly A’s (excellent)

11 Other (specify)
np1D_5j_7d

Parent/Youth

Youth ever held back a grade

1 Yes

Grades retention

Interview

in elementary, middle, junior,

0 No

0 = No

W1

or senior high

np2R1a_K3b

Parent/Youth

How much youth enjoys

1 Not at all

Enjoyment of school

np3R1a_K3b

Interview

secondary school; Youth

2 A little

1 = Not at all

1 = Yes
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np4R1a_K3b

W2

enjoys secondary school

W3

3 Pretty much

2 = A little

4 A lot

3 = Pretty much

W4

4 = A lot

np2R1b

Parent/Youth

How much youth feels like

1 Not at all

Affiliation with school

np3R1b

Interview

part of the secondary school

2 A little

1 = Not at all

np4R1b

W2

3 Pretty much

2 = A little

W3

4 A lot

3 = Pretty much

W4

4 = A lot

np2R3

Parent/Youth

How safe youth feels at

1 Very safe

School safety

np3R3

Interview

secondary school

2 Pretty safe

1 = Not safe at all

np4R3

W2

3 Not very safe

2 = Not very safe

W3

4 Not safe at all

3 = Pretty safe

W4

4 = Very safe

np2R2_K3a

Parent/Youth

How hard secondary school is

1 Very hard

Challenges at school

np3R2_K3a

Interview

for youth; School is

2 Pretty hard

1 = Very hard

np4R2_K3a

W2

challenging for youth

3 Not very hard

2 = Pretty hard

4 Not hard at all

3 = Not very hard

W3
W4

4 = Not hard at all

npr1E1

School Program

There has been planning for

1 Yes

Transition planning

npr2E1

Survey

this student’s transition to

0 No

0 = No

W1

adult life

1 = Yes

W2
npr1E4b/npr2E4

School Program

For the period following high

1 Yes

Primary goal for
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npr1E4a/npr2E4a

Survey

school, the primary goal of this

0 No

postsecondary education

W1

student’s educational program

0 = No

W2

is to prepare him/her for the

1 = Yes

following: Attend a
postsecondary vocational
training program/ attend a 2 or
4 year college
npr1C1

School Program

This student now spends any

1 Yes

Participation in vocational

npr2C1

Survey

part of the school day in a

0 No

education

W1

vocational education or

0 = No

W2

applied academics class

1 = Yes

np1F3

Parent/Youth

Youth has participated in

1 Yes

Participation in

np2J1

Interview

extracurricular activities

0 No

extracurricular activities

np3J1

W1

outside of class in secondary

0 = No

W2

school

1 = Yes

W3
npr1A7

School Program

This student has taken the

1 Yes

Taking college entrance exam

npr2A7

Survey

PSATs, SATs, or other college

0 No

0 = No

W1

entrance examinations in

W2

preparation for leaving school

1 = Yes

Control Variables
w1_GendHdr2001

Parent/Youth

w1_Gend2

Interview

Gender

1 Male

Gender

2 Female

0 = Male
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w2_GendHdr2003

W1, W2, W3

w3_GendHdr2005

School Program

1 = Female

Survey
W1
w1_EthHdr2001

Parent/Youth

w1_eth6

Race/ethnicity categorie

1 White

Race/ethnicity

Interview

2 African American/Black

1 = White

w2_EthHdr2003

W1, W2, W3

3 Hispanic

2 = African American/Black

w3_EthHdr2005

School Program

4 Asian/Pacific Islander

3 = Hispanic

Survey

5 American Indian/Alaska

W1

Native
6 Other/multiple

np1D1o

Parent/Youth

Grade level of youth in current

0 Ungraded

Grade level

w1_Grade4

Interview

elementary, middle, junior, or

1 First grade (continued)

1 = Grade 7

W1

senior high school year

13 Thirteenth grade

2 = Grade 8

91 Multi-grade

3 = Grade 9

School Program
Survey

School program survey:

4 = Grade 10

W1

Grade level at time of Wave 1

School program survey:

school data collection (2002)

1 7th-8th grades

5 = Grade 11 and 12

2 9th grade
3 10th grade
4 11th-12th grade
np1Inc_Recod

Parent/Youth

Household income

1 $25,000 or less

Household income
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w1_Incm3

Interview

2 $25,001 - $50,000

1 = $25,000 or under

w2_IncomeHdr2003

W1, W2, W3

3 More than $50,000

2 = $25,001 - $50,000

w3_IncomeHdr2005

School Program

3 = Over $50,000

Survey
W1
np1K8

Parent/Youth

Highest grade [respondent,

1 8th grade or less (no school)

Parental education level

np1K10

Interview

parent, or legal guardian]

2 9th grade or above, not a

1 = Less than a high school

np2H7

W1

finished in school and

high school graduate

2 = High school degree or

np2H9

W2

highest grade [respondent,

3 High school graduate, GED

GED

np3H7

W3

parent, or legal guardian]'s

4 Post high school education

3 = 2-year college or some

spouse or partner finished

5 Vocational -technical

postsecondary education

6 2 year college degree/AA

4 = 4-year college degree or

degree/3-year degree

more

np3H9

7 4 year college degree/ BA,
BS degree
8 Some post BA, BS work
9 Master's degree, e.g., MSW,
MA, MFA, MPH
10 PhD, MD, JD, LLB, or
other professional
91 Other
w1_Urb3

School

Urbanicity of school youth

1 Rural

Urbanity

Background

attended in Wave

2 Suburban

1 = Rural
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Survey

3 Urban

W1
nsc1A4

2 = Suburban
3 = Urban

School

Number of students enrolled at

Background

this school around October 1st

Survey

of the 2001-2002 school year

Number of students

School size

W1
nsc1B5

School

Percentage of this school’s

1 Less than 25%

Proportion of students

Background

students eligible for the free or

2 26% to 50%

eligible for free lunch

Survey

reduced-price lunch program

3 51% to 75%

1 = Less than 25%

4 More than 75%

2 = 26% to 50%

W1

3 = 51% to 75%
4 = More than 75%
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