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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Leaving high school is an exciting threshold for many youth in this country, both those with 
and those without disabilities.  It can occasion many changes, which, taken together, can alter 
students’ daily lives dramatically.  A familiar schedule of early rising, classroom instruction until 
midafternoon, school-sponsored extracurricular activities after school, and homework in the 
evenings gives way to the often more flexible schedules of college for youth who pursue 
postsecondary education or the structure of a full- or part-time job for those who work.  As youth 
no longer see their friends every day in and between classes or participate in school-sponsored 
extracurricular activities, the pattern of their social interactions also can change markedly when 
they leave high school.  Perhaps the most dramatic changes following high school occur for 
youth whose plans entail leaving home, which can plunge them into environments that are 
fundamentally different from their earlier experiences.  These changes can require youth quickly 
to “step up” to increased expectations for maturity and independence and, for college students, 
academic performance.    

These transitions can be difficult for any youth, but they can be particularly difficult for 
youth with disabilities, who may encounter additional challenges to negotiating the transition to 
young adulthood, but are young people with disabilities able to overcome these challenges and 
succeed in their early transition years?   

This question is being addressed through the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 
(NLTS2), a 10-year study funded by the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the 
U.S. Department of Education, which is generating information on the experiences and 
achievements of youth with disabilities in multiple domains during their secondary school years 
and in the transition to young adulthood.  NLTS2 involves a nationally representative sample of 
more than 11,000 youth who were ages 13 through 16 and receiving special education services in 
grade 7 or above on December 1, 2000.  NLTS2 findings generalize to youth with disabilities 
nationally and to youth in each of the 12 federal special education disability categories in use for 
students in the NLTS2 age range. 

This report focuses on the 28% of youth with disabilities who were out of secondary school 
and ages 15 through 19 when telephone interviews were conducted with their parents and, 
whenever possible, with youth themselves in 2003 and for whom interviews also were conducted 
in 2001.1  NLTS2 telephone interview findings presented in this document describe: 

• The characteristics of out-of-school youth with disabilities. 

• Their experiences in the postsecondary education, employment, independence, and 
social domains in their first 2 years out of high school. 

• The individual and household characteristics and youth experiences that are associated 
with variations in the achievements of youth with disabilities in their early years after 
high school. 

                                                           
1  These two data collection time points are referred to as Wave 1 (2001 interviews) and Wave 2 (2003 interviews) 
throughout this report. 
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Characteristics of Out-of-School Youth with Disabilities  
Several characteristics of the population of youth with disabilities who have been out of 

secondary school up to 2 years provide important background for interpreting their early 
postschool experiences.   

• Although most out-of-school youth with disabilities completed high school, 28% left 
school without receiving a diploma.  Dropout rates are particularly high for youth with 
emotional disturbances (44%).   

• Large majorities of out-of-school youth are classified as having learning disabilities or 
emotional disturbances, are male, and are 18 or 19 years old.   

• Very few youth with disabilities have any trouble with self-care tasks, and the majority 
are reported by parents to have high functional cognitive skills, communicate with no 
trouble, and have excellent or very good health.  However, some youth in every 
disability category have low ratings on these skills, including relatively larger 
proportions of youth with autism, traumatic brain injuries, or multiple disabilities.   

• Social skills are the most problematic for all categories of youth; about 6 in 10 youth 
with disabilities have moderate social skills scores, with about 1 in 6 having high skills 
and 1 in 5 having low skills.  Low social skills ratings are particularly prevalent for 
youth with emotional disturbances.   

Engagement in School, Work, or Preparation for Work 
The early postschool activities of the large majority of out-of-school youth with disabilities 

affirm that their secondary school years have, indeed, prepared them for further education and 
employment.  At some time since leaving high school, almost 8 in 10 out-of-school youth with 
disabilities have been engaged in postsecondary education, paid employment, or training to 
prepare them for employment.  Employment is the sole mode of engagement in the community 
for about half of out-of-school youth with disabilities, 4% have attended postsecondary school 
without working or participating in job training, and about one-fifth have both gone to school 
and worked since leaving high school. 

Postsecondary Education Participation 
• About 3 in 10 out-of-school youth with disabilities have taken postsecondary education 

classes since leaving high school, with one in five currently attending a postsecondary 
school at the time of the Wave 2 interview.  This current rate of attending postsecondary 
school is less than half that of their peers in the general population. 

• More youth with disabilities are enrolled in 2-year or community colleges than in other 
types of postsecondary schools.  One-fifth have done so at some time since high school, 
and 10% are attending such schools currently, a participation rate similar to that of 
youth in the general population.  

• Since leaving high school, 9% of youth with disabilities have attended a 4-year college, 
with 6% doing so currently.  Youth in the general population are more than four and 
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one-half times as likely as youth with disabilities to be currently taking courses in 4-year 
colleges. 

• About 5% of youth with disabilities attend postsecondary vocational, business, or 
technical schools.   

Multivariate analyses indicate that several youth and household characteristics and 
experiences are associated with a higher probability of having enrolled in 2- or 4-year colleges, 
including having higher functional cognitive skills, being female, having a better educated head 
of household, progressing to the next grade level each year in school, and graduating from high 
school.  Only having attention deficit disorder or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder 
(ADD/ADHD) is associated with the likelihood of enrolling in a postsecondary vocational, 
business, or technical school. 

Regarding the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities: 

• Almost three-fourths of postsecondary students with disabilities go to school full-time, 
and about 8 in 10 are enrolled steadily, rather than a semester or quarter here and there.   

• About two-thirds of postsecondary students with disabilities receive no accommodations 
from their schools, primarily because their schools are unaware of their disabilities.  
About half of postsecondary students with disabilities reported that they do not consider 
themselves to have a disability, and another 7% acknowledged a disability but have not 
informed their schools of it.  Only 40% of postsecondary students with disabilities have 
informed their schools of their disabilities.  Thus, the 35% who receive accommodations 
are 88% of those whose schools are aware of their disabilities. 

Employment after High School 
• About 7 in 10 out-of-school youth with disabilities have worked for pay at some time 

since leaving high school, and more than 4 in 10 were employed at the time of the 
Wave 2 interview.  This rate is substantially below the 63% employment rate among 
same-age out-of-school youth in the general population.  

• Reliance on typically low-paying personal-care jobs has decreased markedly over time 
among girls with disabilities; at the same time, there have been substantial increases in 
jobs in the trades among boys.   

• Youth with disabilities have experienced an overall increase in the average number of 
hours they work per week and a nearly 20-percentage-point increase (to 40%) in those 
working full-time.   

• Wages increased an average of $1.30 in 2 years, resulting from a significant drop in the 
percentage of youth with disabilities working for less than minimum wage and a  
25-percentage-point increase (to 40%) in the number of youth earning more than $7.00 
per hour.  However, receiving benefits as part of a total compensation package is not 
common; about one-third of out-of-school youth with disabilities receive any benefits 
(i.e., paid vacation or sick leave, health insurance, or retirement benefits).  
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• Only 4% of working youth with disabilities receive accommodations for their 
disabilities, largely because most youth have employers who are unaware of their 
disabilities.  Among those whose employers are aware of their disabilities, 25% are 
receiving workplace accommodations for them. 

• Most working youth with disabilities have positive feelings about their employment 
experiences.  Four in 10 say they like their current job very much, three-fourths believe 
their job has put their education to good use and that they are well paid, and two-thirds 
believe they have opportunities for advancement.  Among youth employed more than 
6 months, about 60% reported having been promoted, taking on more responsibility, or 
receiving a pay increase.  

Emerging Independence 
• Up to 2 years after high school, about three-quarters of youth with disabilities still are 

living with their parents, a significant decline from 2 years earlier and a similar rate to 
that of the general population of youth.   

• The likelihood that youth with disabilities live independently is enhanced by the sizable 
increase over time in the proportion of age-eligible youth who have driving privileges; 
two-thirds can drive, whereas fewer than half could do so 2 years earlier.   

• About 12% of out-of-school youth are living with a spouse or roommate outside of their 
parents’ home in Wave 2, and two-thirds of these youth are reported to have annual 
incomes of $5,000 or less. 

• About 1 in 10 out-of-school youth with disabilities participated in government benefit 
programs during high school, and participation has changed little during the first 
2 postschool years.   

• Personal financial management tools also are being used by more youth with 
disabilities; about one-third have personal checking accounts, and almost one in five 
have a credit card or charge account in their own name, significantly more youth than 
2 years earlier.   

• Eight percent of out-of-school youth with disabilities are reported to have had or 
fathered a child by Wave 2, a rate of parenting similar to that for the general population.  

Leisure Activities, Social Involvement, and Citizenship 
• Passive uses of leisure time, such as watching television or videos and listening to 

music, have declined in the 2 years since youth with disabilities left high school, as have 
electronic forms of communication.   

• Participation in organized community groups and in volunteer and community service 
activities also has declined.  In Wave 2, about one-fourth of out-of-school youth with 
disabilities belong to organized community groups, and a similar share take part in 
volunteer activities, down from 45% pursuing each activity in Wave 1.   
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• In contrast, out-of-school youth with disabilities are seeing friends much more often 
than they were 2 years earlier.  Just over half of youth with disabilities reported seeing 
friends at least weekly outside of organized groups and any school they may attend, an 
increase from about one-third of youth 2 years earlier. 

• Almost two-thirds of youth with disabilities who are 18 or older are registered to vote, a 
rate similar to that for the general population of youth. 

• When they have been out of secondary school up to 2 years, about half of youth with 
disabilities have been stopped by police for other than a traffic violation, and 16% have 
spent a night in jail, both significant increases in a 2-year period.  Almost 3 in 10 have 
been arrested at least once, and 1 in 5 are on probation or parole.  These rates of arrest 
and being on probation or parole have not increased significantly since leaving high 
school, and the arrest rate is not significantly different from that of peers in the general 
population. 

Results Associated with Dropping Out of School 
Failure to complete high school is associated with a variety of negative consequences for 

youth with disabilities in their early postschool years.   

• Dropouts are significantly less likely to be engaged in school, work, or preparation for 
work shortly after high school than are school completers; two-thirds of dropouts have 
been engaged in these activities, compared with almost seven in eight school 
completers.   

• Not surprisingly, the forms of engagement of dropouts are unlikely to include 
postsecondary education.  Controlling for other differences between dropouts and 
completers, including their functional cognitive abilities and previous academic 
achievement, dropouts with disabilities are 18 percentage points less likely to have 
enrolled in a 2- or 4-year college shortly after high school than are school completers.  
Eight percent of dropouts have attended vocational, business, or technical schools, and 
1% have attended a 2-year college at some time since leaving high school.  

• The rate of holding a paid job since high school among both dropouts and school 
completers is about 85%.  However, dropouts with disabilities tend to work more hours 
per week (an average of 34 vs. 27 for school completers).  Because dropouts and school 
completers earn quite similar hourly wages, the longer hours worked by dropouts result, 
in the short run, in their total earnings being higher on average than those of completers.   

• Dropouts are more likely to support independent households and children than are 
school completers.  More than one-fourth of dropouts with disabilities are living 
independently with a spouse or partner, and one-fifth are parenting, rates of independent 
living and parenting that are more than four times those of youth with disabilities who 
completed high school.   

• Dropouts are less likely than school completers to have such supports for independence 
as a driver’s license or a checking account, and they are much less likely to be registered 
to vote.   



 
This is an executive summary of Wagner, M., Newman, L., Cameto, R., Garza, N., & Levine, P.  (2005).  After high school: A 
first look at the postschool experiences of youth with disabilities.  A report from the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 
(NLTS2).  Menlo Park, CA: SRI International. 

ES-6 

• More than one-third of dropouts with disabilities have spent a night in jail, three times 
the rate of youth with disabilities who finished high school.  Controlling for other 
differences between them, dropouts are 10 percentage points more likely to have been 
arrested than youth with disabilities who finished high school.   

Disability Has Differential Effects across Outcome Domains 
There are markedly different patterns of early postschool experience for youth who differ in 

their disability category, as noted below. 

Youth with Learning Disabilities or Other Health Impairments  
• About three-fourths of out-of-school youth with learning disabilities or other health 

impairments have completed high school, almost all of those with a regular diploma.   

• More than three-fourths have been engaged in school, work, or preparation for work 
since leaving high school, and about 45% were currently employed at the time of the 
Wave 2 interview.   

• About one-third were expected by their parents “definitely” to go on to postsecondary 
education after high school, and about that many have done so within 2 years of leaving 
high school.  Two-year college is their typical pursuit.   

• Youth with learning disabilities or other health impairments have experienced among 
the broadest changes in their leisure-time and friendship pursuits, with large reductions 
in passive leisure activities (e.g., watching television or using a computer) and large 
increases in seeing friends often.   

• Although these youth are among the most likely to be registered to vote (about 70%), 
they also have experienced the largest declines in participation in prosocial organized 
groups and volunteer activities.   

• Youth in these categories are second only to youth with emotional disturbances in the 
likelihood of being involved with the criminal justice system, and those with other 
health impairments show the only significant increase in arrest rates in the 2 years 
between Waves 1 and 2.   

Youth with Emotional Disturbances   
The early postschool experiences of youth with emotional disturbances are troubling in 

several respects.   

• Youth with emotional disturbances are the most likely youth with disabilities to be out 
of secondary school, with 44% of those leaving school without finishing, the highest 
dropout rate of any disability category.  School completers with emotional disturbances 
also are among the least likely to have graduated with a regular diploma.   

• Thirty-five percent of youth with emotional disturbances no longer live with parents, the 
largest of any category of youth with disabilities, and they are the only group to show a 
significant increase in the likelihood of living in “other” arrangements, including in 
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criminal justice or mental health facilities, under legal guardianship, in foster care, or on 
the street.   

• Youth in this category have experienced the largest increase in their rate of parenting; 
11% of youth with emotional disturbances report having had or fathered a child, a  
10-percentage-point increase from Wave 1.   

• One-third of these youth have not found a way to become engaged in their community 
since leaving high school; for those who have, employment is the usual mode of 
engagement.  Although more than 6 in 10 youth with emotional disturbances have been 
employed at some time since leaving high school, only about half as many are working 
currently, attesting to the difficulty many of these youth have in keeping a job.   

• Only about one in five have been enrolled in any kind of postsecondary education since 
leaving high school, indicating that few youth in this category are getting the education 
that might help them find and hold better and more stable jobs.   

• Although youth with emotional disturbances are by far the most likely to be rated by 
parents as having low social skills, they also are among the most likely to see friends 
often.  However, they are among the least likely to take part in prosocial organized 
community groups or volunteer activities or to be registered to vote.   

• More than three-fourths have been stopped by police other than for a traffic violation, 
58% have been arrested at least once, and 43% have been on probation or parole.  These 
rates are not significantly higher than rates for these youth 2 years earlier.   

Youth with Mental Retardation or Multiple Disabilities   
These are the categories of youth most likely to be reported to have low functional cognitive 

skills and to have difficulty communicating, functional limitations that can affect all aspects of 
life and set them apart from other youth with disabilities.   

• They are among the least likely to be out of school, consistent with their tendency to 
remain in high school until they reach age 21.  Those who have left high school are 
among the least likely to have completed high school, and among completers, they are 
among the least likely to have graduated with a regular diploma.   

• Their rates of engagement in school, work, or preparation for work shortly after high 
school are the lowest of all disability categories, yet youth with mental retardation are 
among the most likely to be living on their own and to be parenting.  Few have tools to 
support that independence, including driving privileges or checking accounts.  

• Independent of other differences in functioning between them, youth with multiple 
disabilities are 17 percentage points less likely to see friends often than are youth with 
learning disabilities, and when more functional domains are affected by their 
disabilities, the likelihood of frequent friendship interactions falls even lower.   

• Youth with mental retardation and those with multiple disabilities also are among the 
least likely to take part in organized community groups or volunteer activities up to 
2 years after leaving high school.   
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Youth with Hearing or Visual Impairments  
Youth with hearing or visual impairments are the most likely of all categories to experience 

academic success.   

• Ninety percent or more finish high school, virtually all with a regular diploma.   

• Youth with hearing or visual impairments are more than twice as likely as youth with 
disabilities as a whole to have enrolled in a postsecondary school; about two-thirds have 
done so up to 2 years after high school.  Further, they are the most likely to attend a 
4-year college or university; about 4 in 10 have enrolled in such schools, a rate four 
times that of youth with disabilities as a whole.   

• Unlike youth with disabilities as a whole, youth with these sensory impairments show 
no significant decline over time in their participation in organized community groups or 
volunteer activities; almost twice as many of them volunteer, compared with youth with 
disabilities as a whole.  They are as likely to be registered to vote as any other category 
of youth. 

• The rates of criminal justice system involvement are low for these groups of youth, as 
are their parenting rates. 

Despite these largely positive experiences being shared by youth with hearing and visual 
impairments, their experiences with friends and jobs differ.   

• The communication challenges faced by youth with hearing impairments may help 
explain why they are significantly less likely than youth with disabilities as a whole to 
get together with friends frequently, a difference not observed for youth with visual 
impairments.   

• In contrast, irrespective of other differences in disability, functioning, and 
demographics, youth with visual impairments are 21 percentage points less likely to be 
employed currently than youth with learning disabilities; there is no difference in the 
probability of employment between youth with learning disabilities and those with 
hearing impairments.  

• Some of the difference between employment rates of youth with hearing and visual 
impairments may be attributable to the access to jobs that youth with hearing 
impairments have because they can drive; more than 80% of them who are age-eligible 
have driving privileges, compared with fewer than 20% of youth with visual 
impairments.   

Demographic Differences Are Not Powerful 
Youth with disabilities differ in many respects other than the nature of their disability, 

including such important characteristics as age, gender, household income, and race/ethnicity.  
However, these differences are not associated with strong or consistent differences across 
outcome domains, although there are some exceptions, as noted below. 
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Age 
Youth in the narrow age range of 15- through 19-year-olds are similar in several respects.  

Age does not have an independent relationship with the likelihood that youth with disabilities see 
friends often or enroll in a vocational, business, or technical school, nor are there age differences 
in the likelihood that youth participate in volunteer or organized community group activities.  
Similarly, age is not associated with the likelihood of parenting or of being involved with the 
criminal justice system.  However, some differences are evident. 

• Age is strongly associated with a higher likelihood of employment and postsecondary 
education participation, independent of the influences of disability, functioning, and 
other demographic differences between youth. 

• Nineteen-year-olds have experienced the largest drop over time in the proportion living 
with parents and the largest increase in having a checking account or personal credit 
card or charge account.   

• The only significant increases in earning driving privileges have occurred among  
18- and 19-year-olds, who are more likely than younger peers to have earned those 
privileges, potentially giving them greater access to employment, educational, and other 
community opportunities.   

Gender 
The experiences of boys and girls with disabilities differ in many, although not all, respects.  

Similarities across genders include their school-leaving status; the likelihood of being engaged in 
school, work, or preparation for work since leaving high school; current employment rates; and 
most aspects of independence, including residential arrangements, having driving privileges, 
using personal financial management tools, and having had or fathered a child. 

Important differences are apparent in other experiences, however: 

• Girls with disabilities are 6 percentage points more likely to have been enrolled in a  
2- or 4-year college since high school than are boys, controlling for other differences 
between them.   

• A large increase over time in seeing friends frequently has occurred only among girls 
with disabilities.  This differential change has eliminated the difference between genders 
that existed in Wave 1.   

• The significant increase in the likelihood of being stopped and questioned by police 
other than for a traffic violation and of spending a night in jail that is evident among 
youth with disabilities as a whole occurs solely among boys, resulting in boys being 
significantly more likely than girls to have stayed overnight in jail.   

• Girls with disabilities are significantly less likely than boys to be single; about one-
fourth are engaged, married, or in a marriage-like relationship.  Girls who are living 
independently are significantly more likely than boys to be supporting themselves on 
less than $5,000 per year.   
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Household Income 
Youth with disabilities who come from households with different income levels are similar 

in several aspects of their early postschool experiences.  Their leisure-time use and social lives 
have not changed differentially, nor have many aspects of their independence, including their 
residential arrangements or parenting status.  Income also is unrelated to the likelihood of 
currently being employed or ever having been arrested, irrespective of other differences between 
youth.  Also, having a better-educated head of household, which tends to be more common 
among higher-income households, outweighs income itself in helping explain the variation in the 
likelihood that youth with disabilities will enroll in 2- or 4-year colleges up to 2 years after 
leaving high school. 

However, youth with disabilities from wealthier households are more likely to be engaged 
in school, work, or preparation for work; whereas 93% of youth with disabilities from families 
with incomes of more than $50,000 a year are engaged in such activities after high school, 70% 
of youth from families with household incomes of $25,000 or less a year are thus engaged.  
Similarly, youth with disabilities from wealthier households are more likely than peers from low-
income households to have earned driving privileges (perhaps because they are more likely to 
have access to a car) and to have a personal checking or charge account or credit card.  

Race/Ethnicity 
There are no differences across racial/ethnic groups in the likelihood of being engaged in 

school, work, or preparation for work shortly after high school; enrolling in college or a 
vocational, business, or technical school; living independently; having active friendships; having 
had or fathered a child; or ever having been arrested.  However, independent of other differences 
between them, African-American youth with disabilities are at a 16-percentage-point 
disadvantage relative to white youth in their rate of current employment.  Also, white youth with 
disabilities are more likely than others to have driving privileges and a personal checking 
account.   

 

 

This summary of the postschool experiences of youth with disabilities reaffirms the great 
diversity in the experiences of youth with disabilities.  Most have finished high school, become 
engaged in their communities, see friends regularly, and show signs of emerging independence; 
but on every dimension, it is evident that some youth are struggling because of their disability, 
poverty, the absence of a high school education, or other factors.  Yet it is important to be 
cautious in assigning either success or failure to transition outcomes achieved during this very 
early period after high school.  NLTS2 will continue to describe the experiences of youth with 
disabilities as they age and to investigate the programs and experiences during secondary school 
and the early transition years that are associated with positive results in young adulthood.  
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1.  THE EARLY POST-HIGH-SCHOOL YEARS FOR YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES  

By Mary Wagner 

Leaving high school is an exciting threshold for many youth in this country, both those with 
and those without disabilities.  They and their families celebrate the accomplishments entailed in 
high school graduation, and many look forward to continuing their educations or to expanding 
their employment horizons when they leave high school.  However, despite a gradual increase in 
graduation rates over time, in 2000, 3.8 million American youth ages 16 to 24 were not in high 
school and had not graduated (Kaufman, Alt, & Chapman, 2001), more than 1 in 10 youth in that 
age range.   

Regardless of how youth leave high school, doing so can occasion many changes, which, 
taken together, can alter their daily lives dramatically.  The end of high school brings the end of a 
familiar school-driven schedule that has most students up early in the morning, occupied in 
classroom instruction until midafternoon, often involved in school-sponsored extracurricular 
activities after school, and engaged in homework in the evenings.  This structure is replaced by 
the often more flexible schedules of college for youth who pursue postsecondary education or the 
structure of a full- or part-time job for those who work.  Youth who pursue neither of those 
activities after high school can find themselves searching for productive activities to fill their 
days. 

The social lives of adolescent students also often revolve around school.  They see their 
friends every day in and between classes, extracurricular activities provide opportunities to hone 
skills and engage in enjoyable pastimes with students who share similar interests, and activities 
such as prom and homecoming can be social highlights of the school year.  Without these 
school-provided opportunities, the pattern of youth’s social interactions can change markedly 
when they leave high school.   

Perhaps the most dramatic changes following high school occur for youth whose plans 
entail leaving home.  Entering college or the military can take youth away from their home 
communities, perhaps for the first time, and plunge them into environments that are 
fundamentally different from their earlier experiences on many dimensions.  These changes can 
require youth quickly to “step up” to increased expectations for maturity and independence and, 
for college students, academic performance.    

These transitions can be difficult for any youth; in fact, the early years after high school 
have been dubbed a “floundering period” (Halpern, 1992).  They can be particularly difficult for 
youth with disabilities, who may encounter additional challenges to negotiating the transition to 
young adulthood successfully.  For example, youth whose disabilities significantly affect social 
adjustment or interaction, such as emotional disturbances or autism, can find themselves left out 
of the kinds of interpersonal relationships that are common for most teens and that are a crucial 
foundation for successful employment, healthy friendships, and romantic relationships in young 
adulthood.  With proper supports and accommodations, visual impairments often do not hamper 
the academic performance of youth during high school and into college, but those impairments 
can severely limit some kinds of employment options, even among college-educated youth.    
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Despite potential limitations associated with disability, research has demonstrated a wide 
range of achievements among youth with disabilities in the early years after high school (for 
example, Gill, 1999; Wagner, Newman, D’Amico, Jay, Butler-Nalin, et al., 1991).  Although 
most become productively engaged in school or work within 2 years of leaving high school (78% 
according to Jay, 1991), many others struggle in the employment and education domains.  
Research has pointed to a variety of factors, including aspects of students’ school programs, that 
are associated with more positive postschool outcomes for youth with disabilities (Benz, 
Yovanoff, & Doren, 1997; Wagner, Blackorby, Cameto, & Newman, 1993).  Recognizing the 
key role that schools can play in supporting a successful transition, the recent reauthorization of 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA 2004) affirms that 
the primary purpose of the free appropriate public education guaranteed to children and youth 
with disabilities is to “prepare them for further education, employment, and independent living” 
[IDEA 2004 Sec. 601(d)(1)(A)].  The 1997 amendments to IDEA (IDEA ’97) added 
requirements to include transition planning in the individualized education programs (IEPs) of all 
secondary school students with disabilities in an effort to prepare them for the challenges of 
adulthood.  IDEA 2004 goes on to describe transition services as: 

“designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is focused on improving the 
academic and functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the 
child’s movement from school to post-school activities, including post-secondary 
education, vocational education, integrated employment (including supported 
employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or 
community participation” [Sec. 602(34)(A)]. 

Given the results orientation of transition planning and its focus on the movement from 
school to postschool activities, it is fair to ask, “How do young people with disabilities fare in 
their early transition years in achieving the variety of positive forms of participation for which 
their education is intended to prepare them?”   

Research Questions 
The recent focus of the American education system on increased accountability for 

improved results for all students, embodied in both IDEA 2004 and the No Child Left Behind 
Act of 2001 (NCLB), points up the increasing importance of having accurate, nationwide data on 
student outcomes.  This need for data includes information on the postschool experiences of 
youth with disabilities, for which IDEA 2004 holds the education system accountable.  Yet not 
since 1993, when the National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education Students 
(NLTS) completed the reporting of its results, has there been an up-to-date national picture of the 
postschool experiences of youth with disabilities.  This shortcoming is being addressed through 
the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2), a 10-year study funded by the Office of 
Special Education Programs (OSEP) of the U.S. Department of Education, which is generating 
information on the experiences and achievements of youth with disabilities in multiple domains 
during their secondary school years and in the transition to young adulthood.   

NLTS2 addresses questions about youth with disabilities in transition by providing 
information about a nationally representative sample of more than 11,000 youth who were ages 
13 through 16 and receiving special education services in grade 7 or above on December 1, 2000.  
NLTS2 findings generalize to youth with disabilities nationally and to youth in each of the 
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12 federal special education disability categories in use for students in the NLTS2 age range.  
(Details of the NLTS2 design, sample, and analysis procedures are presented in Appendix A.1)  
This report focuses on the subset of youth with disabilities who were out of secondary school and 
ages 15 through 19 when telephone interviews were conducted with their parents and, whenever 
possible, with youth themselves in 2003 and for whom interviews also were conducted in 2001.2  
NLTS2 findings reported in this document use information about these youth to address two 
questions that are central to the study: 

• What are the experiences of youth with disabilities in the postsecondary education, 
employment, independence, and social domains in their first 2 years out of high school? 

• Which youth do well and which struggle—i.e., what individual and household 
characteristics and youth experiences are associated with variations in the achievements 
of youth with disabilities in their early years after high school? 

As noted previously, NLTS2 is the second longitudinal study of the transition of youth with 
disabilities that OSEP has funded.  From the mid-1980s through 1993, NLTS provided the first 
national information on the crucial transition years ever available.  A comparison of the early 
postschool outcomes of youth with disabilities represented in the two studies can begin to 
illuminate ways in which changes in special education policy and practice since NLTS have 
helped shape youth’s transitions to early adulthood.  However, important differences in the age 
groups in the two studies make a straightforward comparison of their findings misleading.  
Therefore, such comparisons are not included in this report.  Instead, separate analyses that make 
the analytic adjustments necessary for valid comparisons will be conducted in early 2005 and 
reported in Changes over Time in Early Postschool Results for Youth with Disabilities: A Report 
of Findings from the National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS) and the National 
Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS2).  

Analysis Methods 
A two-part analysis approach has been used to address the research questions related to 

youth’s early post-high-school experiences.  The first step is to present descriptive findings for 
multiple indicators within the postsecondary education, employment, independence, and social 
arenas for youth with disabilities as a whole.  For experiences that were measured in both 
Wave 1 (2001, when the large majority of youth represented in this report were still in high 
school) and Wave 2 (2003, when they were out of high school), findings are presented for both 
waves, and the change between them is calculated (e.g., on average, there has been a 19-
percentage-point decrease in a 2-year period in youth with disabilities’ taking part in organized 
group activities in their community).  The report also describes a variety of experiences that were 
measured only in Wave 2 because they are appropriate only for out-of-school youth (e.g., 
participation in postsecondary education).  When possible, findings for youth with disabilities are 
compared with those for the general population of youth.  The descriptive analyses also examine 
differences in experiences among youth who differ in their primary disability classification and 
selected demographic characteristics, when significant.   

                                                           
1  Additional information about NLTS2 is available at www.nlts2.org.   
2  These two data collection time points are referred to as Wave 1 (2001 interviews) and Wave 2 (2003 interviews) 
throughout this report. 
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In the second step, multivariate analyses address factors that are related to differences in key 
measures that are important outcomes for youth, with or without disabilities, in their early 
postschool years.  These measures are: (1) having been enrolled in two specific kinds of 
postsecondary education institutions since high school—college (2- or 4-year) and/or a 
vocational, business, or technical school, (2) currently holding paid employment, and (3) having 
a social life that involves seeing friends outside of school or organized group activities at least 
weekly.  In addition, one indicator that is a critical negative social outcome for youth is 
considered: (4) the likelihood that youth with disabilities ever have been arrested.  Logistic 
regression analyses identify the independent relationships of various individual and household 
factors to these outcomes.  Such analyses estimate the magnitude and direction of relationships 
for each factor, statistically holding constant the other factors in the analysis.  The following 
factors are included in these multivariate analyses3: 

• Disability and functioning—primary disability category; having ADHD; the number 
of functional domains affected by disability; and scores on scales measuring self-care, 
functional cognitive, and social skills. 

• Individual and household demographics—age, gender, race/ethnicity, household 
income, and head of household’s educational attainment. 

• Youth’s attitudes, behaviors, and prior experiences—high school completion, 
length of time since leaving high school, ever retained at grade level, paid employment 
during high school (in the analysis of postschool employment), ever suspended or 
expelled from school (in the analysis of arrests), postsecondary school enrollment (in 
analyses of employment and social outcomes), and current paid employment (in 
analyses of postsecondary education and social outcomes). 

These factors are included in the analyses simultaneously, to identify the independent 
relationship each has to the postschool experiences of youth with disabilities, controlling for all 
others.   

The multivariate analyses reported here intentionally do not explore the relationships 
between aspects of students’ high school programs and their early postschool outcomes, for 
several reasons.  First, only 28% of youth with disabilities represented in NLTS2 had left high 
school at the time the data reported here were collected.  Further, their postschool experiences 
span from only a few days up to about 2 years after high school.  Finally, NLTS2 has yet to 
complete collection of students’ school transcripts, the source of information about important 
aspects of students’ school programs, including their full programs of courses and their grades 
over their entire high school careers.  Answers to the crucial question of how school programs 
and services affect later outcomes will be much more informative if they reflect the experiences 
of a greater proportion of youth, span a longer time period after high school, and include the 
most comprehensive data available in NLTS2 regarding students’ school programs.  Thus, the 
analyses reported here focus on a descriptive look at outcomes and on findings that associate 
variations in outcomes with students’ disability and functioning; demographic characteristics; 
and attitudes, behaviors, and prior experiences.  Analyses in subsequent years of NLTS2 will 

                                                           
3  Details on the measurement of these factors and the rationale for including them in the analyses are presented in 
Appendix B. 
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expand these analyses to explore the relationships of school programs to postschool outcomes 
when more youth are out of high school. 

Readers should remember the following issues when interpreting the findings in this report: 

• Weighting of descriptive results.  All descriptive statistics presented in this report are 
weighted estimates of the national population of students receiving special education in 
the NLTS2 age group, as well as each disability category individually.   

• Standard errors.  For each mean and percentage in this report, a standard error is 
presented (usually in parentheses) that indicates the precision of the estimate.  For 
example, a weighted estimated value of 50% and a standard error of 2 means that the 
value of the variable for the total population, if it had been measured, would, with 95% 
confidence, lie between 48% and 52% (i.e., within plus or minus 2 percentage points of 
50%).  Thus, smaller standard errors allow for greater confidence to be placed in the 
estimate, whereas larger ones require caution. 

• Small samples.  Although NLTS2 data are weighted to represent the population, the 
size of standard errors is influenced heavily by the actual number of youth in a given 
group (e.g., a disability category; Appendix C reports group sizes).  Groups with very 
small samples have comparatively large standard errors.  For example, because there are 
relatively few youth with deaf-blindness, estimates for that group have relatively large 
standard errors.  Therefore, readers should be cautious in interpreting results for this 
group and others with small sample sizes. 

• Significant differences.  In discussions of the descriptive statistics, only differences 
among groups that reach a level of statistical significance of p<.05 are mentioned in the 
text, with significance levels generally noted.  Appendix A outlines a method for using 
standard errors to calculate the significance of differences among groups of interest.  
Calculations of changes over time and multivariate analysis results indicate statistically 
significant results with the use of asterisks. 

Organization of the Report 
This report is organized to provide background information on out-of-school youth with 

disabilities and to address the key results of transition planning specified in IDEA 2004: 
postsecondary education, employment, independence, and community participation.  Chapter 2 
describes the youth with disabilities represented in this report—those who have been out of 
secondary school up to about 2 years—including when and how they left high school and key 
disability and demographic characteristics.  This information provides a context for interpreting 
results regarding their early postschool experiences, presented in the remaining chapters.  
Chapter 3 provides a broad overview of those experiences by addressing the extent to which 
youth with disabilities are engaged in school, work, or preparation for work after they leave high 
school.   

Chapters 4 and 5 consider two primary aspects of engagement outside the home—
participation in postsecondary education and paid employment—including multivariate analyses 
identifying individual and household characteristics that distinguish youth with disabilities who 
are engaged in these activities from those who are not.  Chapter 4 describes the extent to which 
youth with disabilities have enrolled in any postsecondary education and their participation in  
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2- and 4-year colleges and vocational or trade schools specifically.  For youth with disabilities 
who have not finished high school, participation in General Educational Development (GED) or 
similar programs and receipt of a GED or high school diploma also are discussed.  Chapter 5 
considers the current employment status of out-of-school youth with disabilities and how their 
employment experiences have changed over a 2-year period.   

The increasing independence of youth with disabilities is considered in Chapter 6, including 
the extent to which youth are living away from home, the prevalence of marriage and parenting, 
youth’s household responsibilities, and aspects of their financial independence.  Chapter 7 
focuses on the social lives of youth with disabilities, including how their uses of leisure time, 
participation in organized group and volunteer activities, and social interactions have changed in 
a 2-year period.  Factors associated with social involvement with friends and with having been 
arrested also are presented.  The final chapter identifies key lessons learned about the 
experiences of out-of-school youth with disabilities and the factors that are associated with more 
positive outcomes in their early post-high-school years.   

Appendix A provides details of the NLTS2 design, sample, measures, and analysis 
approaches.  Appendix B presents factors that are hypothesized to relate to the outcomes of 
youth with disabilities and, therefore, that are included in multivariate analyses reported in 
Chapters 4, 5, and 7.  Appendix C provides unweighted group sizes for the analyses reported in 
the descriptive data tables. 

 

The following chapters provide the most recent national picture of multiple dimensions of 
the experiences of youth with disabilities who have been out of secondary school up to about 
2 years and of factors that are associated with selected experiences.  These findings will be 
augmented in the next few years of NLTS2 as more youth transition to early adulthood and have 
increasing exposure to opportunities for postsecondary education, employment, and independent 
living. 
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2.  CHARACTERISTICS OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES  
By Mary Wagner 

NLTS2 represents youth with disabilities nationally who were ages 13 through 16, in 
secondary school, and receiving special education services in grade 7 or above in the 2000-01 
school year.  By mid-2003, 28% of these youth no longer were in secondary school, according to 
parents.  Understanding the characteristics of out-of-school youth with disabilities is an 
important context for interpreting their experiences in their early years after high school.  This 
chapter provides that context by describing out-of-school youth with disabilities in terms of their: 

• School-leaving status and timing 
• Disability and functioning 
• Demographic characteristics. 

Important relationships among some of these factors also are identified.1 

School-Leaving Status 
Of the 28% of youth with disabilities who were reported no longer to be in secondary school 

or receiving secondary school instruction at the Wave 2 interview, about equal portions left 
school some time during the 2001-02 and 2002-03 school years (45% and 44%, respectively).  
Thus, 90% of youth with disabilities represented in this report have been out of school from as 
little as a few days (e.g., a 2002-03 graduate interviewed in June 2003) to as much as 2 years 
(e.g., an October 2001 dropout interviewed in October 2003).  The 10% of school leavers with 
disabilities who left school in the 2000-01 school year also have been out of school about 2 years.  
Therefore, the remainder of this report will refer to youth with disabilities who have been out of 
secondary school up to 2 years, even though 2001 graduates interviewed later in 2003 and 
dropouts who left school earlier in 2001 have been out of school somewhat longer.   

According to parents, 72% of out-of-school school youth with disabilities finished high 
school by receiving either a regular diploma (68% of out-of-school youth and 94% of school 
completers) or a certificate of completion or similar document (4% of out-of-school youth, 6% of 
completers).  About one-fourth of school leavers (26%) reportedly dropped out of secondary 
school without completing, and 1% were reported to have left school in other ways (e.g., 
permanent expulsion).2   

The year in which youth with disabilities left secondary school is related to the way in 
which they left school (Exhibit 2-1).  Few youth who left school in the 2000-01 school year were 
old enough to graduate; thus, more than three-fourths (79%) left without finishing and have been 
out of school somewhat more than 2 years.  In contrast, dropouts are only about one-fourth of 
youth who left school in other years, when larger percentages of youth were old enough to 
graduate.  Graduates are about equal proportions of school leavers in the 2001-02 and 2002-03 
school years (74% and 77%, respectively; p<.001 compared with the 2000-01 school year). 

                                                 
1  The characteristics of out-of-school youth with disabilities represented in NLTS2 are not compared here with 
characteristics of youth represented in the original NLTS because age differences in the two samples make 
straightforward comparisons misleading.  A subsequent report will present findings of analyses that include the 
adjustments necessary for accurate comparisons between NLTS and NLTS2.   
2  These youth will be referred to as dropouts. 
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Exhibit 2-1 
MODE OF SCHOOL LEAVING OF YOUTH WITH 
DISABILITIES, BY YEAR OF SCHOOL LEAVING 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Given that graduates typically 
complete school in May or June, at the 
time of the Wave 2 interviews in 
summer and fall 2003, the large 
majority of graduates had been out of 
school from a few weeks to a little more 
than a year.  Thus, on average, dropouts 
have been out of school somewhat 
longer than school completers; this 
difference may have implications for 
outcomes discussed in this report (e.g., 
being out of school longer may 
contribute to some dropouts’ having a 
longer employment history than other 
youth).  
 

Disability Characteristics 
Youth in some disability categories are much more likely than others to be out of secondary 

school (Exhibit 2-2).  Fewer than 20% of youth with speech or orthopedic impairments, mental 
retardation, autism, or multiple disabilities are out of school.  In contrast, 31% or more of youth 
with learning disabilities, emotional disturbances, or traumatic brain injuries are no longer in 
secondary school (p<.001 comparing youth with emotional disturbances and those with speech 
impairments).  A lower rate of school leaving among youth with speech impairments may be due 
in part to the fact that they are younger, on average, than other groups of youth (Marder, Levine, 
& Wagner, 2003).  However, youth with mental retardation or multiple disabilities in the NLTS2 
age range may have lower rates of school leaving because they are more likely than youth in 
other categories to continue to receive special education services in high school until age 21 
(Wagner, 1991b).  These differential rates of school leaving across disability categories produce 
an out-of-school population that is dominated by youth with learning disabilities (67%) and 
emotional disturbances (14%); therefore, the experiences of out-of-school youth as a group 
reflect heavily the behaviors of youth in these two categories. 

How long youth have been out of school and the ways in which they leave school also vary 
across disability categories.  For example, not only are larger proportions of youth with 
emotional disturbances than youth in other categories out of secondary school, more of them 
have been out of school longer and left school without finishing.  One in five youth with 
emotional disturbances were reported to have left secondary school in the 2000-01 school year, a 
significantly higher rate of early school leaving than youth in most other categories.  Further, a 
smaller percentage of out-of-school youth with emotional disturbances are school completers 
(56%) than youth in every other category (p<.05 compared with youth with learning disabilities).  
In contrast, youth with mental retardation, orthopedic impairments, autism, or traumatic brain 
injuries have larger proportions (60% to 68%) who left school in the 2002-03 school year, and 
youth with visual impairments are the most likely to have left school in the 2001-02 school year 
(60%; p<.05 comparing youth with mental retardation and visual impairments). 
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Exhibit 2-2 

SCHOOL-LEAVING STATUS, TIMING, AND METHOD, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 
Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

Mental 
Retar-
dation 

Emo-
tional 

Distur-
bance 

Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment Autism 

Trau-
matic 
Brain 
Injury 

Multiple 
Disabili-

ties 

Percentage no longer 
in secondary school 

30.8 
(2.7) 

16.3 
(2.2) 

18.8
(2.3) 

36.0 
(2.9) 

25.5 
(2.9) 

29.7 
(3.7) 

17.2 
(2.4) 

26.4 
(2.4) 

14.1 
(2.1) 

31.7 
(5.1) 

14.4 
(2.2) 

Percentage leaving 
secondary school in:            

2002-03  46.6 40.3 62.3 44.2 46.1 37.6 60.1 49.2 61.5 67.7 56.2 
 (5.7) (7.6) (7.5) (5.5) (6.9) (9.2) (8.0) (5.6) (9.5) (10.3) (9.4) 

2001-02 44.4 49.8 32.7 36.2 51.9 60.4 37.1 43.8 32.8 28.8 29.1 
 (5.6) (7.7) (7.3) (5.4) (6.9) (9.3) (7.9) (5.6) (9.1) (19.9) (8.6) 

2000-01 9.0 9.9 5.0 19.6 2.0 2.1 2.9 7.0 5.8 4.0 9.3 
 (3.3) (4.6) (3.4) (4.4) (2.0) (2.7) (2.7) (2.9) (2.9) (4.0) (6.0) 

Percentage completing 
high school 

74.8 
(4.9) 

79.1 
(6.3) 

72.2
(7.0) 

56.1 
(5.4) 

90.3 
(4.1) 

95.1 
(4.1) 

87.9 
(5.4) 

77.1 
(4.7) 

86.1 
(6.8) 

78.5 
(8.8) 

64.9 
(9.5) 

Percentage of school 
completers whose 
parents reported they 
received a regular 
diploma 

96.8 
(2.3) 

94.1 
(4.3) 

83.6
(7.1) 

85.8 
(5.2) 

97.3 
(2.4) 

99.2 
(1.8) 

93.7 
(4.3) 

92.2 
(3.5) 

93.9 
(5.2) 

94.1 
(6.0) 

90.8 
(7.7) 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 
School completion rates are quite high among youth with hearing or visual impairments 

(90% and 95%, respectively), as well as among those with orthopedic impairments (88%) or 
autism (86%).  More than 90% of school completers in all categories except mental retardation 
and emotional disturbance were reported by parents to have received a regular high school 
diploma (91% of youth with multiple disabilities to 99% of those with visual impairments); 
84% of youth with mental retardation and 86% of those with emotional disturbances were 
reported to have graduated with a regular diploma. 

Although disability category is a key characteristic to consider when reviewing information 
about out-of-school youth with disabilities, it is the actual functional skills of youth that can have 
important implications for their experiences after high school.  Five dimensions of functioning 
are addressed here, using parents’ reports: self-care skills (how well youth dress and feed 
themselves independently), functional cognitive skills (how well youth perform common tasks 
that require literacy and numeracy, such as counting change and reading common signs), social 
skills (how often youth exhibit behaviors indicative of self-control, assertiveness, and 
cooperation), communication skills (how well youth communicate with others by any means), 
and general health (ranging from excellent to poor).3  Higher functioning in these areas would be 
expected to promote more positive experiences in the early postschool years. 

                                                 
3  Skills scales are described in greater detail in Appendix B. 
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The large majority of out-
of-school youth with disabilities 
(96%) have no trouble with self-
care tasks, and 78% are rated as 
having high functional cognitive 
skills (Exhibit 2-3).  
Nonetheless, 4% of youth with 
disabilities are challenged to 
perform the self-care tasks that 
are fundamental to 
independence.  In addition, 
20% have some trouble with 
functional cognitive tasks that 
require literacy or numeracy, and 
2% do such tasks poorly, 
according to parents.  Social 
skills are more problematic.  
Only 16% of youth with 
disabilities were reported by 
parents to have high social skills, 
and more than one in five (22%) 
have low social skills.  Further, 
although 79% were reported to 
be able to communicate with no 
trouble, 20% have some trouble 
and 1% have major 
communication barriers.  In 
addition, whereas the majority of 
youth with disabilities have 
excellent or very good health 
(40% and 32%, respectively), 
10% have health that is described 
as fair or poor.  

Understanding how basic abilities vary across disability categories helps to illuminate the 
differences in postschool experiences among youth.  Notably, each disability category contains 
youth who demonstrate the full range of ability on each functional dimension (Exhibit 2-4).  
Further, for some categories of youth, high functioning on some dimensions is accompanied by 
much lower functioning on others.  For example, almost all out-of-school youth with learning 
disabilities, speech or hearing impairments, or emotional disturbances dress and feed themselves 
with no trouble at all.  The functional cognitive skills of these categories of youth also are rated 
highly (80% to 84% receive that rating, respectively).  Youth with learning disabilities or 
emotional disturbances also are rated highly in their communication skills (83% and 80%, 
respectively, communicate with no trouble).  However, communication presents challenges to 
those with speech or hearing impairments (39% and 59% of youth in these two categories,  

Exhibit 2-3 
FUNCTIONAL ABILITIES OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL  

YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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Exhibit 2-4 

FUNCTIONAL SKILLS OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 
Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

Mental 
Retar-
dation 

Emo-
tional 

Distur-
bance 

Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment Autism 

Trau-
matic 
Brain 
Injury 

Multiple 
Disabil-

ties 

Percentage rated by 
parents “high” on:            

Self-care skills 
 

98.5 
(1.3) 

96.1 
(3.0) 

84.2
(5.7) 

97.7 
(1.6) 

99.3 
(1.2) 

90.6 
(5.6) 

67.8 
(7.1) 

89.4 
(3.4) 

66.0 
(9.1) 

73.5 
(9.2) 

56.3 
(9.5) 

Functional cognitive 
skills 

80.4 
(4.5) 

84.5 
(5.7) 

42.3
(7.8) 

83.6 
(4.2) 

84.1 
(5.2) 

63.9 
(9.3) 

82.8 
(6.3) 

84.8 
(4.0) 

72.2 
(8.8) 

74.5 
(9.3) 

44.5 
(9.6) 

Percentage with 
social skills rateda:            

High 19.1 14.1 7.3 5.4 32.6 36.5 24.3 16.2 3.1 9.9 17.7 
 (4.7) (5.8) (4.3) (2.6) (7.0) (9.5) (7.2) (4.2) (3.8) (6.6) (8.5) 
Low 17.4 16.5 26.0 45.8 9.7 10.6 17.1 22.5 28.1 30.0 25.9 
 (4.5) (6.2) (7.2) (5.8) (4.4) (6.1) (6.3) (4.8) (9.8) (10.1) (9.8) 

Percentage 
communicating with 
no trouble 

83.3 
(4.1) 

61.3 
(7.5) 

55.2
(7.7) 

80.4 
(4.3) 

41.1 
(6.8) 

92.7 
(4.9) 

77.2 
(6.8) 

81.8 
(4.2) 

65.4 
(9.2) 

62.1 
(10.2) 

54.5 
(9.6) 

Percentage with 
health reported  
to beb:            

Excellent 41.2 50.7 30.4 36.0 40.8 50.7 28.1 40.5 47.0 21.1 27.3 
 (5.5) (7.7) (7.1) (5.2) (6.8) (9.4) (7.3) (5.4) (9.6) (8.5) (8.4) 
Fair or poor 8.1 6.6 12.1 13.5 10.4 7.1 19.3 13.6 5.9 32.0 18.5 
 (3.0) (3.8) (5.0) (3.7) (4.2) (4.9) (6.4) (3.8) (4.5) (9.7) (7.4) 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
a The category “medium” is omitted from the exhibit. 
b The categories “very good” and “good” are omitted from the exhibit.  
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 
respectively, have at least some trouble communicating by any means).  Youth with emotional 
disturbances are the most likely to be reported as having low social skills (46%, p<.001 
compared with youth with learning disabilities).   

In contrast to this uneven pattern of functioning across dimensions, youth with autism, 
traumatic brain injuries, or multiple disabilities tend to have a fairly consistent pattern of lower 
functioning across dimensions.  They are among the lowest scorers on most measures, with the 
exception of social skills for youth with multiple disabilities and health for youth with autism. 

 

Demographic Characteristics 
Beyond the nature of their disability and its functional implications, several other 

characteristics of young people with disabilities can help shape their post-high-school 
experiences.  Differences in age can be reflected in notable differences in both competence and 
independence as youth continue with the developmental tasks of adolescence.  Gender is a 
defining human characteristic at any age that can influence the choices youth make in powerful 
ways.  Race/ethnicity, too, can be associated with rich cultural traditions, patterns of  



 2-6

Exhibit 2-5 
DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF  

OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

relationships within families, and  
strong group identification that can be 
reflected in the paths youth take after 
high school.  Finally, the economic 
resources available to youth can limit or 
expand their horizons as they look to the 
future. 

The large majority of youth with 
disabilities who have been out of 
school up to 2 years are 18 or 19 years 
old (89%, Exhibit 2-5).  Two-thirds of 
out-of-school youth with disabilities are 
male, as is true of youth with 
disabilities as a whole, regardless of 
whether they are in or out of secondary 
school.  A similar percentage (64%) are 
white, about one-fifth (21%) are 
African-American, and 13% are 
Hispanic.  Approximately one-third 
(35%) of out-of-school youth with 
disabilities are from households with 
annual incomes of $25,000 or less, 
26% are from households with incomes 
of $25,001 to $50,000, and 39% are 
from households with incomes of more 
than $50,000. 

Not surprisingly, older youth with disabilities are more likely than younger peers to be out 
of secondary school (Exhibit 2-6).  Whereas only 6% of those younger than 18 are out of 
school, 46% of 18-year-olds and 69% of 19-year-olds are out of secondary school.  As would 
be expected, most (61%) of those who were 18 years old at the time of the 2003 interviews—
the most common age for graduating from high school—left school in the 2002-03 school year; 
a similar percentage (62%) of 19-year-olds left school the previous year (when they were 18).  
The majority of the youngest age group (74%) left school in the 2002-03 school year.  The 
youngest out-of-school youth are much less likely to have completed high school (48%) than 
18-year-olds (71%, p<.05) or 19-year-olds (80%, p<.01).  

There are no differences between boys and girls with disabilities in their school-leaving 
status, timing, or method.  Similarly, there are no differences between youth with disabilities 
who differ in the income of their households or in their racial/ethnic background in the likelihood 
that they are out of school, the timing of their school leaving, or whether they received a regular 
diploma if they completed high school.  

However, differences are apparent between groups in the likelihood that out-of-school 
youth completed high school.  The completion rate is higher among youth with disabilities from 
wealthier households (i.e., with incomes of more than $50,000) than among low-income youth 
(82% vs. 64%, p<.05), an income-related difference that also is apparent in the general  
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Exhibit 2-6 
SCHOOL-LEAVING STATUS, TIMING, AND METHOD OF YOUTH 

WITH DISABILITIES, BY AGE 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

population (Kaufman 
et al., 2001).  Although 
Hispanic youth with 
disabilities have a lower 
rate of school completion 
than white or African-
American students 
(60% vs. 74% and 78%), 
the small number of 
Hispanic out-of-school 
youth with disabilities 
prevents this difference 
from attaining statistical 
significance.  However, a 
similar difference between 
Hispanic and white youth 
is apparent in the general 
population, among whom 
the dropout rate for 
Hispanics is almost three 
times the rate for white 
students (Kaufman et al., 
2001). 

 
 
 
 

 
Summary 

This chapter highlights several characteristics of the population of youth with disabilities 
who have been out of secondary school up to 2 years to provide background for interpreting the 
early postschool experiences reported in the following chapters.  Although most out-of-school 
youth with disabilities completed high school, 28% left school without receiving a diploma.  
Dropout rates are particularly high for youth with emotional disturbances (44%).  Most out-of-
school youth with disabilities have been out of secondary school from a few months to somewhat 
more than 1 year, with dropouts being more likely than graduates to have been out of school up 
to 2 years. 

The large majority of youth are classified as having learning disabilities or emotional 
disturbances, are male, and are 18 or 19 years old.  Both across the group as a whole and within 
disability categories, youth demonstrate a wide range of functional abilities, differences that 
would be expected to influence their options for postsecondary education, employment, social 
activities, and independence after high school.  Across categories, almost all youth with 
disabilities have no trouble with self-care tasks, and the majority were reported by parents to 
have high functional cognitive skills, communicate with no trouble, and have excellent or very 
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good health.  However, some youth in every disability category have low ratings on these skills, 
including larger proportions of youth with autism, traumatic brain injuries, or multiple 
disabilities than youth in most other categories.  Social skills are the most problematic for all 
categories of youth; about 6 in 10 youth with disabilities have moderate social skills scores, with 
about 1 in 6 having high skills and 1 in 5 having low social skills.  Low social skills ratings are 
particularly prevalent for youth with emotional disturbances.   

 
The relationships between variations in these characteristics of out-of-school youth with 

disabilities and their early postschool experiences are explored in the following chapters.   
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3.  ENGAGEMENT IN POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION, WORK,  
OR PREPARATION FOR WORK 

By Nicolle M. Garza 

Arguably, the main purpose of education for youth, both with and without disabilities, is to 
ensure that they are prepared to engage as adults within their communities.  In the first few years 
after high school1—the period of time that is the focus of this report—young adults are just 
beginning the transition into adulthood and into ways of engaging in their communities that are 
typical of adulthood.  A consensus has grown regarding the importance of having a broad notion 
of engagement and of successful transitions.  For example, Halpern (1990) noted in his seminal 
review of follow-up and follow-along studies that “many people with disabilities value 
residential and personal/social adjustment more highly than vocational adjustment.”  Jay (1991) 
echoed the importance of looking at a wide range of outcomes for students, expanding what it 
means to be successful to include unpaid employment, sheltered work, volunteerism, and 
training.  Levine and Nourse (1998) also pointed to the importance of looking at the many 
outcomes and influences that make youth successful.   

Until the mid-1990s, few studies of youth with disabilities in transition examined 
postschool outcomes other than paid employment.  Although the range of postschool outcomes 
has expanded, employment continues to be central in recent studies (Haywood & Schmidt-Davis, 
2000; Benz et al., 1997).  Even among students with disabilities represented in NLTS2, 
employment is the most commonly cited transition goal of students with disabilities while in 
secondary school (Cameto, Levine, & Wagner, 2004), and paid employment is more common in 
the early post-high-school years than postsecondary education (see Chapters 4 and 5).  

However, we must recognize the increasing importance of postsecondary education and job 
training in the lives of many young adults in the United States.  Enrollment in 2- or 4-year 
degree-granting institutions increased steadily over the decade of the 1990s, from 13.8 million to 
15.3 million (Gerald & Hussar, 2002).  College enrollment includes close to half a million 
students with disabilities (Lewis, Farris, & Greene, 1999), and concerted efforts are under way to 
increase the access of students with disabilities to postsecondary education (Getzel, Stodden, & 
Briel, 2001; NCRVE, 1999; Stodden, 2001).  

This chapter sets the stage for in-depth analyses of postsecondary education and 
employment in subsequent chapters by including those outcomes within a broader concept of 
community engagement after high school.2  In this conceptualization, youth with disabilities are 
considered engaged if they are participating or have participated in one or more of the following 
activities since leaving secondary school: 

• Employment—working for pay, other than work around the house, including supported 
or sheltered employment.  

                                                 
1  Youth with disabilities represented in this report have been out of secondary school from a few weeks to as much 
as 2 years. 
2  The engagement of out-of-school youth with disabilities represented in NLTS2 is not compared here with that of 
youth represented in the original NLTS because age differences in the two samples make straightforward 
comparisons misleading.  A subsequent report will present findings of analyses that include the adjustments 
necessary for accurate comparisons between NLTS and NLTS2.   
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Exhibit 3-1 
MODES OF ENGAGEMENT OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL 

YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

• Postsecondary education—(a) taking courses toward a GED or (b) attending a 
vocational, business, or technical school; a 2-year, junior, or community college; or a 
4-year college or university.   

• Job training—receiving training in specific job skills (e.g., car repair, Web page 
design, food service) from someone other than a family member, such as an agency or a 
government training program.  

In examining the topic of engagement in school, work, or preparation for work, this chapter 
describes (1) the extent to which youth with disabilities participate in these activities within 
2 years of leaving secondary school, (2) the most common activities comprising engagement, 
and (3) variations in rates and modes of engagement associated with differences in the disability 
category of youth and selected demographic characteristics.  

Prevalence and Modes of Engagement  
A large majority of out-of-school youth with disabilities (79%) have been engaged in 

employment, postsecondary education, job training, or a combination of those activities since 
leaving high school (Exhibit 3-1).  Employment is the most common activity shortly after high 
school, with about 7 in 10 youth with disabilities having been employed, including 49% whose 

sole activity is paid employment.  
About 3 in 10 youth with disabilities 
have attended a postsecondary 
school, although only 4% engage in 
postsecondary activities exclusively.  
Multiple modes of engagement are 
not uncommon.  For instance, 21% 
of youth with disabilities have both 
worked and gone to school.  Six 
percent of youth have had job 
training, either alone or in 
combination with other activities.   

School-Leaving Status 
Differences in Engagement 

Given the frequency of 
postsecondary attendance among 
youth with disabilities, it is not 
surprising that those who graduated 
from high school3 are more likely to 

be engaged than are dropouts (86% vs. 69%, p<.05; Exhibit 3-2).  Further, school completers are 
more likely to devote time to both postsecondary education and employment (27% vs. 6%, 
p<.001).  No other forms of engagement differ between the two groups.  

                                                 
3  Seventy-two percent of the out-of-school youth with disabilities represented in this report completed high school. 
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Disability and Functional 
Differences in Engagement 

Chapter 2 pointed out important 
differences in the functioning of youth, 
both within and across primary 
disability categories.  Although 
disability category is a key characteristic 
to understand about out-of-school youth 
with disabilities, it is the actual 
functional skills of youth that can have 
important implications for their 
experiences after high school.  Both 
higher functional skills and primary 
disability category would be expected to 
differentiate youth in the extent to 
which they are engaged and the ways 
they are engaged shortly after high 
school.   

For example, youth with 
disabilities with medium and high 
functional cognitive skills4 are more 
likely to be engaged (70% and 86%, 
respectively) than youth with low 
functional cognitive skills (32%, 
p<.05 and p<.001; Exhibit 3-3).  
Youth with high self-care skills5 are 
more likely to be engaged (83%) than 
youth with skills in the medium or low 
range (55% and 24%, p<.05 and 
p<.001).  Nonetheless, sizable 
percentages of youth with the lowest 
functional cognitive and self-care 
skills are engaged (32% and 24%, 
respectively).  Although low levels of 
these kinds of skills may somewhat 

constrain the types of postschool activities in which some youth engage, the majority of youth in 
all disability categories are engaged in school, work, or preparation for work; percentages range 
from 52% to 87% (Exhibit 3-4).  Youth with mental retardation have the lowest rate of 
engagement (52%), followed by those with multiple disabilities (54%), autism (56%) and 
orthopedic impairments (59%).  In contrast, 83% or more of youth with learning disabilities or 
speech or visual impairments, 78% of those with other health impairments, and 73% of those 
                                                 
4  Functional cognitive skills are defined on a scale from 4 to 16 as follows: low (4-7), medium (8-12), high (13-16).  
The components of this scale are described in Appendix B. 
5  Self-care skills are measured on a scale from 2 to 8 as follows: low (2-4), medium (5-7), high (8).  Components of 
the scale are described in Appendix B. 

Exhibit 3-2 
MODES OF ENGAGEMENT OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH 

WITH DISABILITIES, BY SCHOOL-LEAVING STATUS 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

Exhibit 3-3 
ENGAGEMENT OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH WITH 

DISABILITIES, BY FUNCTIONAL SKILLS 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 



 3-4

with hearing impairments have 
engaged in school, work, or 
preparation for work (p<.001 
comparing youth with learning 
disabilities and those with mental 
retardation).  The engagement rate 
of youth with emotional 
disturbances is in the mid range of 
the distribution (66%, p<.01 and 
p<.05 compared with youth with 
learning disabilities and speech 
impairments, respectively). 

Differences also exist across 
categories in the kinds of productive 
activities youth pursue after leaving 
high school (Exhibit 3-5).  For 
example, although youth with 
learning disabilities or speech, 
hearing, visual, or other health 
impairments all are highly likely to 
be engaged, employment alone is 
the most common mode of 
engagement for youth with learning 
disabilities or other health 
impairments (54% and 41%, 
respectively), whereas many fewer 

youth with speech, hearing, or visual impairments are involved only in work (36%, 22%, and 
16%, p<.05 and p<.001 compared with youth with learning disabilities); indeed, the latter are 
most likely to be both working and going to school (39%, 36%, and 34%, respectively).  
Although being engaged solely in postsecondary education is uncommon among youth in most 
categories, 14% of youth with visual or orthopedic impairments and 15% of youth with autism 
are engaged in that way. 

Employment dominates the activities of youth with emotional disturbances, with 44% 
being involved solely in employment and 18% both working and going to school.  Employment 
also is the most common activity among youth with mental retardation, traumatic brain injuries, 
or multiple disabilities, among whom 31%, 49%, and 40% are employed without engaging in 
other activities.  Job training is common among nearly one-fifth of youth with visual 
impairments (18%) and among youth with mental retardation (12%), autism (13%), or traumatic 
brain injuries (12%). 
 

Exhibit 3-4 
ENGAGEMENT OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH,  

BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 



 3-5

 
Exhibit 3-5 

MODES OF ENGAGEMENT OF OUT-OF-SCHOOL YOUTH, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 

Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

Mental 
Retar-
dation 

Emo-
tional 

Distur-
bance 

Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment Autism 

Trau-
matic 
Brain 
Injury 

Multiple 
Disabili-

ties 

Percentage  
engaged in:            

Employment only 54.3 35.7 30.8 43.8 21.6 16.5 27.0 41.2 14.0 49.4 40.4 
 (5.5) (7.4) (7.1) (5.3) (5.7) (7.0) (7.2) (5.4) (6.7) (10.4) (9.3) 
Postsecondary 
education only 

5.1 
(2.4) 

1.9 
(2.1) 

2.9
(2.6) 

.9
(1.0) 

5.9
(3.3) 

14.3
(6.6) 

14.2
(5.7) 

5.9 
(2.6) 

15.0 
(6.9) 

1.8
(2.8) 

2.4
(2.9) 

Employment and 
postsecondary 
education 

22.3 
(4.6) 

38.6 
(7.5) 

5.3
(3.5) 

17.9
(4.1) 

35.9
(6.6) 

34.5
(9.0) 

15.1
(5.8) 

24.0 
(4.7) 

13.6 
(6.6) 

8.0
(5.6) 

9.4
(5.5) 

Job training alone or 
with another activity 

4.9 
(2.4) 

6.5 
(3.8) 

12.5
(5.1) 

3.4
(2.0) 

9.3
(4.0) 

17.8
(7.2) 

2.5
(2.5) 

6.6 
(2.7) 

13.1 
(6.5) 

12.0
(6.8) 

1.9
(2.6) 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 

Demographic Differences in Engagement 
Age.  Although it might be reasonable to assume that older youth would be more likely to 

be engaged because they tend to have been out of school somewhat longer (see Chapter 2), 
research suggests that interpreting outcome differences across age groups can be complicated 
(Levine & Nourse, 1998).  For instance, youth ages 15 through 18 who are out of school may not 
be engaged, but for very different reasons.  Some may not have had the chance to attend a 
postsecondary institution because they only recently graduated.  Others may not be engaged 
because dropping out of school at a young age hampers their ability to pursue both education and 
work.  As one might expect, youth age 17 are less likely to be engaged than youth age 19 
(58% vs. 84%, p<.05).  In addition, youth ages 18 and 19 are more likely to be pursuing job 
training than youth age 16 (6% vs. 0%, p<.05), and youth age 19 are more likely to be engaged 
in both postsecondary education and employment than youth age 17 or 18 (29% vs. 5%, p<.01, 
and 15%, p<.05).   

Gender.  Research has demonstrated significant gender differences in the experiences of 
youth with disabilities since the mid-1990s.  Many studies, including NLTS, found that female 
youth with disabilities had poorer outcomes than their male counterparts (Doren & Benz, 1998; 
Levine & Nourse, 1998; Fulton & Sabornie, 1994; Wagner, 1992).  Female youth with 
disabilities were not as engaged, were less likely to be employed, made less money, and did not 
attend postsecondary school at the rates of their male counterparts, in part because many girls 
were bearing and raising children at a young age (Jay, 1991; Levine & Nourse, 1998; Wagner, 
1992).  However, among out-of-school youth represented in NLTS2, male and female youth are 
nearly equally likely to be engaged (79% and 81%, respectively), and there are no significant 
differences in the activities in which they are engaged.   

Household income.  NLTS2 findings suggest a link between income and engagement.  
Whereas almost all youth with disabilities (93%) from families with household incomes of more 
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than $50,000 a year are engaged, 70% of youth from families with household incomes of 
$25,000 or less a year are engaged (p<.01).   

Race/ethnicity.  There are no significant racial/ethnic differences in the level of 
engagement among youth with disabilities.   

Summary 
The out-of-school youth with disabilities who are the focus of this report have just entered 

the adult world.  Many are just beginning to realize that they have a place and function in their 
community and have sought to engage actively in it by working, attending postsecondary school, 
or enrolling in job training programs.  A large percentage of youth with disabilities (79%) are 
engaged in such activities, and 26% have been engaged in more than one activity since leaving 
high school.  Employment is the most common activity, with about three-fourths working for pay 
since high school, including half (49%) for whom working is their sole activity.  About one-
fourth of youth with disabilities have enrolled in a postsecondary school at some time since 
leaving high school, with the large majority both working and going to school. 

Although there are relatively large percentages of youth in every disability category who are 
engaged, the notable differences in the functional skills of youth in different disability categories 
pointed out in Chapter 2 probably influence levels and type of engagement.  Youth with low 
functional cognitive and self-care skills are not as engaged as their more skilled counterparts.  
Consistent with this pattern, engagement is most common for youth with learning disabilities or 
speech, visual, or other health impairments; more than three-fourths of youth in these categories 
are engaged.  In contrast, youth with mental retardation (52%), multiple disabilities (54%), 
autism (56%), and orthopedic impairments (59%) have the lowest rates of engagement. 

Engagement for youth with disabilities has little to do with their demographic 
characteristics.  Among the few significant findings is a higher likelihood of dual engagement 
(both employment and postsecondary education) for the oldest group of youth with disabilities.  
Also, youth from the wealthiest households are more likely to be engaged than youth from the 
poorest households.   

Although rates of engagement are relatively high for out-of-school youth with disabilities as 
a whole and for most subgroups, it is troubling that approximately one in five (21%) of youth 
with disabilities have not engaged in their community in the early years after high school, 
although many are looking for work; few youth have formed families.  Some in this group may 
be finding barriers to engagement or may not know how to advocate for the supports necessary 
to overcome them.  As this group of youth with disabilities age, it will be important to examine 
whether and how their productive engagement changes with experience.  
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4.  POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION PARTICIPATION OF  
YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

By Lynn Newman 

Ensuring that students with disabilities have “access to and full participation in 
postsecondary education” has been identified as one of the key challenges in the future of 
secondary education and transition for such students (National Center on Secondary Education 
and Transition, 2003, p. 1).  As the American economy becomes increasingly knowledge based, 
attaining a postsecondary education is more critical than ever (Carnevale & Desrochers, 2003).  
For example, only 20% of workers needed at least some college for their jobs in 1959; today, 
that number has increased to 56% (Carnevale & Fry, 2000).   

Policies related to transition planning have been put in place to support students with 
disabilities in achieving postsecondary education and other post-high-school goals.  Transition 
planning became a focus of federal policy for students with disabilities in the mid-1980s, when it 
was conceptualized as a “bridge” from school to young adulthood (Will, 1984).  Language 
calling for transition planning was a new and important part of the Education of the Handicapped 
Act Amendments of 1990, and the subsequent 1997 amendments (IDEA ’97) expanded those 
transition provisions.  These provisions placed an emphasis on the student’s voice in selecting 
transition goals, specifying that a “student’s preferences and interests are considered” during 
transition planning [IDEA ’97 Final Regulations, Section 300.344(b)(2)].  Indeed, NLTS2 has 
found that a postsecondary education is a primary post-high-school goal for more than four out 
of five secondary school students who have transition plans (Cameto et al., 2004).  Perhaps 
reflecting this goal, youth with disabilities increasingly are taking rigorous academic courses in 
high school, including college-preparatory courses, such as a foreign language and science 
(Wagner, Newman, & Cameto, 2004).   

However, even when their high school programs prepare them for postsecondary education, 
students with disabilities can encounter a variety of challenges in the transition from secondary 
to postsecondary school.  Postsecondary schools are guided by a legal framework whose rights 
and responsibilities are different from those of secondary schools.  When students leave high 
school, their education is no longer covered under the IDEA umbrella, but instead is under the 
auspices of two civil rights laws—Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with 
Disabilities Act (ADA) (Stodden, Jones, & Chang, 2002; Wolanin & Steele, 2004).  
Postsecondary students with disabilities are not entitled to a free appropriate public education, as 
in high school, nor is there a mandatory individualized education program (IEP) process to 
identify and provide for the supports they may need to succeed in school (Office for Civil Rights, 
2004).  In high school, “the burden is on the school to find and serve the student…in higher 
education the burden is on the student…to find the appropriate services and navigate through 
[their] education” (Wolanin & Steele, 2004, p. 27).   

This understanding of the challenges posed by the postsecondary school environment for 
youth with disabilities raises the following questions: 

• To what extent are youth with disabilities traversing the divide between secondary and 
postsecondary education and enrolling in postsecondary schools? 
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• How does their level of enrollment compare with that of their peers in the general 
population?   

• What individual and family characteristics distinguish those who go on to postsecondary 
education from those who do not?   

• To what extent do those who enroll receive supports and accommodations as part of 
their postsecondary education?   

This chapter examines the postsecondary education experiences of youth with disabilities 
who have been out of secondary school up to 2 years.  It focuses on participation in three types 
of institutions: postsecondary vocational, business, or technical schools; 2-year or community 
colleges; and 4-year colleges.  As context for understanding the postsecondary education 
participation of youth with disabilities, the chapter begins by providing two perspectives: 
parents’ expectations while youth were still in high school of their attending postsecondary 
school, and youth’s transition goals for their early postschool years.  The chapter then discusses 
youth’s experiences with programs designed to help those who have dropped out of high school 
earn a high school diploma.1  It continues with an examination of postsecondary education 
enrollment rates2 and a presentation of multivariate analyses highlighting the relationships 
between individual and family characteristics3 and postsecondary school enrollment.  It 
concludes with findings regarding the experiences of postsecondary students with disabilities, 
including receipt of accommodations and modifications.   

Parents’ and Youth’s Aspirations for Youth’s Postsecondary Education  
When NLTS2 out-of-school youth still were in secondary school, information was collected 

in telephone interviews about parents’ expectations for the future postsecondary education of 
their adolescent children with disabilities.  Youth’s transition goals for their early postschool 
years were reported in a survey of school staff. 

Parents’ Expectations for Youth’s Postsecondary Education 
When most youth included in this report were still in high school, parents were asked to 

report how likely they thought it was that their adolescent children with disabilities would reach 
several postsecondary education milestones.4  Being aware of parents’ postsecondary education 
expectations is important because they can help shape students’ attitudes and behaviors toward 
their schooling as well as parents’ own actions in support of students’ learning.  High educational 
expectations can encourage the educational attainments of youth (Catsambis, 2002; Patrikakou, 
2004).  In fact, parents’ expectations for youth with disabilities have been shown to be 

                                                 
1  Twenty-eight percent of the out-of-school youth with disabilities represented in this report left high school without 
a diploma or certificate of completion. 
2  Postsecondary education enrollment rates of youth with disabilities represented in NLTS2 are not compared with 
those reported for the original NLTS because age differences in the two samples make straightforward comparisons 
misleading.  A subsequent report will present findings of analyses that include the adjustments necessary for 
accurate comparisons between NLTS and NLTS2. 
3  Multivariate analyses do not include factors related to youth’s school programs because complete data on those 
programs are not yet available. 
4  Possible responses were “definitely will,” “probably will,” “probably won’t,” and “definitely won’t.” 
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Exhibit 4-1 
PARENTS’ EXPECTATIONS FOR THE 
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION OF  

YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

 Percentage 
Standard 

Error 

Youth expected to:   
Attend school after high school   

Definitely will 25.8 3.5 
Probably will 34.8 3.8 
Probably or definitely won’t 39.4 3.9 

Complete a technical or trade 
school program   

Definitely will 13.9 2.8 
Probably will 30.0 3.7 
Probably or definitely won’t 56.1 4.0 

Graduate from a 2-year 
college   

Definitely will 10.4 2.4 
Probably will 35.1 3.8 
Probably or definitely won’t 54.5 4.0 

Graduate from a 4-year 
college   

Definitely will 7.5 2.1 
Probably will 25.3 3.5 
Probably or definitely won’t 67.1 3.8 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews. 

powerfully related to the youth’s 
accomplishments in multiple domains, 
including postsecondary education 
(Wagner et al., 1993).  

When they were in high school, three 
out of five youth with disabilities (61%) 
were expected by their parents to further 
their educations after high school, with 
26% expected “definitely” and 35% 
“probably” to do so (Exhibit 4-1).5  
Parents were less confident that youth 
would complete postsecondary programs.  
About 44% of youth were expected 
“definitely” or “probably” to complete a 
technical or trade school program.  
Expectations regarding graduation from a 
2-year college were similar.  Fewer youth 
were expected to become 4-year-college 
graduates; about one-third were expected 
“definitely” or “probably” to graduate 
from a 4-year college.   

Youth with disabilities were much 
less likely to be expected to attend school 
after high school than were their peers in 

the general population.  Although parents of 61% of youth with disabilities had some expectation 
that youth would continue on to postsecondary education, almost 92% of their peers in the 
general population were expected to continue education after high school (p<.001).6  Parents of 
youth with disabilities also were markedly less positive than other parents about youth’s 
graduating from a 4-year college; 33% of those with disabilities were expected “definitely” or 
“probably” to complete a 4-year college program, whereas 88% of their peers in the general 
population were expected to receive a 4-year college degree (p<.001). 

Youth’s Goals for Postsecondary Education 
There is a growing consensus that self-determination is important to positive outcomes for 

youth with disabilities (Karvonen, Test, Wood, Browder, & Algozzine, 2004).  When students 
engage in self-determination behaviors, including decision-making, self-advocacy, and goal 
setting, they “have greater ability to take control of their lives and assume the role of successful 
adults” (Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998, p. 2).  The postschool goals set by 
students, along with their families and the professionals who support them, are at the heart of 

                                                 
5  Parents’ expectations reported in this section are expectations for youth with disabilities who have left secondary 
school in the past 2 years.  Please see Newman (2005) for parents’ expectations for all youth with disabilities.   
6  Figures for the general population were calculated from the 1999 National Household Education Survey.  Data are 
for 13- to 17-year-olds. 
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effective transition planning and are a 
key result, as well as a demonstration, 
of self-determination skills.  As part of 
the transition planning process, high 
school students with disabilities, in 
conjunction with their parents, 
teachers, and others, were asked to 
envision their futures and articulate 
their aspirations for the early period 
following high school.  School staff 
most knowledgeable about students’ 
school programs described these goals.  
More than three-quarters (77%) of 
students with disabilities were reported 
by school staff to have postsecondary 
education as a primary postschool goal 
(Exhibit 4-2).7  Two out of five had a 
goal to attend a postsecondary 
vocational training program, and more 
than half (53%) had goals to attend a 
2- or 4-year college.  

Relationships between Parents’ Expectations and Youth’s  
Transition Plan Goals 
A comparison of parents’ expectations and youth’s postsecondary education goals 

demonstrates that, overall, parents tend to hold somewhat lower expectations for their adolescent 
children’s future postsecondary enrollment than the primary postschool goals indicated in 
youth’s transition plans.  Three out of five youth with disabilities (61%) were expected by their 
parents “definitely” or “probably” to continue on to postsecondary school, compared with more 
than three-quarters (77%, p<.05) of youth who had a goal of attending postsecondary school.  A 
shared view of postsecondary education between parents and youth’s transition goals is most 
common for those whose parents “definitely” expected them to attend postsecondary school.  
Almost 95% of high school students with disabilities who “definitely” were expected to continue 
their education at a postsecondary level also had postsecondary school goals.  In contrast, 52% of 
those whose parents thought they “probably” or “definitely” would not attend postsecondary 
school indicated that postsecondary education was a primary goal for their early post-high-school 
years (p<.001).   

                                                 
7  Postsecondary education goals reported in this section are for youth with disabilities who have been out of 
secondary school up to 2 years.  Please see Cameto et al. (2004) for a description of transition goals for all youth 
with disabilities.   

Exhibit 4-2 
POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION GOALS OF  

YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 1 student’s school program questionnaire. 
* Respondent could indicate multiple goals; 17% specified goals related 
both to vocational training and 2- or 4-year college. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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Exhibit 4-3  
PARENTS’ EXPECTATIONS AND YOUTH’S 

POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION TRANSITION PLAN 
GOALS, BY YOUTH’S SCHOOL-LEAVING STATUS 

 
School 

Completers Dropouts 

Percentage expected to:   
Attend school after high school   

Definitely will 32.4 6.9 
 (4.5) (3.6) 
Probably or definitely won’t 29.0 66.4 

 (4.4) (6.8) 
Complete a technical or trade school   

Definitely will 16.6 5.5 
 (3.7) (3.3) 
Probably or definitely won’t 51.3 68.7 

 (4.9) (6.7) 
Graduate from a 2-year college   

Definitely will 11.9 4.9 
 (3.1) (3.2) 
Probably or definitely won’t 47.0 74.6 

 (4.8) (6.4) 
Graduate from a 4-year college   

Definitely will 9.3 2.7 
 (2.9) (2.4) 
Probably or definitely won’t 62.3 80.6 
 (4.8) (5.9) 

Percentage with goal to:   
Attend a postsecondary school or 
program  

79.7 
(5.5) 

59.8 
(15.0) 

Attend a postsecondary vocational 
training program 

40.3 
(6.7) 

39.6 
(14.9) 

Attend a 2- or 4-year college  56.9 37.7 
 (6.8) (14.8) 
Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews and student’s school 
program survey. 
The category “probably will” is omitted from the exhibit. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

       School-Leaving Status  
       Differences in Parents’  
       Expectations and Youth’s  
       Transition Plan Goals for  
       Postsecondary Education 

Parents’ expectations are related 
to the way in which youth left high 
school (Exhibit 4-3).  Parents of 
those who eventually dropped out of 
high school appeared to be aware 
that their children were struggling 
with school.  When parents were 
asked about expectations for their 
children’s future educational 
attainment, parents of those who 
2 years later had left school by 
graduating or receiving a certificate 
of completion were more than four 
and one-half times as likely to expect 
that their adolescent children would 
definitely continue on to 
postsecondary school as were parents 
of those who left high school without 
finishing (32% vs. 7%, p<.001).  
Parents of youth who eventually 
dropped out of high school also were 
consistently less optimistic about 
their completing postsecondary 
school programs.  More eventual 
dropouts than graduates were not 
expected to complete a technical or 
trade school program (69% vs. 51%, 
p<.05), a 2-year or community 

college (75% vs. 47%, p<.001), or a 4-year college (81% vs. 62%, p<.05).  Youth’s transition 
goals do not appear to be related to eventual school-leaving status, although this finding might be 
an artifact of fewer responses for youth who dropped out, resulting in large standard errors.   

Disability Differences in Parents’ Expectations and Youth’s Goals for 
Postsecondary Education 
Given the marked differences in the functional abilities of youth in different disability 

categories, reported in Chapter 2, it is not surprising that both youth in different disability 
categories and their parents had different aspirations for postsecondary education.  Although 
some youth in all disability categories were expected to attend postsecondary school, students 
with orthopedic, speech, hearing, or visual impairments were among those most likely to be  
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expected to continue their education (Exhibit 4-4).  Between about one-half and two-thirds of 
youth with orthopedic (49%), speech (57%), visual (64%), or hearing impairments (65%) were 
expected “definitely” to pursue postsecondary education.  Youth with these impairments also 
were among those most frequently expected to graduate from a 2-year (26% to 32% “definitely 
will”) or a 4-year college (26% to 36% “definitely will”).  In contrast, only one-third of youth 
with other health impairments and 26% to 28% of those with learning disabilities, autism, or 
deaf-blindness were expected “definitely” to go on to postsecondary education (p<.001 
comparing youth with learning disabilities and hearing or visual impairments).  Youth with  
 

Exhibit 4-4 
PARENTS’ EXPECTATIONS AND YOUTH’S POSTSECONDARY EDUCATION 

TRANSITION PLAN GOALS, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 
Learning 
Disability 

Speech/ 
Language 

Impair-
ment 

Mental 
Retar-
dation

Emo-
tional 

Distur-
bance

Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment Autism 

Trau-
matic 
Brain 
Injury 

Multiple 
Disabili-

ties 

Deaf-
Blind-
ness 

Percentage expected to:             
Get any postsecondary 
education             

Definitely will 27.1 57.0 8.3 17.7 65.4 64.0 48.8 32.9 28.5 19.6 12.2 26.2 
 (5.1) (7.8) (4.4) (4.2) (6.7) (9.3) (8.2) (5.3) (8.8) (8.4) (6.4) (13.8) 
Definitely or probably 
won’t 

37.1 
(5.5) 

18.1 
(6.1) 

66.9
(7.5) 

43.3 
(5.5) 

12.3 
(4.6) 

5.7 
(4.5) 

20.8 
(6.7) 

33.0 
(5.3) 

35.8 
(9.3) 

27.9 
(9.4) 

58.3 
(9.7) 

42.3 
(15.5) 

Complete technical or 
trade school             

Definitely will 14.0 22.0 5.0 16.6 34.8 12.6 16.5 10.2 17.9 22.0 8.2 7.5 
 (4.0) (6.6) (3.5) (4.2) (6.8) (6.6) (6.2) (3.5) (7.5) (8.9) (5.5) (8.8) 
Definitely or probably 
won’t 

54.6 
(5.7) 

52.9 
(8.0) 

71.6
(7.3) 

55.2 
(5.7) 

46.3 
(7.1) 

60.0 
(9.7) 

51.0 
(8.3) 

57.9 
(5.7) 

47.3 
(9.8) 

35.8 
(10.2) 

66.7 
(9.4) 

63.7 
(16.1) 

Complete 2-year college             
Definitely will 8.9 26.2 7.0 12.7 32.2 28.9 31.7 12.4 16.7 12.6 6.5 7.0 
 (3.3) (7.0) (4.1) (3.8) (6.6) (8.8) (7.7) (3.8) (7.3) (7.2) (4.9) (8.3) 
Definitely or probably 
won’t 

52.7 
(5.8) 

44.2 
(7.9) 

77.1
(6.8) 

54.1 
(5.6) 

36.7 
(6.9) 

43.8 
(9.6) 

35.8 
(7.9) 

52.3 
(5.7) 

44.5 
(9.7) 

51.9 
(10.8) 

66.4 
(9.4) 

52.2 
(16.2) 

Complete 4-year college             
Definitely will 7.1 25.5 .8 5.3 26.8 35.6 28.7 12.8 9.3 5.8 4.6 22.6 
 (3.0) (7.1) (1.4) (2.6) (6.3) (9.5) (7.6) (3.9) (5.9) (5.1) (4.2) (14.0) 
Definitely or probably 
won’t 

65.2 
(5.6) 

43.6 
(8.1) 

82.8
(6.1) 

75.5 
(4.9) 

40.7 
(7.0) 

18.0 
(7.6) 

43.3 
(8.3) 

63.5 
(5.6) 

72.5 
(9.0) 

69.8 
(10.1) 

88.3 
(6.4) 

69.9 
(15.4) 

Percentage with goal to:             
Attend a postsecondary 
school or program  

82.4 
(6.3)  

26.9
(10.0) 

79.7 
(9.2) 

87.6 
(6.6) 

99.6 
(1.6) 

85.9 
(9.1) 

78.1 
(6.8) 

66.6 
(12.2)    

Attend a postsecondary 
vocational training 
program 

44.6 
(8.2)  22.7

(9.5) 
43.0 
(11.3) 

27.4 
(8.9) 

10.4 
(7.7) 

16.9 
(9.7) 

36.6 
(7.9) 

15.2 
(9.3)    

Attend a 2- or 4-year 
college  

57.3 
(8.2)  

6.5
(5.6) 

50.0 
(11.4) 

74.6 
(8.7) 

94.9 
(5.5) 

73.0 
(11.5) 

60.9 
(8.0) 

53.9 
(12.9)    

Sources: NLTS2 Wave 1 parent interviews and student’s school program survey. 
Cells with 35 or fewer respondents are left blank. 
The category “probably will” is omitted from the exhibit.  
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 



 4-7

mental retardation or multiple disabilities were among those least likely to be expected to attend 
postsecondary school; 67% and 58% of youth in these categories were not expected to pursue 
education after high school, and even higher percentages were thought unlikely to graduate from 
technical, 2-year, or 4-year postsecondary schools. 

Mirroring their parents’ higher expectations, youth with hearing, visual, or orthopedic 
impairments were more likely to have postsecondary education goals when they were in high 
school.  For example, almost all of those with visual impairments had postsecondary education 
goals.  Also similar to parents’ expectations, many fewer youth with mental retardation (27%, 
p<.001) planned to attend postsecondary school.   

Disability category differences also are apparent across types of postsecondary education 
programs.  Students who were among the most likely to have goals for participation in one type 
of postsecondary institution frequently were among the least likely to have goals to enroll 
elsewhere.  For example, students with visual or orthopedic impairments were among the most 
likely to have goals related to attending a 2-year or 4-year college (95% and 73%, respectively) 
but rarely planned to enroll in a postsecondary vocational program (10% and 17%, respectively). 

Participation in High School Diploma/Certificate Programs 
This section shifts the focus from expectations and goals for the period after high school to 

youth’s actual post-high-school experiences.  For the 28% of out-of-school youth with 
disabilities who left high school without finishing,8 post-high-school education does not 
necessarily mean postsecondary-level education.  Dropping out of secondary school is not an 
irrevocable decision; young people may still obtain a high school diploma by reentering a regular 
or alternative secondary school program or by taking an examination to obtain a General 
Educational Development (GED) credential.  Whereas reviews of the research on GED holders 
have consistently found that they are less successful in the labor market than regular high school 
graduates, GED holders have been found to earn higher wages than uncredentialed dropouts 
(Boesel, Alsalam, & Smith, 1998; Tyler, 2003).   

Since leaving high school, 29% of youth with disabilities who had dropped out of high 
school have taken one or more classes or tests to earn a high school diploma.  Within 2 years of 
leaving secondary school, almost one-third (31%) of those participating in GED and other high 
school equivalency programs have received a high school diploma or certificate; those with a 
GED diploma or certificate constitute about 9% of out-of-school youth with disabilities who had 
dropped out of high school.9   

Postsecondary School Enrollment  
Within 2 years of leaving high school, fewer youth with disabilities have continued on to 

postsecondary education than were expected to do so.  Approximately one-third (31%) have 
taken postsecondary education classes since leaving high school (Exhibit 4-5), considerably 
fewer than the 77% who had postsecondary education goals when they were in high school and 

                                                 
8  This includes 27% of youth who were reported to have dropped out and 1% who reportedly left school without 
finishing for other reasons (e.g., permanent expulsion).  For convenience, the entire group will be referred to here as 
dropouts. 
9  There are too few dropouts in most disability categories to report findings separately by disability category. 
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the 61% whose parents expected them 
“definitely” or “probably” to further their 
education after high school (p<.001 for 
both comparisons).  However, this is not 
to say that these expectations and goals 
will not be met in later years. 

Although many who had 
postsecondary school aspirations while in 
high school have not yet attained those 
goals, youth who held postsecondary 
goals are more likely than others to be 
enrolled early on in a postsecondary 
school.  Only 5% of those who did not 
envision attending postsecondary school 
have enrolled in 2-year colleges, 
compared with 36% (p<.01) of those with 
a goal of attending a 2- or 4-year college.  
Fewer than 1% of those who did not have 
postsecondary education goals have 
enrolled in 4-year colleges, compared with 
23% (p<.01) of those who had this goal.  
The one exception to the relationship 
between goals and attendance relates to 
participating in postsecondary vocational 

training programs.  There is no difference in enrollment rates in these types of programs between 
those who held this type of goal and those who did not.   

Approximately one out of five out-of-secondary-school youth with disabilities (19%) 
currently are attending postsecondary school, a rate that is less than half that of their peers in the 
general population (40%, p<.001).  More youth with disabilities have been enrolled in 2-year or 
community colleges since leaving high school than in other types of postsecondary schools.  One 
out of five have taken classes from a 2-year or community college since leaving high school, 
compared with 6% who have participated in postsecondary vocational, business, or technical 
schools (p<.001) and 9% who have attended 4-year colleges (p<.01).  The rate of current 
enrollment of youth with disabilities in 2-year/ community colleges is not significantly different 
from that of their peers in the general population (10% vs. 12%).  This stands in sharp contrast to 
differences in enrollment rates at 4-year colleges.  Similar-age youth in the general population 
are more than four and one-half times as likely as youth with disabilities to be currently taking 
courses at a 4-year college (28% vs. 6%, p<.001).   

School-Leaving Status Differences in Postsecondary School Enrollment 
Mirroring parents’ expectations for postsecondary enrollment, secondary school graduates 

are markedly more likely to have enrolled in postsecondary school than are those who left high 
school by dropping out (Exhibit 4-6).  High school completers are more than four times as likely 
as dropouts to continue on to postsecondary education, with 39% of graduates having attended 

Exhibit 4-5 
POSTSECONDARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT  

OF YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES AND YOUTH IN 
THE GENERAL POPULATION 

 

Sources: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews and, for general 
population, NLSY 2000 data for 15- through 19-year-olds. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 



 4-9

postsecondary school since leaving high 
school, compared with 9% of those who 
dropped out (p<.001).  Rates of current 
enrollment mirror this sizable discrepancy, 
with 25% of high school graduates being 
currently enrolled in postsecondary 
classes, compared with 5% of dropouts 
(p<.001; not presented in exhibit).   

Differences between high school 
completers and dropouts also are apparent 
for 2- and 4-year college enrollment.  
Graduates are clearly more likely than 
dropouts to have been enrolled at both 
types of schools since leaving high school 
(27% vs. 1%, p<.001; 12% vs. 0%, 
p<.001).  The only exception is enrollment 
in postsecondary vocational, business, or 
technical schools, where dropouts are as 
likely as graduates to have taken classes. 

Disability Differences in Postsecondary School Enrollment 
Enrollment in postsecondary programs varies widely by disability category (Exhibit 4-7).  

Postsecondary attendance since high school ranges from 15% and 16% for those with mental 
retardation or multiple disabilities to 67% and 69% for those with hearing or visual impairments 
(p<.001).  Variations in enrollment mirror the disability category differences described for 
youth’s goals and parents’ expectations for postsecondary education.  Youth in disability 
categories that were the most likely to be expected “definitely” to pursue postsecondary 
education or to have a post-high-school goal of attending these types of schools—those with 
hearing, visual, speech, or orthopedic impairments—are consistently more likely to be attending 
postsecondary programs than youth in other categories.  Youth with autism also are more likely 
to attend postsecondary school (46%) than are those in several other disability categories (e.g., 
21% of youth with emotional disturbances, p<.05), although they are not among those most 
likely to be expected to attend.  Youth with mental retardation are among those least likely to 
attend postsecondary school, as well among those least likely to be expected to do so. 

Enrollment across disability categories varies more for some types of postsecondary school 
than others.  Differences across categories are largest for enrollment in 4-year institutions.  
Youth with hearing or visual impairments are by far the most likely to attend these types of 
schools, with 37% and 42% attending, followed by those with speech and orthopedic 
impairments (21% and 18%, respectively).  Few youth with autism (1%), multiple disabilities 
(1%), or emotional disturbances (4%), and no youth with mental retardation have taken classes at 
a 4-year college or university.   

The variations noted for enrollment in 2-year colleges parallel those for 4-year colleges, 
although the differences between disability categories are not as marked.  Youth with visual 
(42%), hearing (37%), or speech (28%) impairments still are among the most likely to have  

Exhibit 4-6 
POSTSECONDARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT  
SINCE LEAVING HIGH SCHOOL OF YOUTH  

WITH DISABILITIES, BY SECONDARY- 
SCHOOL-LEAVING STATUS 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 
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Exhibit 4-7 

POSTSECONDARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT, BY DISABILITY CATEGORY 

 
Learning 
Disability 

Speech/
Language 

Impair-
ment 

Mental 
Retar-
dation

Emo-
tional 

Distur-
bance 

Hearing 
Impair-
ment 

Visual 
Impair-
ment 

Ortho-
pedic 

Impair-
ment 

Other 
Health 
Impair-
ment Autism 

Trau-
matic 
Brain 
Injury 

Multiple 
Disabili-

ties 

Percentage who have 
enrolled since leaving high 
school in:            

Any postsecondary school 32.7 46.6 15.4 20.8 67.1 69.1 39.5 36.7 46.1 24.3 15.6 
 (5.9) (8.6) (6.6) (4.7) (7.7) (9.2) (8.6) (5.8) (11.5) (10.7) (8.1) 
Postsecondary vocational, 
business, or technical school 

5.0 
(2.8) 

1.4 
(2.0) 

11.0
(5.7) 

7.4
(3.1) 

13.3
(5.9) 

8.0
(5.4) 

11.6
(5.7) 

6.3 
(3.0) 

20.8 
(9.4) 

5.3
(5.6) 

7.1
(5.8) 

2-year/community college 21.5 28.3 5.1 12.5 36.9 41.6 19.9 30.6 34.6 14.3 10.2 
 (5.2) (7.8) (4.0) (3.9) (8.3) (9.9) (7.2) (5.6) (11.3) (8.9) (5.8) 
4-year college  9.7 20.8 .0 4.0 36.7 41.5 17.7 5.9 .9 6.5 1.0 
 (3.8) (7.0)  (2.3) (8.3) (9.9) (6.7) (2.9) (2.2) (6.1) (2.3) 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews.  
Note: Too few youth with deaf-blindness are attending postsecondary schools to report findings for them separately. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

 

attended, but many more youth in other categories have attended 2-year/community colleges as 
well.  Rather than being among the least likely to have attended, as they are at 4-year colleges, 
youth with autism (35%) or other health impairments (31%) are among the most likely to have 
attended a 2-year school.   

The variation across disability categories is somewhat different when examining attendance 
at a postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school.  Youth with autism (21%), hearing 
impairments (13%), orthopedic impairments (12%), or mental retardation (11%) are among those 
most likely to have been enrolled in these types of schools.   

Individual and Household Factors Related to Postsecondary School Enrollment 
This chapter has described the postsecondary school enrollment of youth with disabilities as 

a group and separately among high school completers and dropouts and youth in each disability 
category.  But such analyses do not provide information about the relationships between other 
factors and postsecondary enrollment or about variations by disability category when other 
factors are held constant.  For example, there are more males among youth with emotional 
disturbances than among youth with visual impairments, so the extent to which the differences 
presented in Exhibit 4-7 are associated with differences in gender, not disability, is unclear.   

To explore the independent associations between postsecondary school attendance and 
disability and other individual and household characteristics, two multivariate models of 
postsecondary school attendance were estimated.  Dependent variables are: 

• Enrollment in a 2- or 4-year college since leaving high school. 

• Enrollment in a postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school since leaving 
high school. 
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Results from these analyses illuminate the association of each individual and household factor 
with the outcomes, controlling for all other factors in the analyses.10  

Consistent with the bivariate analyses presented earlier, characteristics associated 
significantly with enrollment in a 2- or 4-year college differ from those associated with 
postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school enrollment (Exhibit 4-8).  It is important 
to note that the factors related to enrollment in a 2- or 4-year college explain a statically 
significant portion of the variation in enrollment in that type of school (PI=.3811), whereas the 
same factors, and most others explored here, are not significant in explaining the variation in 
postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school enrollment (PI=.05), resulting in an 
inability to identify the factors related to enrollment in postsecondary vocational schools.  

Disability and Functioning 
When other factors in the analysis are held constant, relationships between disability and 

postsecondary enrollment are weaker for the most part than in bivariate analyses.  Nevertheless, 
there still are important relationships.  Consistent with the bivariate analyses presented earlier, 
multivariate analyses show that youth with visual impairments are the most likely to attend 2- or 
4-year colleges.  Holding constant other factors, they are 18 percentage points more likely than 
youth with learning disabilities to have enrolled in these types of postsecondary schools since 
leaving high school (p<.05).  Independent of their primary disability category, youth with 
ADD/ADHD are more likely than youth without it to be enrolled in postsecondary vocational, 
business, or technical schools (6 percentage points, p<.01).  The number of functional domains 
affected by disability12 is unrelated to postsecondary enrollment, independent of other factors in 
the analyses. 

As would be expected, youth with higher functional cognitive skills are more likely than 
those with lower abilities to be enrolled in 2- or 4-year colleges (13 percentage points, p<.01).  
However, multivariate analyses show no difference between the two groups in their probability 
of being enrolled in a vocational, business, or technical school.  Neither do variations in self-care 
or social skills relate to postsecondary enrollment, independent of other factors. 

Demographic Characteristics 
Even when holding constant other factors, such as secondary-school-leaving status and 

length of time out of high school, age is related to enrollment in 2- or 4-year colleges.  Not 
surprisingly, older youth are more likely than younger peers to have attended these types of 
schools; for example, 19-year-olds are 12 percentage points more likely than 17-year-olds to 
have attended a 2- or 4-year school, independent of other factors (p<.05).  Males with disabilities 
are less likely than females to have attended 2- or 4-year colleges (6 percentage points, p<.01).   

                                                 
10  See Appendix A for definitions of the variables included in the analyses. 
11  Because logistic regression analyses do not produce the typical measure of explained variation (r2), an alternative 
statistic was calculated for the postsecondary enrollment analyses, which indicates the “predictive improvement,” or 
PI, that can be obtained by adding an independent variable to a logistic regression.  Possible PI values range from 
0 to 1 as do conventional r2 statistics.  See Appendix A for a more complete description of PI.  
12  The number of functional domains affected by disability indicates the breadth of potential impact of disability on 
the youth.  Parents were asked to report whether youth experience limitations in health; vision; use of arms, hands, 
legs, and feet; speech production; understanding of speech; and participation in bidirectional communication. 
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Exhibit 4-8 

DIFFERENCES IN POSTSECONDARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT ASSOCIATED WITH INDIVIDUAL 
AND HOUSEHOLD CHARACTERISTICS OF YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES 

 

Estimated Percentage-Point 
Difference in Probability of Having 

Attended a:  

 
2- or 4-Year 

College 

Postsecondary 
Vocational, 

Business, or 
Technical School Comparison Categories 

Disability and functioning    
Speech/language impairment 8.5 -4.4 vs. learning disabilitya 
Mental retardation -12.1 3.3 vs. learning disability 
Emotional disturbance -6.2 -1.7 vs. learning disability 
Hearing impairment 6.5 -1.1 vs. learning disability 
Visual impairment 17.6* -.1 vs. learning disability 
Orthopedic impairment -.3 2.4 vs. learning disability 
Other health impairment 1.4 -1.6 vs. learning disability 
Autism 14.2 2.7 vs. learning disability 
Traumatic brain injury -4.3 .0 vs. learning disability 
Multiple disabilities/deaf-blindness -1.2 6.5 vs. learning disability 
ADD/ADHD -1.0 6.2** Yes vs. no  
Number of problem domains  -2.7 1.5 3 vs. 1 domain 
Functional cognitive skills 12.8** -.8 High vs. low (15 vs. 7) 
Self-care skills  4.3 2.7 High vs. low (8 vs. 4) 
Social skills .8 -1.5 High vs. low (27 vs. 17) 

Demographics    
Age at Wave 2 12.4* 2.2 19 vs. 17 years  
Gender -5.8** .0 Male vs. female 
African-American 6.5 -1.9 vs. white 
Hispanic 6.6 -3.0 vs. white 
Household income 
 

3.7 
 

-.9 
 

$55,000 to $59,999 vs. $20,000 to 
$24,999 

Head of household education 10.8* -.7 BA or higher vs. less than high school 
Youth experiences    

Secondary-school-leaving status 18.4*** 1.6 Graduate vs. dropout  
Year student left secondary school  -21.4*** -3.8 2002-03 school year vs. earlier 
Youth ever held back a grade -15.5*** -2.6 Yes vs. no 
Youth has paid employment 1.8 .2 Yes vs. no 

Exhibit reads: The probability of attending a 2- or 4-year college is 17.6 percentage points higher for youth with visual impairments 
than for youth with learning disabilities.  The probability of attending a 2- or 4-year college is 12.8 percentage points higher for youth 
whose functional cognitive skills are high than for youth whose functional cognitive skills are low. 
a Multivariate analyses require that for categorical variables, such as disability category, each category be compared with another 
specified category.  Learning disability was chosen as the category against which to compare the relationships for other disability 
categories because it is the largest category and, therefore, most closely resembles the characteristics of youth with disabilities as a 
whole. 
*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001.  
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In this aspect they parallel their peers in the general population, among whom females have 
higher 2- or 4-year college enrollment rates than males.13  Controlling for disability category and 
other youth differences, racial/ethnic background is not associated with differences in 2- or  
4-year college enrollment for youth with disabilities.  None of the demographic characteristics 
are related to the probability of having attended a postsecondary vocational, business, or 
technical school when other differences among youth are held constant. 

Controlling for other factors, including head of household education, household income is 
not related to the likelihood of having enrolled in either type of postsecondary school.  However, 
head of household education is related to enrollment in 2- or 4-year colleges, with higher levels 
of parental education associated with higher levels of youth’s participation in postsecondary 
education.  Youth who live in families in which the head of household has a bachelor’s degree or 
higher are 11 percentage points more likely to continue on to a 2- or 4-year college than are their 
peers from families in which the head of household has not completed high school (p<.05).  In 
this area, too, they are similar to their peers in the general population, among whom “a young 
person’s likelihood of attending a four-year college increases with the level of their parents’ 
education” (Choy, 2002, p. 5).  This relationship may reflect the fact that parents’ education 
often is related to other factors that can be advantageous to youth’s postsecondary attainment, 
such as household income and parental knowledge about the academic preparation, course 
taking, and application procedures necessary for attending postsecondary schools (Horn & 
Nunez, 2000).  For example, parents in the general population who have a bachelor’s degree are 
more likely than less well-educated parents to accompany students on visits to prospective 
colleges, to seek financial aid information, and to attend programs on educational options (Choy, 
2002).   

Household income, head of household education, and family expectations for postsecondary 
school attendance (which were included in analyses not reported here) are not related to the 
probability of enrolling in a postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school. 

Youth’s Experiences 
Prior school-related experiences have strong associations with enrollment in 2- or 4-year 

colleges.  Students who had earlier difficulties with school, reflected either in their dropping out 
or in their ever having been held back a grade, are much less likely to choose to continue their 
education after they leave secondary school or to be admitted if enrollment in postsecondary 
education is pursued.  Consistent with bivariate analyses presented earlier, high school 
graduation is associated with a higher likelihood of having attended 2- or 4-year colleges.  
Secondary school graduates are 18 percentage points more likely than dropouts to have attended 
a 2- or 4-year postsecondary school, independent of other differences between them (p<.001).  
Youth who have been held back a grade are 16 percentage points less likely than those who have 
never repeated a grade to have continued their education at a 2- or 4-year college (p<.001). 

Not surprisingly, youth who have just recently left school are less likely than those who 
have been out of school longer to have enrolled in a 2- or 4-year college.  Those who are out of 
secondary school for less than a few months have had much less time to pursue a postsecondary 
education than those who have been out of high school for a year or more, especially because 

                                                 
13  Calculated for out-of-school 15- through 19-year-olds from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 2000. 
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most sample youth were interviewed in the spring and summer, and many 2- and 4-year college 
programs do not begin until the fall.  Students who left high school in the interview year—the 
2002-03 school year—are 21 percentage points less likely than those who left earlier to have 
enrolled in a 2- or 4-year college (p<.001). 

None of the school-related experiences included in the analyses—school-leaving status, 
length of time out of high school, and ever having been held back a grade—are associated with 
the likelihood of enrollment in postsecondary vocational, business, or technical programs.  This 
finding mirrors bivariate findings in that youth who graduated from high school are no more 
likely than dropouts to have attended these types of schools.    

Although it might be expected to compete with going to school, currently having a paid job 
is not related to differences in the probability of attending either a 2- or 4-year college or 
postsecondary vocational, business, or technical schools. 

Postsecondary School Experiences 
Although youth with disabilities who attend postsecondary schools share the experience of 

furthering their educations, the findings reported above indicate that they differ in the kinds of 
schools they attend.  They also differ in other important aspects of their schooling.  For example, 
postsecondary school is a full-time commitment for many youth with disabilities.  Almost three-
quarters (72%) of postsecondary students with disabilities attend school full-time, whereas more 
than one-fourth are part-time students.  Similarly, 82% are enrolled in programs on a consistent 
basis, whereas 18% take classes some semesters or quarters but not others.    

Receiving appropriate supports and accommodations can be critical to the postsecondary 
school success and retention of those who are enrolled in postsecondary school programs (Mull, 
Sitlington, & Alper, 2001; Pierangelo & Crane, 1997; Stodden & Dowrick, 2000; Stodden et al., 
2002).  Although a college is required to provide “appropriate academic adjustments as 
necessary to ensure that it does not discriminate on the basis of disability” (Office for Civil 
Rights, 2004, p. 2), accommodations that are a fundamental alteration of a program or that would 
impose an undue financial or administrative burden are not mandatory (Wolanin & Steele, 2004).  
Because schools interpret these guidelines differently, the types and extent of supports and 
accommodations available to students with disabilities vary widely (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 1999; Stodden et al., 2002).   

As noted earlier, when students leave secondary school and enter postsecondary institutions, 
the responsibility for arranging for accommodations and supports shifts from the school to the 
students.  At the postsecondary level, students with disabilities are expected to advocate for 
themselves (Stodden et al., 2002).  “To receive accommodations, students with disabilities must 
disclose their disabilities and take the initiative in requesting accommodations” (Wolanin & 
Steele, 2004, p. ix).  However, disclosure of a disability is voluntary.  NLTS2 findings show that 
more than half (52%) of youth who received special education services while in secondary 
school and have gone on to postsecondary education do not consider themselves to have a 
disability by the time they have transitioned to postsecondary school (Exhibit 4-9).  An 
additional 7% consider themselves to have a disability but choose not to disclose it to their 
postsecondary schools.  Thus, 40% of postsecondary students with disabilities identify 
themselves as having a disability and have informed their postsecondary schools of that 
disability.  
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Exhibit 4-9 
POSTSECONDARY ACCOMMODATIONS AND SERVICES 

OF YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES AND YOUTH’S  
PERCEPTIONS OF THEM 

 

Source: NLTS2 Wave 2 parent/youth interviews. 
Standard errors are in parentheses. 

When students with disabilities are in high school, more than 90% of those in general 
education academic classes receive some type of accommodation, support, or other learning aid 
(Newman, Marder, & Wagner, 2003).  With fewer than half identifying themselves as a person 
with a disability or choosing to disclose a disability, it is not surprising that receipt of services 
and accommodations is dramatically less common when youth with disabilities reach 
postsecondary school.  Only slightly more than one-third (35%) of youth with disabilities in 
postsecondary school receive services, accommodations, or other learning aids from their 
schools, or 88% of those who have asked for assistance. 

When those who were 
receiving services or 
accommodations were asked to 
rate how useful those supports 
were in helping them stay in 
school and do their best, 64% 
reported that the supports were 
“somewhat useful,” and 29% 
rated them as being “very 
useful” (Exhibit 4-9).14  Only 
7% thought they were “not very” 
or “not at all useful.”  Students 
who received supports and 
accommodations were asked 
whether they thought they were 
receiving enough support.  
Although approximately three-
quarters of the 35% of youth 
with disabilities who received 
supports and accommodations 
thought they were receiving 
enough support, 27% reported 
that they needed more help.  The 
65% of youth with disabilities 
who were attending 
postsecondary school and not 
receiving services or 
accommodations were not asked 
whether they needed additional 
support.  

                                                 
14  Students who received services, accommodations, or other help from the school or obtained services on their own 
to help them in school were asked, “How useful have all the services and accommodations been in helping you stay 
in school and do your best there?  Would you say…very useful, somewhat useful, not very useful, or not at all 
useful?” 
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Summary 
This chapter focuses on the postsecondary education expectations and experiences of youth 

with disabilities who have been out of secondary school up to 2 years.  When out-of-school 
youth still were in secondary school, three out of five were expected by their parents to further 
their educations after high school, but students’ transition plan goals were even more optimistic.  
More than three-quarters had transition plans with postsecondary school attendance as a primary 
postschool goal.  Disability category differences were fairly consistent between parents’ 
expectations and transition plan goals.  When they were still in high school, those with visual, 
hearing, or orthopedic impairments were more likely to plan to attend postsecondary school and 
to be expected by parents “definitely” to pursue postsecondary education.  In contrast, those with 
mental retardation were among those least likely to be expected to attend postsecondary school, 
as well as those least likely to have postsecondary education transition plan goals. 

Within 2 years of leaving high school, fewer youth with disabilities have continued on to 
postsecondary education than were expected to do so.  Approximately one-third have taken 
postsecondary education classes since leaving high school, with one in five currently attending a 
postsecondary school.  More youth with disabilities are enrolled in 2-year/community colleges 
than other types of postsecondary schools.   

Although their current rate of attending postsecondary school is less than half that of their 
peers in the general population, their rate of current enrollment in 2-year/community colleges is 
not significantly different.  Differences in enrollment between youth with disabilities and those 
in the general population are most apparent at 4-year colleges, where youth in the general 
population are more than four and one-half times as likely as youth with disabilities to be 
currently taking courses.  

Not surprisingly, postsecondary school enrollment varies markedly by school-leaving status.  
High school completers are more than four times as likely as dropouts to continue on to 
postsecondary education.  This difference is apparent for 2- and 4-year colleges but not for 
vocational, business, or technical schools, where dropouts are as likely as graduates to enroll. 

Variations by disability category in 2- or 4-year college enrollment mirror variations in 
youth’s postschool goals and parents’ expectations.  Those with hearing, visual, speech, or 
orthopedic impairments are more likely to attend these types of postsecondary schools than 
youth in several other disability categories.  Youth with mental retardation are among those least 
likely to enroll in 2- or 4-year colleges.  The variations across disability categories are somewhat 
different when examining attendance at postsecondary vocational, business, or technical schools.  
Youth with autism, hearing impairments, orthopedic impairments, or mental retardation are 
among those most likely to be enrolled in these types of schools. 

Multivariate analyses indicate that several youth and household characteristics and 
experiences are associated with a higher probability of having enrolled in 2- or 4- year colleges.  
As would be expected, youth with higher functional cognitive skills are more likely than those 
with lower abilities to have enrolled in these types of schools, controlling for other factors.  
Young women with disabilities are more likely than young men to have continued their 
education at a 2- or 4-year college, and youth whose parents have a bachelor’s degree or higher 
are more likely to have attended college than those from families in which the head of household 
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has not finished high school.  Students who had earlier difficulties with school, reflected either in 
their dropping out or in ever have been held back a grade, are much less likely to have continued 
their education at a 2- or 4-year college.  Only having ADD/ADHD was found to be associated 
with the likelihood of enrolling in a postsecondary vocational, business, or technical school, with 
a higher likelihood of enrollment being apparent for those with the disorder. 

To receive accommodations at postsecondary schools, students must voluntarily disclose 
their disabilities.  More than half of postsecondary school students who received special 
education services while in secondary school do not consider themselves to have a disability by 
the time they have transitioned to a postsecondary school.  Not surprisingly, then, receipt of 
accommodations and supports is dramatically less common in postsecondary settings than in 
high school.  Approximately one-third of youth with disabilities in postsecondary schools receive 
support, accommodations, or other learning aids from their schools.   

 

More than a decade ago, NLTS found that many youth with disabilities delayed entry into 
postsecondary school for several years.  Almost as many began their postsecondary studies 3 to 
5 years out of school as began immediately after secondary school (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996).  
Future NLTS2 reports will ascertain whether this pattern continues to hold for youth with 
disabilities in the early 21st century. 


