Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 2023, 36(2), 117-133 117

“I Learned | Love to Read:”












Journal of Postsecondary Education and Disability, 2023, 36(2) 121

with the program to conduct the interviews in order
to reduce perceived power differentials and frame the
interview as a peer-to-peer conversation.

Following procedure for phenomenological- re
search (Creswell, 2007), interviews began with a grand
tour question: “How has your experience in the program
been thus far?” Interviewers then followed up with
guestions inquiring participants about what “situations
have typically influenced or affected your experiences”
(Creswell, 2007, p. 61), which included questions such
as: “T
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Descriptive analysis of responses on the peer
mentor, parent, and faculty online questionnaires are
reported to provide additional understanding of the
community’s experience of the program, and to allow
for comparison of perspectives across roles. Analy
ses for open-ended survey responses did not follow
a phenomenological lens as these were written re
sponses. Responses to open-ended questions are thus
not described using phenomenological themes-(Cre
swell, 2007) and are instead included as quotes that
exemplify participant responses.

Results
Students’ Experiences in the Program

Students described affirming experiences and dis
cussed successes and challenges they navigated during
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emotions. Because | want to...understand body
language and emotions language. So | don’'t want
them to be hurt. | want them to be happy.

Peer Mentors Experience with the Program

Peer mentors reported the impact of the program
on students, the impact of the program on themselves,
the impact of the program on campus community,
and their expectations for students after the program.
Responses are reported in Table 1 as percentages for
ease in comparison across peer mentors, parents, and
faculty. Mentors also reported the reasons they got
involved in the program, and overall reflections on
the experience, described below.

Reasons to Get Involved in the Program

In terms of reasons for becoming peer mentors,
79% of peer mentors agreed or strongly agreed that
they became mentors due to personal ties with people
with disabilities, and 84% reported their decision was
due to alignment with their future career plans. Most
mentors agreed or strongly agreed (95%) that they
became mentors because they wanted to give back
to the community and learn more about disabilities
(90%). Ten percent of mentors reported wanting to
be in their role because they have disabilities them
selves, and 53% of mentors reported having a peer
mentor experience in the past. Almost all (95%) of
the peer mentors thought the experience would be
fun, and all reported that taking on the role of peer
mentor aligned with their personal values. One stu
dent noted that the mission of the program was im
portant to getting involved, stating, “I felt the need
to support what the program was doing because | be
lieve in the concept.”

Overall Refections from Peer Mentors

Peer mentors described positive impacts of the
program on themselves and on the students enrolled.
One peer mentor said, “My student has taught me how
to be brave. | am more on the quiet side when | am
meeting new people, but my student jumps right in
and makes everyone around feel a part of the cenver
sation.” Another noted: “Working with the students
has changed me in a way that has allowed me to find
my purpose in life. While working with the students,
| was able to truly open up and be myself.” Moreover,
one student said that it changed their perceptions, ex
plaining “I hate to say it, but | used to hold ignorant
judgment about people with intellectual disabilities,
and working with the students has squashed those
completely.” Peer mentors mentioned the importance
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Table 1

Peer Mentor Perspectives

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Agree
% % % % %

Impact on students enrolled in the program N=18)
Students accessed strong academic support 0 0 6 44 50
Students were more engaged in class 0 0 11 72 17
Students had access to strong social support 0 0 0 22 78
Students developed social/communication skills 0 0 0 22 78
Students had fewer behavior challenges 0 11 17 55 17
Students developed independence skills 0 6 6 27 61
Students developed self-determination skills 0 0 0 56 44
Students developed career-related skills 0 0 11 61 28
Students developed new friendships 0 0 0 11 89
Students experienced a sense of belonging 0 0 0 22 78
Students felt more part of campus community 0 0 6 27 67

Impact of the program on peer mentors themselved\NE18)

| grew professionally 0 6 0 33 61
| became a better advocate for people with IDD 0 0 0 33 67
| had fun 0 0 0 28 72
| learned more about myself 0 0
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Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree Agree
% % % % %

Expectations for students in the program, post-graduationN=19). Most graduates of the program will:
Work in a part-time job in the community 0 10 5 32 53
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(Table 2, continued)

Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree  Agree
% % % % %
Live in the community (with others without 22 45 0 33 0
disabilities)
Live in the community independently (without others) 22 12 33 33 0
Have a strong network of friends 0 11 11 33 45
Get married 0 0 56 33 11
Have children 33 11 45 11 0
Experience a high quality of life 0 0 11 22 67
Discussion

The current study explored the experiences of
various individuals involved in a university program
for students with intellectual disability. Results of this
study describe the celebrations and challenges that
students with intellectual disability experience living
on a university campus. Additionally, results iHus
trate the nuances in perceptions of the impact of the
program on students, and the expectations varieus in
dividuals have for students enrolled in this program,
when compared across roles.

Student Experience in the Program

To understand students’ lived experiences in a
university program serving students with intellectual
disability, we interviewed six participants enrolled in
the program at the end of their first semester. Students
in this program voiced experiences similar to tradi
tional students in their first year of college, yet their
experiences were unique in several ways. Students
discussed navigating relationships with people in dif
ferent roles on a university campus. They described
developing supportive friendships with other students
in the program, who they were closest to and interact
ed with most frequently



128 King et al.; "I Learned | Love to Read"

Table 3

Faculty Perspectives

Impact on students enrolled in the program N=6)
Students accessed strong academic support
Students were more engaged in class

Students had access to strong social support
Students developed social/communication skills
Students had fewer behavior challenges
Students developed independence skills
Students developed self-determination skills
Students developed career-related skills
Students developed new friendships

Students experienced a sense of belonging
Students felt more part of campus community

Impact of the program on faculty themselvesN=6)
| grew professionally

| became a better advocate for people with IDD

| had fun

| learned more about myself

| developed friendships with students with IDD

| became more comfortable with people with IDD
I’'m more informed on barriers for people with IDD
| gained a greater appreciation for diversity

| developed more positive attitudes toward people
with IDD

Strongly

Disagree Disagree Neither

%

O O O OO0 0O 0O o oo

O OO OO0 O oo Oo

My teaching improved to support students with IDD 0
My teaching improved to support students without IDD 0

Impact of the program on the campus community K=6)

Students encounter greater diversity

Students are more knowledgeable about people
with IDD

Students are more accepting of people with IDD

0
0

0

Faculty who enroll students became better teachers 0

Faculty/staf more *

17
17

17

rem

~

17
33

Agree
%

83
67
67
83
33
67
67
83
50
33
33

33
50
50
33
50
33
67
33
33

33
33

50
50

17
33

Strongly
Agree
%

17
33
33
17
17
33
33
17
50
67
67

50
33
50
50
50
50
33
50
50

50
50

33
33

49
33
a
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possible faculty were too far from students to see such
potential, or that they had little experience working
with students with intellectual disability.

Parents thought students’ experiences were posi
tive, especially with respect to gains in independence,
confidence, and interpersonal skills, but noted that
students needed more focus on developing career-re
lated skills. Parent responses regarding their expec
tations for students post-completion of the program
were similar to peer mentor responses regardiRg ex
pectations; parents reported high hopes for their fu
tures related to career and life goals.

Limitations

It is possible there were communication barriers
between interviewer and participant, and researchers’
interpretations of their language may not accurately
represent what students were hoping to articulate.
Additionally, though researchers attempted to reduce
power differentials during the interview process, it is
possible that students wanted to portray the program
positively. Results may be biased toward a positive
light, as students may have had experiences in the
program that they did not want to tell the interview
er. The process of asking students about their college
experience may introduce additional limitations.
Students may not have had similar experiences with
which to compare their college experience, thus may
not have noticed that
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a key component in any faculty training in postsec
ondary programs. Additionally, increased training on
strategies such as Universal Design may be helpful
to faculty professional development and subsequent
support of all students (Mace et al., 1996). Faculty are
influential to students’ academic success and adjust
ment to college (Martin et al., 2011; Komarraju et al.,
2010), but instructors report experiencing uncertainty
when it comes to supporting students with intellectual
disability, even in more short-term transitional {ro
grams between high school and employment (Burgin
et al., 2017).

Like faculty, peer mentors reported personal and
professional growth after working in the program;
thus, recruitment of student mentors could focus on
the benefits they will experience in addition
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