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ABSTRACT
Background: Third‐level education is a relatively new opportunity for people with intellectual disabilities. The development of

third‐level educational opportunities for this population rests on understanding their experiences and suggestions for pro-

gramme development and improvement. The aim of this study is to establish how inclusive third‐level education is experienced

by people with intellectual disabilities.

Method: A scoping review was conducted using Arksey and O'Malley's framework of peer‐reviewed empirical research

published between 2002 and 2023 that reported on the experience of third‐level education for people with intellectual

disabilities.

Findings: People with intellectual disabilities are engaging in third‐level education courses within University Campuses. They

consider such programmes as opportunities to meet aspirations and to enable independent living especially through employ-

ment. Their experiences are influenced by supportive staff, initiatives and challenges and they have opinions on how to improve

third‐level programmes.

Conclusions: People with intellectual disabilities value and embrace the opportunities to engage in third‐level education. Their
experience is mixed with positive personal outcomes and challenges. Future research is needed to examine effective approaches

to overcoming challenges and finding ways to develop programmes that meet the needs of adults with intellectual disabilities.

1 | Introduction

Countries around the world are investing in strategies that
champion equality, diversity and inclusion in third‐level edu-
cational institutions. Since the 1970s, there has been a growing
awareness of the need to provide educational opportunities at
third level for people with intellectual disabilities, nonetheless
the numbers remain low. For example, in Ireland, people with
an intellectual disability account for only 0.4% (n= 133) of
third‐level education places (HRB 2021). Through pioneering
work and legislation, people with intellectual disabilities have
achieved and succeeded in third‐level education. Policy

documents such as the Salamanca Statement and Framework
for Action on Special Needs Education (UNESCO 1994),
Guidelines for Inclusion: Access for All (UNESCO 2005) and
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD) (United Nations 2006) were amongst the early cat-
alysts initiating the promotion of the rights of people with
disabilities. In Ireland, the ratification of the UNCRPD by the
Government of Ireland (2018) and the adoption of the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development (United Nations 2015) are
driving a rights‐based approach to give voice to people with
intellectual disability to make known their choices on matters
impacting upon how they live their lives. With both

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution‐NonCommercial License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original

work is properly cited and is not used for commercial purposes.

© 2024 The Author(s). British Journal of Learning Disabilities published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

1 of 34British Journal of Learning Disabilities, 2024; 1–34
https://doi.org/10.1111/bld.12626

https://doi.org/10.1111/bld.12626
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9985-8685
www.twitter.com/theresehenness3
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4229-5367
www.twitter.com/JennytalksPsych
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3708-1647
www.twitter.com/doody_owen
mailto:therese.hennessy@ul.ie
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1111/bld.12626
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1111%2Fbld.12626&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-11-07


international and national legislation and policy countries are
looking at how to include people with intellectual disability in
the third level education system which was previously unat-
tainable to them.

It is estimated that the global prevalence of intellectual dis-
ability is 2% and ranges from 0.33% to 2.42% of the population
by country (Nair et al. 2022). In Ireland approximately 2% of the
population have an intellectual disability (Central Statistics
Office CSO 2023). An intellectual disability is a neurodevelop-
mental condition, characterised by significant impairments in
intellectual functioning (reasoning, problem solving, planning,
abstract thinking, judgement, academic learning and/or ex-
periential learning) and adaptive functioning (including com-
munication, social skills, personal independence and/or school
functioning) that occur during the developmental period of
childhood or adolescence (Patel et al. 2020; Schalock,
Luckasson, and Tassé 2021). Intellectual disability can be fur-
ther categorised according to severity or IQ scale; mild (IQ of
50–55 to 70), moderate (IQ of 35–40 to 50‐55), severe (IQ of
20–25 to 35–40) and profound (an IQ below 20–25) (American
Psychiatric Association 2013). Given these defining character-
istics people with intellectual disability encounter varying
challenges when participating in their everyday life activities.
Labelling a whole group of people as ‘intellectual disability’ has
inherent dangers such as low expectations, over protection and
exclusion. Therefore, it is important to be cognisant of the
uniqueness of each individual irrespective of their disability and
to avoid a ‘one size fits all’ approach (Werner and Aber-
gel 2018).

Social inclusion is the opposite of social exclusion (Brown,
Cobigo, and Taylor 2015) which results in feelings of social
disintegration, victimization, partisanship, oppression, margin-
alisation and a suppression of rights (Van Wart, McIntyre, and
Hall 2023). Social inclusion is not ‘tokenism’, it is more than
just being present, it is a dynamic, complex and multifaceted
concept, a series of complex interactions between environ-
mental factors and an individual's personal characteristics
resulting in opportunities for access, being valued, respected as
a contributing member of society, with a supportive social
network (Cobigo et al. 2012). Therefore, inclusion in the context
of third level education means having equal access to all edu-
cational opportunities and resources, and being accepted as a
competent person, trusted to make decisions, free to adopt

social roles and/or belong to a social network. Inclusion is about
societal structures supporting dignity, respect, meaningful par-
ticipation, reciprocity and the feeling of belonging (Hall 2009;
Brown, Cobigo, and Taylor 2015). An environment that sup-
ports inclusion within third level college campus communities
fosters and promotes opportunities and challenges that support
professional and individual growth (Smith 2014), having a
positive impact on students with intellectual disability and the
wider community (Griffin et al. 2012; Meyers and Lester 2016).

The concept of inclusive education in third level has grown
substantially and third level education programmes aimed at
people with intellectual disability have developed over the years
and are generally structured using one of three models (Hart
et al. 2006).

1. Substantially separate model: As the name suggests such
programmes remain separate from the rest of the campus,
they have a separate base with little to no mixing with
nonintellectually disabled people.

2. Mixed/hybrid model: The programme and curriculum are
separate from other campus programmes, but students
have opportunities to mix with other nondisabled peers.

3. Inclusive individual support model: The programme is
supported by the college structures where an individual
with intellectual disability can pursue a programme or
course of their preference attending non segregated lec-
tures/activities.

There are wide variances in programmes from model of deliv-
ery, time span and award/credential. However, there is a gen-
eral agreement that inclusive third level education for people
with intellectual disability is advantageous and supports
autonomy and independence (Grigal et al. 2021; Moore and
Schelling 2015). With increased incentives at policy level and
education providers mandated by law to assist people with
intellectual disability access third level education there is a need
to scope the literature to recognise the perspectives and ex-
periences of individuals with intellectual disability in third level
education. Therefore, it is timely to conduct a scoping review on
the experience of inclusive third level education for people with
intellectual disability.

2 | Methods

The aim of this review is to establish how people with intel-
lectual disability experience inclusive third level education. This
question was addressed by identifying the range and extent of
international literature reporting the experiences of people with
intellectual disability undertaking a third level college/univer-
sity programme.

2.1 | Design

Scoping reviews are useful for answering broad questions or
providing an overview of existing research and gathering
information before conducting further research (Munn
et al. 2018; Sucharew 2019). This scoping review adopted the

Summary

• The number of people studying in third‐level colleges is
increasing.

• This research looks at how people with intellectual
disabilities experience third‐level education.

• Going to college can help people reach their goals and
find jobs.

• Third‐level education helps people grow and develop
personally.

• People with intellectual disabilities want more oppor-
tunities to go to college.
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Arksey and O'Malley (2005) framework, enabling a thorough
and systematic search of the literature to establish the full range
and nature of published studies on the chosen topic. The
framework involves a five‐step interactive process: (1) identifi-
cation of the research question, (2) identification of relevant
studies, (3) study choice, (4) charting the data and (5) collating,
summarising and communicating the outcomes. Each step was
returned to and advanced during the review. The review's focus
was to identify, map and chart the nature and extent of the
literature, there was no attempt made to make judgement or
draw conclusions on the quality of the literature as critical
appraisal and risk of bias assessments are optional in scoping
reviews. The review is reported in accordance with the Pre-
ferred Reporting Items for Systematic reviews and Meta‐
Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews Checklist (Tricco
et al. 2018). The protocol for this scoping review was registered
on Open Science Framework (OSF) (Hennessy 2023) and data
available on Figshare (Hennessy, Doody, and McMahon 2023).

2.2 | Search Strategy

The search process was piloted and agreed by all authors and in
September 2023, a systematic search of five databases (Scopus,
British Education Index, ERIC, Australian Education Index and
SPORTDiscus) which are relevant to education was conducted
using keyword search strings (Table 1). Each search/string
utilised Boolean operators (OR/AND). In addition, hand
searching of the reference lists (backward chaining) of included
studies was conducted as databases may only yield 50% of eli-
gible studies due to indexing and inconsistent search termi-
nology (Whittemore and Knafl 2005).

2.3 | Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

All papers that met the inclusion criteria were included in the
review. The inclusion criteria required studies to be published
in English, peer‐reviewed and to report primary research.
Studies published between 2002 and 2023 were included to
capture research conducted both before and following the
adoption of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2006. Eligible studies
focusing on adults with intellectual disability who participated
in third‐level education, including those that capture the stu-
dent experience either during the educational programme or
after its completion. Studies were included if they focused on
individuals with intellectual disabilities aged 18 and older.
Studies were excluded if they were literature reviews,

commentary papers, not published in English, did not address
adults with intellectual disability or did not explore their ex-
perience of third level education. Additionally, studies that fo-
cused solely on intervention outcomes without referencing the
student experience of individuals with intellectual disability
were also excluded. Initial interrater agreement checks were
conducted by paired reviewers to assess consistency in applying
the inclusion/exclusion criteria. Where disagreement occurred,
the paired reviewers met to discuss and form an agreement, and
a third reviewer was available if a consensus could not be
reached.

2.4 | Study Selection

All database searches results (n= 1714) were exported to End-
note and screened for duplicates (n= 290). The remaining pa-
pers (n= 1424) were screened at titles/abstracts stage using the
inclusion exclusion criteria and resulted in the exclusion of
n= 1228 papers. The remaining n= 196 papers underwent a
full‐text review and n= 138 papers were excluded. Leaving 58
studies for inclusion. Hand searching of the reference lists
(backward chaining) produced n= 12 studies and these were
included resulting in n= 70 papers being eligible for inclusion
in the review. The search process is illustrated in a Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta‐Analyses
extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA‐ScR) flow diagram
(Page et al. 2021) in Figure 1.

2.5 | Data Extraction

A data extraction table (Table 2) was developed to extract
details relevant to the review aim. The extraction table was pilot
tested using a sample of 25 studies. The pilot resulted in a more
refined data extraction table, providing a framework to focus
and structure the examination of papers according to the
headings: Author, Year, Country, Study aim, Research Design,
Participant detail, Participants experience, Programme details.

2.6 | Mapping the Data

The data from this scoping review is presented through narra-
tive, and tables. To assist in mapping the data, a content anal-
ysis process was conducted by paired reviewers adopting
Colorafi and Evans (2016) eight steps; (1) create a coding
framework, (2) add codes and memos, (3) apply the first level of
coding, (4) categorising codes and applying the second level of

TABLE 1 | Search strategy.

Search Terms Field

S1 "Intellectual disabilit*" OR mental retardation OR learning disabilit* OR developmental
disabilit* OR intellectual and developmental disabilit*

Title OR abstract

S2 Higher education OR college OR university OR postsecondary OR postsecondary OR 3rd level
OR third level OR third level

Title OR abstract

S3 Inclusi*OR participation OR involvement OR diversity OR presence Title OR abstract

S4 S1 + S2 + S3
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coding, (5) revise and redefine codes, (6) add memos, (7) vi-
sualise data and (8) represent the data.

2.7 | Arranging, Summarising and
Communicating the Outcomes

Scoping reviews aim to map the concepts underpinning a
research area, the findings of this review provide an overview
of how inclusive third level education is experienced by people
with intellectual disability. The reporting of the results is
based on the researchers' analysis of the selected papers that
met the review criteria. Data was summarised descriptively in‐
line with the screening and data extraction table. Colorafi and
Evans (2016) inductive approach was used to organise and
summarise the results where similarities, and differences were
identified relating to the experiences of people with intellec-
tual disability engaged in third level education and resulted
in the development of four themes. The results were discussed
by all the authors who agreed on the final groupings of
the results.

3 | Findings

A total of 70 papers were included in this review, resulting in
the development of four themes; Opportunities; Personal
development; Influencing factors and Improving the experi-
ence, Table 3 provides an illustration of the papers included in
each theme. In describing the themes, the word ‘college’ is
frequently used instead of ‘third level’. The studies included
spanned 10 countries with the United States contributing the

most studies (Table 4). The methodologies of the studies are
illustrated in Table 4, n= 37 papers were qualitative design,
n= 21 used quantitative design and n= 12 was mixed method
design. The age range of participants with intellectual disability
ranged from 17 to 50 years of age and sample sizes ranged from 1
(Casale‐Giannola and Kamens 2006) to 1145 (Hardman and
Clark 2006). Of the studies included n= 33 described the pro-
gramme(s) as inclusive or fully inclusive, n= 10 as mixed/hybrid
and n= 20 studies did not provide detail and n= 3 studies were
substantially separate model with the remaining studies (n= 4)
included a mix of programme models. Programme duration
ranged from 12 weeks (Rickson and Warren 2018) to 4 years
(Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021; Drew et al. 2023;
Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020; Love and Mock 2019;
Madden, Carroll, and Schuler 2021; Papay et al. 2018; Schillaci
et al. 2021; Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican 2021; Spruit and
Carter 2021) with most programmes having a duration of
2 years. Only 27 studies identified the programme award stu-
dents received, n= 24 certificate, n= 2 diploma level and
n= 1 degree level. Out of the 70 studies only 12 listed the stu-
dent residential status, with n= 5 living on campus, and n= 7
in student accommodation off campus.

3.1 | Opportunities

The theme ‘Opportunities’ describes what being in college
means for people with intellectual disability, for example hav-
ing purpose, setting goals, aspiring for the future and employ-
ment. Being in college was referred to as a personal ambition
(Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), ‘being out in the world’
(Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; Marder et al. 2017; Mock

FIGURE 1 | PRISMA 2020 flow diagram. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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and Love 2012) and not being at home (Brewer and
Movahedazarhouligh 2021) having opportunities to mix with
others (Casale‐Giannola and Kamens 2006; Kleinert et al. 2012).
If not in college some would be in centres, at home watching TV
or sleeping (Folk, Yamamoto, and Stodden 2012). Attending

college was considered ‘a gift’ (Ryan 2014), having an oppor-
tunity to grow personally (García‐Candel, Belmonte, and
Bernárdez‐Gómez 2023) to learn (De Souza and Vongalis‐
Macrow 2021; Folk, Yamamoto, and Stodden 2012; Mock and
Love 2012; Moore and Schelling 2015; Spassiani et al. 2017;

TABLE 3 | Theme representation.

Opportunities Berástegui, et al. (2023); Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh (2021); Butler et al. (2016);
Casale‐Giannola and Kamens (2006); Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2020); De Souza and
Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez (2021); Folk,
Yamamoto, and Stodden (2012); Francis, Reed, and Howard (2020); García‐Candel,
Belmonte, and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2023); Jones and Goble (2012); Judge and Gasset
(2015); King et al. (2023); Kleinert et al. (2012); Love and Mock (2019); Marder et al.
(2017); Mock and Love (2012); Moore and Schelling (2015); Rickson and Warren (2018);
Ryan (2014); Sala‐Bars et al. (2023); Spassiani et al. (2017); Torres et al. (2023); Wilson

et al. (2012); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018)

Personal development Belmonte Almagro and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2021); Berástegui, et al. (2023); Brewer and
Movahedazarhouligh (2021); Butler et al. (2016); Casale‐Giannola and Kamens (2006);
Cook, Wilczenski, and Vanderberg (2017); Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2020); De Souza
and Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez (2021);

Drew et al. (2023); Folk, Yamamoto, and Stodden (2012); García‐Candel, Belmonte, and
Bernárdez‐Gómez (2023); Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra (2022); Gobec, Turnbull, and
Rillotta (2022); Hardman and Clark (2006): Hendrickson et al. (2015); Hendrickson et al.
(2013); Jones and Goble (2012); Judge and Gasset (2015); King et al. (2023); Kleinert et al.
(2012); Kubiak et al. (2021); Kubiak (2017); Lawler, Joseph, and Greene (2018); Lee et al.

(2021); Lifshitz (2023); Lifshitz, Meirovich, and Vakil (2023); Lifshitz et al. (2018);
Lindell, Daniels, and Michener (2021); Maebara et al. (2022); Manikas, Carter and

Bumble (2018); Marder et al. (2017); Moore and Schelling (2015); O'Brien et al. (2009);
Parker and Schillaci (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and
Westling (2016); Qian, Johnson, et al. (2018); Qian, Clary, et al. (2018); Rickson and

Warren (2018); Rillotta et al. (2020); Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera
Garcia (2020); Rose, Kelley, and Raxter (2021); Ross et al. (2013); Ryan (2014); Ryan et al.
(2019); Saarinen, Jahnukainen and Pirttimaa (2016); Schillaci et al. (2021); Schroeder,
Carter, and Simplican (2021); Spassiani, Ó Murchadha, and Clince (2021); Spassiani et al.
(2017); Spruit and Carter (2021); Stefánsdóttir and Björnsdóttir (2016); Torres et al.

(2023); Wilson et al. (2012); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018)

Influencing factors (on/of/or
for what)

Berg et al. (2017); Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh (2021); Casale‐Giannola and Kamens
(2006); Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2020); De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Díaz‐
Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez (2021); Folk, Yamamoto and Stodden (2012);
Francis, Reed, and Howard (2020); Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra (2022); Gobec,
Turnbull, and Rillotta (2022); Hendrickson et al. (2015); Jones and Goble (2012); King
et al. (2023); Kleinert et al. (2012); Kubiak (2015); Lee et al. (2021), Lifshitz (2023);
Lifshitz et al. (2018); Lindell, Daniels, and Michener (2021); Love and Mock (2019);
Madden, Carroll and Schuler (2021); Manikas, Carter, and Bumble (2018); Mock and
Love (2012); Moore and Schelling (2015); Zimmerman Nilsson, (2015); Oakes et al.

(2022); O'Brien et al. (2009); O'Rourke (2011); Papay et al. (2018); Parker and Schillaci
(2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling (2016); Qian,
Clary, et al. (2018); Rickson and Warren (2018); Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset,
and Cabrera Garcia (2020); Ross et al. (2013); Ryan (2014); Ryan et al. (2019); Sala‐Bars
et al. (2023); Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican (2021); Sheppard et al. (2018); Shogren
et al. (2018); Spassiani, Clince, and Ó Murchadha (2021); Spassiani et al. (2017); Wilson

et al. (2012); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018); Zimmerman Nilsson and
Ericsson (2012)

Improving the experience De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez
(2021); Francis, Reed, and Howard (2020); Gobec, Turnbull, and Rillotta (2022); King
et al. (2023); Kubiak (2015); Lifshitz, Meirovich, and Vakil (2023); Madden, Carroll, and
Schuler (2021); Maebara et al. (2022); Mock and Love (2012); Ryan (2014); Spassiani et al.

(2017); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018)

23 of 34

 14683156, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/bld.12626 by C

/O
 G

lucksm
an L

ibrary, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [12/11/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



TABLE 4 | Countries and methodology representation.

Countries of origin

Country Study/paper

United States (n= 41) Berg et al. (2017); Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh (2021); Butler et al. (2016); Casale‐Giannola and
Kamens (2006); Cook, Wilczenski, and Vanderberg (2017); Drew et al. (2023); Folk, Yamamoto, and
Stodden (2012); Francis, Reed, and Howard (2020); Hardman and Clark (2006); Hendrickson et al.
(2015); Hendrickson et al. (2013); Jones and Goble (2012); King et al. (2023); Kleinert et al. (2012);
Lawler, Joseph, and Greene (2018); Lee et al. (2021); Lindell, Daniels, and Michener (2021); Love and
Mock (2019); Madden, Carroll, and Schuler (2021); Manikas, Carter, and Bumble (2018); Marder
et al. (2017); Mock and Love (2012); Moore and Schelling (2015); Oakes et al. (2022); Papay et al.
(2018); Parker and Schillaci (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling
(2016); Qian, Johnson, et al. (2018); Qian, Clary, et al. (2018); Rose, Kelley and Raxter (2021); Ross
et al. (2013); Ryan et al. (2019); Ryan (2014); Schillaci et al. (2021); Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican
(2021); Sheppard‐Jones et al. (2018); Shogren et al. (2018); Spruit and Carter (2021); Torres et al.

(2023); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018)

Ireland (n= 7) Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2020); Kubiak et al. (2021); Kubiak (2017); Kubiak (2015); O'Brien et al.
(2009); Spassiani, Clince, and Ó Murchadha (2021); Spassiani et al. (2017)

Spain (n= 7) Belmonte Almagro, and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2021); Berástegui et al. (2023); Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐
Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez (2021); García‐Candel, Belmonte, and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2023); Judge and

Gasset (2015); Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera Garcia (2020); Sala‐Bars
et al. (2023)

Australia (n= 5) De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra (2022); Gobec, Turnbull,
and Rillotta (2022); O'Rourke (2011); Rillotta et al. (2020)

Israel (n= 3) Lifshitz (2023); Lifshitz, Meirovich, and Vakil (2023); Lifshitz et al. (2018)

Canada (n= 2) Saarinen, Jahnukainen, and Pirttimaa (2016); Wilson et al. (2012)

Sweden (n= 2) Zimmerman Nilsson, (2015); Zimmerman Nilsson and Ericsson (2012)

Iceland (n= 1) Stefánsdóttir and Björnsdóttir (2016)

Japan (n= 1) Maebara et al. (2022)

New Zealand (n= 1) Rickson and Warren (2018)

Methodologies used

Design Study/paper

Qualitative (n= 37) Belmonte Almagro and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2021); Berg et al. (2017); Brewer and
Movahedazarhouligh (2021); Corby, Taggart, and Cousins (2020); Francis, Reed, and Howard

(2020); García‐Candel, Belmonte, and Bernárdez‐Gómez (2023); Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra
(2022); Gobec, Turnbull, and Rillotta (2022); Jones and Goble (2012); King et al. (2023); Kleinert
et al. (2012); Kubiak et al. (2021); Kubiak (2017); Kubiak (2015); Lawler, Joseph, and Greene
(2018); Lindell, Daniels, and Michener (2021); Love and Mock (2019); Madden, Carroll, and

Schuler (2021); Manikas, Carter, and Bumble (2018); Marder et al. (2017); Mock and Love (2012);
Zimmerman Nilsson, (2015); O'Brien et al. (2009); O'Rourke (2011); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling
(2016); Qian, Clary, et al. (2018); Rickson and Warren (2018); Rillotta et al. (2020); Rodríguez

Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera Garcia (2020); Sala‐Bars et al. (2023); Saarinen,
Jahnukainen, and Pirttimaa (2016); Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican (2021); Spassiani, Clince,
and Ó Murchadha (2021); Spassiani et al. (2017); Spruit and Carter (2021); Wilson et al. (2012);

Zimmerman Nilsson and Ericsson (2012)

Quantitative (n= 21) 20 Berástegui et al. (2023); Butler et al. (2016); Drew et al. (2023); Hardman and Clark (2006);
Hendrickson et al. (2015); Hendrickson et al. (2013); Judge and Gasset (2015); Lee et al. (2021);
Lifshitz, Meirovich, and Vakil (2023); Maebara et al. (2022); Papay et al. (2018); Parker and

Schillaci (2018); Prohn, Kelley, and Westling (2018); Qian, Johnson, et al. (2018); Rose, Kelley, and
Raxter (2021); Ross et al. (2013); Ryan et al. (2019); Schillaci et al. (2021); Sheppard‐Jones et al.

(2018); Shogren et al. (2018); Torres et al. (2023)

Mixed methods (n= 12) Casale‐Giannola and Kamens (2006); Cook, Wilczenski, and Vanderberg (2017); De Souza and
Vongalis‐Macrow (2021); Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez (2021); Folk, Yamamoto,
and Stodden (2012); Lifshitz (2023); Lifshitz et al. (2018); Moore and Schelling (2015); Oakes et al.
(2022); Ryan (2014); Stefánsdóttir and Björnsdóttir (2016); Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu (2018)
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Torres et al. 2023), to improve social skills (Moore and
Schelling 2015), to achieve (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020;
Rickson and Warren 2018), get involved in what they liked
(Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021), showing others what
people with intellectual disability can achieve (Folk,
Yamamoto, and Stodden 2012; Kleinert et al. 2012) and making
choices (García‐Candel, Belmonte, and Bernárdez‐Gómez 2023;
Torres et al. 2023). Students aspired to gaining independence
(Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020; Jones and Goble 2012; Kleinert et al. 2012; Moore
and Schelling 2015; Rickson and Warren 2018; Wilson
et al. 2012), autonomy (Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐
Míguez 2021; Judge and Gasset 2015) and self‐confidence
(Judge and Gasset 2015). College can give purpose and provides
opportunities to set goals (Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018)
and opportunities to achieve them (García‐Candel, Belmonte,
and Bernárdez‐Gómez 2023). College was seen as fresh start a
gateway to employment (Berástegui et al 2023; Díaz‐Jiménez,
Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez 2021; King et al. 2023; Mock
and Love 2012; Sala‐Bars et al. 2023; Wilson et al. 2012). People
with intellectual disability wanted an opportunity to work and
earn a decent wage (Butler et al. 2016; Corby, Taggart, and
Cousins 2020). However, there were some who worried that
there may not be employment opportunities at the end of their
programme (Love and Mock 2019).

3.2 | Personal Development

The theme ‘Personal Development’ summarises how people with
intellectual disability experienced personal growth because of en-
gaging in third level education. Within this theme developing refers
to interpersonal relations, personal growth and developing skills,
knowledge and behaviours. Third level education provides social,
and relationship benefits that are equally important for people with
intellectual disability who often engage positively in social en-
vironments (Butler et al. 2016; Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020;
De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021; García‐Candel, Belmonte,
and Bernárdez‐Gómez 2023; Kleinert et al. 2012; Moore and
Schelling 2015; O'Brien et al. 2009; Rose, Kelley, and Raxter 2021;
Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican 2021; Spruit and Carter 2021;
Wilson et al. 2012), and able to integrate into communities (Judge
and Gasset 2015). Being part of a college campus afforded students
many opportunities to mix and form friendships (Butler et al. 2016;
Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; De Souza and Vongalis‐
Macrow 2021; Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez 2021;
Hardman and Clark 2006; King et al. 2023; Kleinert et al. 2012;
Moore and Schelling 2015; O'Brien et al. 2009; Prohn, Kelley, and
Westling 2016; Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican 2021; Spruit and
Carter 2021; Wilson et al. 2012) and feel socially included
(Belmonte Almagro and Bernárdez‐Gómez 2021; Lindell, Daniels,
and Michener 2021; Qian, Johnson, et al. 2018). While some stu-
dents had friendships outside of the programme (Saarinen,
Jahnukainen, and Pirttimaa 2016) most interactions and friend-
ships were amongst students who had intellectual disability
(Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021; O'Brien et al. 2009), and
staff (Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra 2022). Overall, students
enjoyed the social aspect greatly and their confidence grew from
being with people (De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021). Yet,
there was evidence to suggest that many of the friendships did not
last beyond college (Rickson and Warren 2018).

Through the various programmes students developed and increased
their skill and knowledge base (Drew et al. 2023; Folk, Yamamoto,
and Stodden 2012; Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra 2022; Kleinert
et al. 2012; Lawler, Joseph, and Greene 2018; Qian, Clary,
et al. 2018; Rickson and Warren 2018) and as a result they were
able to develop new perspectives on life (Maebara et al. 2022;
Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), learnt ‘to function in ways that
reduced the need for support’ (Prohn, Kelley, and Westling 2018),
and could live independently (Judge and Gasset 2015; Lindell,
Daniels, and Michener 2021). They learned life skills such as
reading (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020), timetables (De Souza
and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021), taking the bus on their own (Rillotta
et al. 2020; Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), engaging with
technology (De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021; Gobec, Turnbull,
and Rillotta 2022; Spassiani et al. 2017) money management
(Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020), research, a second language
(Kubiak et al. 2021; Spassiani, Clince, and Ó Murchadha 2021) and
developed a wider range of vocabulary that enabled their ability to
engage in conversations (Casale‐Giannola and Kamens 2006; De
Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021; Rose, Kelley, and Raxter 2021;
Spassiani et al. 2017) and express their opinions (Hardman and
Clark 2006). Students experienced personal growth through college
engagement and the subsequent acquisition of knowledge and skills
(Lifshitz, Meirovich, and Vakil 2023), they became more indepen-
dent and competent (Berástegui et al. 2023; Hendrickson et al. 2015;
Kleinert et al. 2012; Kubiak 2017; Manikas, Carter, and
Bumble 2018; Marder et al. 2017; Prohn, Kelley, and Westling 2018;
Ross et al. 2013) and gained employment (Ross et al. 2013; Ryan
et al. 2019). All of which contributed to students' increased sense of
confidence (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; De Souza and
Vongalis‐Macrow 2021; Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐
Míguez 2021), self‐worth, self‐awareness (Rickson and
Warren 2018), self‐esteem (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; Ro-
dríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera Garcia 2020; Ste-
fánsdóttir and Björnsdóttir 2016; Wilson et al. 2012), autonomy
(Belmonte Almagro and Bernárdez‐Gómez 2021) and self‐
determination (Cook, Wilczenski, and Vanderberg 2017; Lee
et al. 2021; Lifshitz et al. 2018; Marder et al. 2017; Parker and
Schillaci 2018; Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera
Garcia 2020; Schillaci et al. 2021; Torres et al. 2023). Maturity and
confidence increased (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; Rodríguez
Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera Garcia 2020; Wilson
et al. 2012; Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018) as did students'
ability to manage difficult situations (Hendrickson et al. 2015;
Rickson and Warren 2018; Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset,
and Cabrera Garcia 2020; Ryan 2014) and expressed pride in their
achievements (Jones and Goble 2012). The experience of adjusting
was similar to nonintellectual disability students regarding life
purpose, autonomy, mastery of environment (Hendrickson
et al. 2013). People with intellectual disability saw themselves as
more alike than different from their peers (O'Brien et al. 2009). The
improvements were not just academic, cognitive and emotional
(Lifshitz 2023), but included well‐being/behavioural changes, levels
of exercise increased, medication use reduced, and students felt
healthier (Butler et al. 2016; Spassiani et al. 2017).

3.3 | Influencing Factors

This theme identified factors that influenced the student ex-
perience, the theme is described through the subthemes, (1)
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factors that positively influenced the experience and (2) factors
that challenged the experience.

Factors that supported the experience include programme sup-
ports, progression and personal factors. Physical access to the
campus (Love and Mock 2019; Mock and Love 2012; Parker and
Schillaci 2018), a feeling of belonging (Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro,
and Yerga‐Míguez 2021; Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020; King
et al. 2023), shared space (Prohn, Kelley, and Westling 2016) and
safety was fundamental to the education experience (Lindell,
Daniels, and Michener 2021). A positive experience was achieved
through good educational student life support structures
(Hendrickson et al. 2015; Kubiak 2015; Shogren et al.2018) and
friend support (Jones and Goble 2012; Kleinert et al. 2012). Pro-
gramme staff are one of the main supports to students (Corby,
Taggart, and Cousins 2020; King et al. 2023; Kleinert et al. 2012),
and mentors being a key component to a successful student ex-
perience (O'Brien et al. 2009; Ryan 2014). Another important
component was having a flexible, open door support approach
(Qian, Clary, et al. 2018). Progression is important such as
achieving academic accomplishments (Lifshitz et al. 2018) achiev-
ing goals (Papay et al. 2018; Rickson and Warren 2018; Zhang,
Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), engaging in new roles (Manikas,
Carter, and Bumble 2018), graduating (Spassiani et al. 2017; Zhang,
Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018) and gaining employment (Moore and
Schelling 2015; Ross et al. 2013; Ryan et al. 2019; Sheppard‐Jones
et al. 2018; Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018). Living on campus
was viewed favourably by students (Prohn, Kelley, and
Westling 2018). Students are driven by a need to be like their
siblings (King et al. 2023) and families were influential in en-
couraging and supporting students (Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020; Kleinert et al. 2012; Sala‐Bars et al. 2023). Personal
characteristics that positively impacted on the experience were
having confidence in the staff, self‐determination (Folk,
Yamamoto, and Stodden 2012), self‐motivation (King et al. 2023),
having patience (Kleinert et al. 2012) and having a sense of free-
dom (Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez 2021; Brewer
and Movahedazarhouligh (2021) to engage in enjoyable activities
(Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021).

Factors that challenged the experience, describes the challenges
encountered both at a personal and organisational level. Personal
challenges (Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican 2021) were often
related to anxiety (Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021; Wilson
et al. 2012; Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), fear (Corby,
Taggart, and Cousins 2020), frustration (Madden, Carroll, and
Schuler 2021), self‐doubt (Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), ex-
clusion (Zimmerman Nilsson, 2015; O'Rourke 2011) apprehension
as a result of communication difficulties (De Souza and Vongalis‐
Macrow 2021; King et al. 2023) for some they were anxious about
meeting new people especially at the beginning of the programme
(Casale‐Giannola and Kamens 2006). Students expressed that they
found it difficult to make relationships with lecturers and students
(Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020; Zimmerman Nilsson and
Ericsson 2012). Some people with intellectual disability had little
awareness of their disability and were uncomfortable about dis-
closure (Berg et al. 2017). Upon programme commencement stu-
dents had more executive functioning challenges such as difficulties
with working memory and concentration compared to their peers
without disabilities (Lee et al. 2021). Other difficulties students
faced were getting up early (Spassiani et al. 2017), time

management, campus orientation (Wilson et al. 2012), money
management (Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018) and managing
transport and access to college (Wilson et al. 2012; Zhang,
Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018). Challenges associated with the pro-
gramme related to instructor competence (Rodríguez Herrero,
Izuzquiza Gasset, and Cabrera Garcia 2020) and staff having a poor
understanding of people with intellectual disability (Brewer and
Movahedazarhouligh 2021), policy level barriers relating to campus
recreation and sports engagement (Oakes et al. 2022) and mobility
environmental issues (Rodríguez Herrero, Izuzquiza Gasset, and
Cabrera Garcia 2020; Spassiani et al. 2017). Students found the
experience of attending college challenging (Spassiani, Clince, and
Ó Murchadha 2021), often being their first exposure to third level
academia (Lifshitz 2023). Difficulties were experienced in relation
to transition (Gobec, Rillotta, and Raghavendra 2022) to assessment
(Spassiani et al. 2017), content (Schroeder, Carter, and
Simplican 2021), managing expectations and building relationships
(Casale‐Giannola and Kamens 2006; Wilson et al. 2012; Zhang,
Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018) and online learning (Gobec, Turnbull,
and Rillotta 2022).

3.4 | Improving the Experience

This theme describes opinions from people with intellectual dis-
ability on how to improve the experience of third level education.
People with intellectual disability when engaging in third level
education want to be trusted with personal decision making (Díaz‐
Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐Míguez2021; Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020; Kubiak 2015), and to be the primary contact (Mock
and Love 2012) for correspondence. It is important for them to
learn to live independently from their parents (Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020). Mentoring and tutoring support is a vital compo-
nent of any programme (Spassiani et al. 2017; Zhang, Grenwelge,
and Petcu 2018), and ‘meaningful’ parent support (Francis, Reed,
and Howard 2020). Programmes need to ensure that students are
challenged (Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018) and equipped to
identify their own needs and be able to identify and request
resources/supports (Berg et al. 2017). Students suggested that
programmes should offer the option of selecting modules to align
with their interests and needs (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020;
Mock and Love 2012). Additionally, students felt that they would
have benefited from better preparation during secondary or high
school education and recommended receiving programme details
in advance to help with informed decision‐making before starting
their studies (Mock and Love 2012). Practical strategies to support
learning were suggested such as colour coding, use of pictures,
timely notes, handouts, memory aids (De Souza and Vongalis‐
Macrow 2021; Madden, Carroll, and Schuler 2021), highlight areas
of importance and include clearer readings (Madden, Carroll, and
Schuler 2021). Suggested programme activities were choir, walks
and games (De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021), goal setting,
problem solving, stress and anxiety management training (Francis,
Reed, and Howard 2020; Zhang, Grenwelge, and Petcu 2018), field
trips (Madden, Carroll, and Schuler 2021) and skills training (e.g.
money management, taking transportation training and cooking).
Students expressed that they would like volunteering opportuni-
ties (King et al. 2023) and increased community engagement. For
online programmes they require extra support, and they miss the
contact with lecturers and other students (Gobec, Turnbull, and
Rillotta 2022). Furthermore, students expressed a preference for
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more years in college (Díaz‐Jiménez, Terrón‐Caro, and Yerga‐
Míguez 2021; Lifshitz 2023), opportunities for continuous learning
(Maebara et al. 2022), a chance to live on campus (Ryan 2014) and
that the campus environment should be accessible for example,
ramps, signposting clear help points and so forth (Spassiani
et al. 2017).

4 | Discussion

This scoping review sought to provide a comprehensive over-
view of how people with intellectual disability experience third
level education within a college campus. Supporting inclusive
education environments are important for people with intel-
lectual disabilities who often experience social exclusion (van
Asselt‐Goverts, Embregts, and Hendriks 2015). Third level
education offers opportunities to be active participants in soci-
ety, connecting with others and developing positive social
identities and skills to support independence (Chadwick and
Fullwood 2018). Students were thankful for the variety of
opportunities and experiences that allowed them to achieve an
academic award (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020). They ap-
preciated the opportunity to study in a third level college, and
they flourished, enjoyed the experience of being part of a
campus community and valued the friendships they made, even
though such relationships may not last outside of college. Stu-
dents identified the challenges they encountered and sugges-
tions for an improved experience were evident throughout the
review papers.

This review concurs with previous research that third level
education is advantageous for people with intellectual dis-
ability. The experience enables networking, a means to achieve
and realise ambitions. Students were thankful for the college
experience and described it as the ‘best gift I have had in my
lifetime’ (Ryan 2014), having a place in the world and different
to ‘day services’ (Corby, Taggart, and Cousins 2020). When
colleges have the right structures and supports students with
intellectual disability had similar experiences to their peers
without intellectual disability (Hendrickson et al. 2015;
Hendrickson et al. 2013; Carpenter 2023) and they were able to
meet academic challenges and successfully complete pro-
grammes. They recognised that college provides opportunities
to be part of something bigger where one can learn, share and
grow (Carpenter 2023). Students enjoyed living on campus,
being involved in campus activities, having choice, making
friends (Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021), having college
roles that show they are valued (Manikas, Carter, and
Bumble 2018; Rickson and Warren 2018) and being contribut-
ing members of the campus community for example becoming
an advocate or supporting other students (Kleinert et al. 2012).

The experience was influenced to some extent by other people
especially staff connected to the programme, parents and family.
While the support of parents was important (Kleinert et al. 2012)
students were glad of an opportunity to be independent of their
parents (Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020). Students were happy
that their parents were proud of their achievements and for
studying in a third level college (Corby, Taggart, and
Cousins 2020). Staff were supportive (Becht et al. 2020; Corby,
Taggart, and Cousins 2020), inclusive, respectful, provided

direction (Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020) and offered emotional
support (Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020; Kleinert et al. 2012),
making students feel just like everyone else, as if they hadn't a
disability (O'Brien et al. 2009).

When colleges have little awareness of disability and don't
understand the need for supports and strategies to overcome the
inherent challenges of disability, students with intellectual
disability face issues related to ‘diminishing autonomy, privacy
and dignity’ issues (Francis, Reed, and Howard 2020). Students
can find assessments challenging (Casale‐Giannola and
Kamens 2006), others found it difficult to express their ideas
(De Souza and Vongalis‐Macrow 2021). The 2012 study con-
ducted by Wilson et al. identified several other challenges en-
countered by intellectual disability students such as navigating
the campus, accessing campus resources, time management
skills, managing academic stress, developing relationships with
academic staff and peers, developing friendships, coping with
personal identity issues and living independently. Zimmerman
Nilsson (2015) observed that students with intellectual disability
can be treated differently and excluded if the right conditions
are not in place. Often it takes just getting to know people with
disability to breakdown ableist and stereotypes attitudes
(Carpenter 2023; Beunza‐García et al. 2023). It is equally as
important to provide staff with training and support to be able
to work effectively with this population of students. Education
can address stereotypical attitudes and address issues such as
low expectations and lack of appropriate supports that con-
tribute to the difficulties and challenges people with intellectual
disability face when accessing and engaging in third level
education (Doyle, Mc Guckin, and Shevlin 2017; Moriña,
Perera, and Carballo et al., 2020).

In the studies included in this review, adults with intellectual
disabilities received mainly certificate awards some of which
were attendance certificates. Only one programme was awarded
at degree level (Lifshitz et al. 2018), there was little evidence of
clear progression pathways for students to progress their stud-
ies. Each individual student experiences inclusion differently
(Gilson et al. 2020) however, once students become established,
they can feel a sense of belonging and achievement incentivis-
ing a wish to engage in further third level education (Becht
et al. 2020). Students attend third level education with the belief
that they will gain employment (Corby, Taggart, and
Cousins 2020). Having an employment component to pro-
grammes can enhance students' opportunities to gain employ-
ment after they complete their education (Berástegui,
et al. 2023). Matching students to programmes that will facili-
tate their needs and ambitions are important, third level insti-
tutions need to be cognisant of this and develop programmes
that have clear outcomes, are student focused and provide
meaningful qualifications.

From this review it is evident that when students with an
intellectual disability become confident, and secure they want
more autonomy (Hendrickson et al. 2013; Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020) and independence (Francis, Reed, and
Howard 2020; Moore and Schelling 2015). Students made sug-
gestions for improved college experience such as wanting their
parents and course facilitators to trust them more (Francis,
Reed, and Howard 2020). Technology support (Berg et al. 2017)
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and having access to the campus was important to their per-
sonal development (Love and Mock 2019). Others sought
increased social engagement and living on campus opportuni-
ties (Ryan 2014). Mobility/transport was also considered an
important consideration (Prohn, Kelley, and Westling 2016).
Programme and academic staff play a fundamental role to a
successful student experience, providing support, planning and
accessible programme content (Smith and Myers 2024). To
create a sense of belonging it is necessary to have; shared space,
shared experiences, shared understanding and shared interest
(Schroeder, Carter, and Simplican 2021) and it is important to
include fun activities (Prohn, Kelley, and Westling 2016).
Strategies such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) when
successfully implemented are valuable resources for faculty,
such resources support good student engagement and support
programme content planning and evaluation (Watts and
McKenna 2022), addressing challenges of instruction, and
content accessible and assessment and engagement opportuni-
ties for students. Scheef, Hollingshead, and Barrio (2020) rec-
ommend for instructors' ways to increase learning and address
the difficulties students face, the recommendations include
adopting flexible teaching strategies, enlisting peer support,
make curricular connections, having discussion entry points
and consider grading alternatives. Watts, Davis, and López
(2023) suggests that direct communication between lecturers
and students promotes more effective teaching and a better
student experience.

As noted in this review peer/mentor supports are especially
helpful in promoting the development of social skills, creating a
sense of belonging, student engagement, and learning (Gibbons
et al. 2018; Jones and Goble 2012; Watts and McKenna 2022).
Peer mentoring is successful in supporting students with
intellectual disability to achieve academic success, employment
and personal goals (Heron, Agarwal, and Burke 2023), to feel
connected and to practice ways of interacting in a new en-
vironment (Watts, Davis, and López 2023). Peer support is a key
programme component and when developing a programme at
third level one of the first tasks is to identify a peer support
model (Ryan 2014; Freedman, Lackey, and Becht 2022).

Commencing college can be stressful (Crack and Doyle‐
Baker 2022) due to daily academic and personal challenges,
people with intellectual disability often find change difficult
(Hsieh, Scott, and Murthy 2020). Like many students, before
commencing college some students in this review were shy and
unsure of themselves, they questioned their ability to thrive,
make friends and succeed. Even though many students are
aware that their programme is tailored to their strengths some
have little understanding of the true purpose of the programme
(Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021) or their need for sup-
ports (Berg et al. 2017), and it can take time to engage into the
learning environment (Brewer and Movahedazarhouligh 2021).
It is well documented that people with intellectual disability
experience higher rates of anxiety than their peers without
intellectual disability (Reardon, Gray, and Melvin 2015; Hsieh,
Scott, and Murthy 2020; Hofmann 2023). If a student's stress
and anxiety is not addressed, student mental health, relation-
ships and academic success are negatively impacted
(Hofmann 2023; Pascoe et al. 2020). From the review it is evi-
dent that students are aware of this barrier to academic success,

and they would like to see the inclusion of stress and anxiety
management in their programmes of study. It is crucial to
acknowledge the impact of stress and implement support sys-
tems and strategies to better manage interpersonal stressors
(Hsieh, Scott, and Murthy 2020). For example, transition pro-
grammes, mentorship support (Watts and McKenna 2022) and
the creation of inclusive and equitable learning environments
(Hsu and Goldsmith 2021). Additionally, training programmes
for faculty and staff on awareness and inclusive teaching
methods (Jones et al. 2022; Watts et al. 2024; Burgin et al. 2017;
Jones et al. 2016; Moriña, Perera, and Carballo 2020) can make
a significant difference to the student experience. Equipping
students with the skills to seek well‐being support (Douwes
et al. 2023) and incorporating enjoyable activities into pro-
grammes, as highlighted in this review, are also essential for
fostering a supportive environment.

There is much debate about inclusion versus segregated edu-
cation for people with intellectual disability (Hornby and
Kauffman 2024). Despite moves to create inclusive education
for children and young adults with intellectual disability in
mainstream education most receive their education in some
form of segregated setting either a segregated classroom or
school (Agran et al. 2020; Murphy et al. 2023). Many do not
receive career guidance and are usually not aware of the
availability of postsecondary education programmes (Mock and
Love 2012; Sheppard‐Jones et al. 2015). It is worth noting that
when a person with intellectual disability finishes secondary
school education, they may have never used public transport on
their own or engaged independently in other activities most
adults take for granted (Merrells, Buchanan, and Waters 2019;
Wilson et al. 2017). Before attending third level education or
other courses/employment it is necessary to develop career and
education pathways for students which would provide them
with options to achieve personal goals and alleviate any
uncertainty they may have. To support the decision‐making
process prospective students would benefit from the provision
of clear and accessible information on the application process
and on what they can expect (Stinnett, Lazo, and Pound 2023).
Irrespective of the level of inclusion third level programmes
need to meet the needs of each individual student (Watts, Davis,
and López 2023). Such programmes need to be developed
within context and planned for success and sustainability. The
fully inclusion model is desirable and achievable however the
other models of delivery have their merits and can be used as
stepping blocks in the person's education journey.

The evidence from this review highlights a growing interest in
supporting people with intellectual disability to attend third
level education. In the United States, there is a well‐established
tradition in providing third level education for people with
intellectual disability, they have moved from more segregated
models towards fully inclusive programmes where the student
with intellectual disability is immersed into campus life without
barriers. Other counties such as Ireland are increasingly
adopting the initiatives and structures pioneered in America.
Such growth is influenced by the introduction of legislation and
provision of funding. The majority of programmes in this
review were described as inclusive followed by mixed/hybrid
model programmes. However, a substantial proportion of
studies provided very little programme context description. The
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absence of accurate description makes it difficult to compare
programmes and hence possibly making progress in education
provision that bit more difficult (Strnadová et al. 2023). There is
a growing body of research in this area however, Brady (2021),
likens the development of such programmes and research to a
metaphor of building an aircraft while in flight. As evidenced in
this review the research supporting third level education for
people with intellectual consists of a wide variety of research
design, collection and analysis methods. Researchers need to be
cognisant of the need to provide accurate contextual informa-
tion for example, programme models, participants, awards,
duration, student progress, assessment (Becht et al. 2020; Ser-
rano Fernández and Viguera Monje 2024). For sustainable
growth the establishment of a framework or agenda to inform
and develop policy, legislation, practice and future research and
research funding needs to be considered (Brady 2021).

5 | Conclusions

While more and more third level institutions are opening their
doors to people with intellectual disability the numbers remain
small, however, demand continues to grow (Carpenter 2023). It
is vital that third level opportunities are supportive and student‐
centred, providing meaningful qualifications that will support
people with intellectual disability to live independent lives
(Watts, Davis, and López 2023). People with intellectual dis-
ability carry a label that contributes to segregation and is
associated with lower expectations and reduced opportunities.
By providing people with an intellectual disability educational
opportunities to develop their knowledge, and skills they can
realise their aspirations and full potential as adults. Third level
educational institutions are well placed to provide challenging,
inclusive education programmes for people with intellectual
disability that will afford them purpose and opportunities. Up to
this point, much of the PSE development has not been informed
by people with intellectual disability and it is clear from this
review that they appreciate the opportunities, they know what
they want and they have opinions on how to tailor programmes
to meet their needs. If future development is to be successful
and sustainable there needs to be a more structured framework
to guide policy, legislation, research and development.
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