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Abstract. Persons with severe physical disabilities are disadvantaged in the postsecondary education and the workforce due
to inadequate education and educational supports. One of these educational supports is the availability of reliable and trained
24/7/365 personal assistance. Without adequate access to personal assistance, individuals with severe physical disabilities simply
cannot attend and graduate from postsecondary degree programs. It is clear that if individuals with high support needs cannot
live within the educational environment, they will not be able to succeed in the educational environment. This article examines
the nature of this problem, describes current models of postsecondary disability support structures, and explores the difficulties
and challenges inherent in personal assistance service provision. It is hoped that this discussion will prompt broader discourse
regarding postsecondary services for students with severe physical disabilities and impact their participation in higher education.
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1. Introduction

Persons with disabilities, especially those with se-
vere physical disabilities, often experience great dif-
ficulty entering and succeeding in the workforce due
to inadequate education and educational supports [7].
Individuals with severe physical disabilities need help
with activities of daily living (ADLs) and instrumental
activities of daily living (IADLs) through either tech-
nologic or human assistance [12,15,22,23,60]. While
this is often discussed in relation to older adults being
able to remain in their homes (e.g. [1–4,11,16,21,24])
or in workplace personal assistants (e.g. [5,6,10,31,36,
42,50,52–54,61,63]), sufficient conversation related to
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the need for personal assistance while attending post-
secondary institutions seems to be missing.

The intent of this article is to bring this discussion
to the forefront by exploring the: (a) characteristics of
individuals with severe physical disabilities, (b) current
models and descriptions of disability support services
in higher education, and (c) difficulties and challenges
imbedded in providing postsecondary personal assis-
tance support services for individuals with severe phys-
ical limitations. It is anticipated that this discussion
will motivate broader discourse about serving students
with severe physical disabilities in American higher
education institutions.

2. Individuals with severe physical disability and
the need for personal assistance

Severe physical disability has been defined in a num-
ber of ways, from a social construct [2] to difficul-
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ty with task accomplishment or activities of daily liv-
ing (ADLs) and instrumental activities of daily living
(IADLs) [11,15,22,23,60]. In most of these latter def-
initions, severe physical disability is characterized by
functional limitations to the extent that the individual
is unable to perform ADLs and IADLs on his or her
own and needs personal/human assistance (PA) to ac-
complish those tasks [17,21,24]. Kennedy, LaPlante,
and Kaye noted that “people with ADL limitations, and
in particular those needing assistance, are considered
to have fairly severe disabilities” [22, p. 1]. Guralnik
more specifically defined severe physical disability as
when “the individual needs help with three or more of
the six ADLs (eating, dressing, bathing, transferring,
using the toilet, and walking across a small room)” [15,
p. 162]. This definition of severe physical disabili-
ty, with the emphasis on the need for personal assis-
tance, is generally supported throughout the disability
and health care literature (cf. [12,19,33,35,60]).

However, Verbrugge, Rennert, and Madans not-
ed that individuals “rarely allow disablement to take
its course without efforts to retard or stop the
process. . . Personal and equipment assistance reduce
task demand. . . They operate at the immediate periph-
ery of the individual. . . Both kinds of assistance aim
to solve problems” [59, p. 384]. In other words, in-
dividuals with severe physical disabilities work dili-
gently to offset their functional limitations, and be-
cause of their extensive needs, solve these difficulties
through heavy reliance on personal and technological
assistance. Those with the most severe physical dis-
abilities may use a variety of assistive technologies but
rely substantially on personalized, human assistance to
perform everyday tasks.

According to Hoenig et al., personal assistance ser-
vices (PAS) refers to

human help provided to individuals in specific
activities that are generally obligatory for bodily
maintenance and for living in the community, com-
prising the activities of daily living (ADLs; bathing,
dressing, transferring from a bed or chair, toilet-
ing, and eating) and the instrumental activities of
daily living (IADLs; such as taking medications
and shopping for groceries). PAS include all help,
whether hands-on, standby, or supervisory, whether
paid or unpaid [17, p. S99].

A number of authors have noted that assistive tech-
nology (AT) can often augment but not replace human
help for these individuals [3,17,21,22,24]. What is of-
ten not noted in the literature is that for individuals

with severe physical disabilities, access to personal as-
sistance is necessary 24 hours a day, 7 days a week,
365 days a year. While the person will not require as-
sistance every minute of every day, proximal standby
help must be continuously available. Consider person-
al care, for example: In addition to the normal daytime
activities, during sleeping hours assistance for essential
needs such as turning while in bed or arranging pillows
and bedding are required. In the event of illness or
emergency, assistance must be available and reliable.
If the required PA is not available when it is needed,
the student will not be able to live successfully in that
environment. For tasks common to academic activities,
such as turning book pages, opening doors, reaching
for items, and turning on/off lights, assistance must be
available when it is needed, or again the student will not
be able to sustain pursuit of a postsecondary education.

LaPlante et al. [24] noted that PA services occur
across a continuum or hierarchy of expanding needs;
the need for PA services, of course, being more acute
as the number of ADL and IADL deficits likewise in-
creases. As noted by Newcomer, Kang, LaPlante, and
Kaye [30, p. S205], “rates of unmet need increased
as the number of ADL limitations increased.” When
there is not enough personal or technical assistance, the
needs of a person with a severe physical disability go
unmet, and may cause a cascade of secondary health
complications, such as discomfort, weight loss, dehy-
dration, falls, and burns [24], as well as the inability to
function in school, work, and community settings.

There is an extensive and burgeoning literature on
personal assistance for older individuals with severe
physical disabilities and limitations (e.g. [1–4,11,17,
21,24]) as well as the use of personal assistants in em-
ployment settings (e.g. [5,6,10,31,36,42,50,52–54,61,
63]). Yet only one study could be located that dealt
specifically with the need for personal assistants for
individuals with severe physical disabilities in postsec-
ondary education and that study describes services in
England (cf. [32]).

This total exclusion of research and discussion about
this issue likely reflects the dilemma surrounding the
relatively small number of individuals affected com-
pared to those with other disabilities enrolling in higher
education (such as individuals with learning disabili-
ties or less-severe physical disabilities). This is further
exacerbated with their comparatively higher resource-
intensive needs and the lack of legal mandates for the
provision of personal assistance services in postsec-
ondary education as opposed to those found in sec-
ondary education [58,59]. However, it is clear that
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post-secondary education degrees are essential for all
individuals to obtain and retain competitive employ-
ment [13,46,47,49] and this may be especially true for
individuals with severe physical disabilities.

It is also clear that this dilemma is not easily resolved
and has many layers of intricacies. For example, the
transition from secondary education to postsecondary
education, and being away from home for the first time,
is overwhelming to many first-year students. Normally,
secondary schools are responsible for hiring, training,
and supervising personal assistants for high school stu-
dents with assessed needs and the student and his/her
parents are not usually involved in that process. State
and local elementary and secondary education agen-
cies that accept federal education funding are required
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) to provide personal services and aides, includ-
ing PAS personnel, as warranted to ensure that students
with disabilities are afforded a free appropriate public
education.

On the other hand, postsecondary institutions are not
legally required to provide similar services with regard
to personal assistants [58,59]. Thus, incoming students
with severe disabilities must face the more typical aca-
demic and social demands of a first-year experience
while also negotiating the inherent difficulties of find-
ing, hiring, and managing human assistants for help
with school work and for the most private and personal
of bodily tasks. From the perspective of the institution,
meeting the very resource-intensive needs of a small
minority of students is difficult to justify given the in-
creasing numbers of students with disabilities entering
higher education and whose needs can be met more
simply through computer technology or physical and
environmental accessibility [49,51].

The US Department of Education [58,59] has made
it clear that postsecondary institutions cannot discrim-
inate against individuals with disabilities due to Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act and Title II of the
Americans with Disabilities Act. These acts indicate
that postsecondary institutions must provide appropri-
ate auxiliary aids (such as videotext displays and assis-
tive listening systems) and academic adjustments (such
as priority registration and reduced course load) to stu-
dents with disabilities who show need. However, per-
sonal assistants are not included in these mandates.

An issue that is often misunderstood by postsec-
ondary officials and students is the provision of per-
sonal aids and services. Personal aids and services,
including help in bathing, dressing, or other per-
sonal care, are not required to be provided by post-

secondary institutions. The Section 504 regula-
tion states: Recipients [postsecondary institutions
that receive federal funding] need not provide atten-
dants, individually prescribed devices, readers for
personal use or study, or other devices or services
of a personal nature. Title II of the ADA similarly
states that personal services are not required [58].

However, from the perspective of the individual with
a severe physical disability, the lack of personal assis-
tance services in higher education may become the deal
breaker for entering and being successful in the post-
secondary environment and in future career endeavors.

3. Demographics of individuals with severe
physical disabilities

The US Census Bureau [55] and Jans and Stod-
dard [19] noted that the definitions of disability used
by the federal government in programs, policies, and
population surveys have changed over the years and are
often not in agreement. In many cases, individuals with
severe physical disabilities are not separated from indi-
viduals with less-severe physical disabilities, let alone
from individuals with other disabilities (e.g., cognitive,
psychological, and learning impairments). When pos-
sible we have been selective about our use of terms;
we use “disability” when all disabilities are included,
“physical disability” when the disability impairs motor
functions or mobility, and “severe physical disability”
when a majority of ADLs and IADLs are affected, as
suggested by Guralnik [15] and others.

In 1998, Stoddard et al. [43] reported that 32.1 mil-
lion individuals or 18.7 percent of individuals ages 15
to 64 reported a severe disability. Similarly, Stein-
metz [40] reported that in 2002, some 51.2 million
Americans (18.1 percent of the total population) had
some level of disability, and 32.5 million (11.5 percent
of the total population) had a severe disability, although
this included individuals with developmental disabili-
ties [40]. In the same survey, about 10.6 million (4.8
percent) of individuals aged 15 or older had difficulty
with one or more ADLs or IADLs and needed assis-
tance. About 5.1 million (2.3 percent) required person-
al assistance with three or more ADLs or IADLS [40],
thus fitting the most stringent definition of severe phys-
ical disability by Guralnik [15]. It is clear that individ-
uals with severe physical disabilities constitute a sig-
nificant segment – nearly 10 percent of all individuals
with disabilities – of the U.S. population.
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3.1. Enrollment and persistence in secondary and
postsecondary education

Individuals with disabilities have marginally partic-
ipated, succeeded, and enjoyed the benefits of a post-
secondary education, although the situation is improv-
ing [7]. Belch [7, p. 5] noted that mere “attendance
on campus does not equate to earning a degree” for
many individuals with disabilities. She noted that at-
tendance did not automatically translate to persistence
and graduation.

Steinmetz [40] reported that about 10.4 percent of
individuals age 25 to 64 without disabilities did not
complete high school, compared to 14.6 for individ-
uals with a nonsevere disability, and 26.6 percent for
individuals with a severe disability. Similar trends con-
tinued to postsecondary education. Slightly over 43
percent of individuals without disabilities completed a
college degree, compared with 32.5 percent of individ-
uals with nonsevere disabilities, and 21.9 percent for
individuals with severe disabilities [40].

College enrollment for individuals with disabilities
is 50 percent lower for people with than people without
disabilities [13,49]. Stodden et al. determined that the
“proportion of first-time, full-time students with dis-
abilities tripled between 1978 and 1994 from 2.6% to
9.2% . . . By 1998, the full range of students with dis-
abilities (i.e. part-time students and students enrolled
in graduate programs) had risen to 10.5% of the post-
secondary student population” [49, p. 189].

While Belch [7] noted that only 12% of all individu-
als with disabilities entering college actually graduate,
Stodden [44] reported that more than half of all students
with disabilities who enrolled in postsecondary edu-
cation persist to graduation. These attrition rates are
higher than for other student groups. Stodden quoted
the National Center for Educational Statistics’ (NCES)
1999 report that found that, five years after launching
their postsecondary program 41% of students with dis-
abilities reported they had earned the intended degree
or credential, with an additional 12 percent remaining
enrolled in their course of study. It is clear, as the Na-
tional Center for the Study of Postsecondary Education
Supports declared, “persons with disabilities enroll and
maintain their participation in postsecondary education
at a much lower rate than the general population” [28,
p. 1] which undoubtedly corresponds to lower rates of
full-time, well-paid employment.

3.2. Employment of individuals with severe physical
disability

In 2000, physical disabilities affected 6.2 percent of
the working-age population [55]. Although over 75
percent of Americans 16 to 64 years of age without dis-
abilities are employed, only 31.7 percent of the com-
parative cohort of individuals with physical disabilities
are employed – a gap of over 43 percent [56]. This
gap likely widens for individuals with severe physical
disabilities – for example, Stoddard et al. [43] reported
that only 26.1 percent of individuals with severe dis-
abilities ages 21 to 64 were employed at a job or in a
business. Kaye [20] and the National Council on Dis-
ability [29] reported that this gap has been relatively
consistent since the mid-1990s.

While less than 10 percent of working-age adults
lived at or below the poverty rate, their peers with dis-
abilities were almost twice as likely (18.8 percent) to do
so [55]. Steinmetz [40] reported that median earnings
for individuals with no disability were $25,000, for in-
dividuals with nonsevere disability were $22,000, and
for those with severe disability, $12,800. The National
Council on Disability [29] recently concurred with both
of these data points. Perhaps lower salaries, and thus
increased poverty levels are due to fewer individuals
with disabilities attaining college degrees, as Shaw and
Scott [37] and Horn and Berktold [18] reported that
individuals with disabilities who graduate from college
have very similar employment rates and salaries as their
non-disabled counterparts.

Kaye [20] revealed that individuals with severe phys-
ical disabilities, such as quadriplegia, often reported
being unable to work, not due to health reasons but
due to the severity of their functional limitation – likely
indicating the lack of workplace assistive technology
and/or personal assistance. Conversely he reported “it
is clear that people with disabilities who are able to
work have seen significant improvements in employ-
ment opportunities” [21, p. 39]. Again, it is likely
that many employment opportunities are predicated on
postsecondary degrees.

The National Council on Disability [29, p. 126] em-
phasized: “The time may be closer than any of us care
to acknowledge when public resources or attitudes no
longer will be able or willing to sustain high levels of
dependency [for individuals with disabilities]. Viable
strategies for replacing dependency with opportunities
for productive employment are urgently needed.”
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4. Current models of disability support services in
American higher education

Postesecondary disability support services are at the
crosshairs of two strong but opposing trends. While
students with disabilities are enrolling in higher edu-
cation institutions at unprecedented rates (from a low
of less than three percent in 1978 to over 17 percent in
2000), budget support for higher education in general
and support services specifically are shrinking [8,16].
This has resulted in variable, sometimes minimal or
patchwork models of disability support services, espe-
cially for individuals with high support needs resulting
from a physical disability. Belch [7] noted that dis-
ability support services range from a single individu-
al in charge of all accommodations, services, and pro-
grams for all students with disabilities, to departments
with a full range of services and staff who specialize
in specific areas of disability, and every configuration
in between these two extremes. She also noted a clear
and distinct difference between services that focus on
inclusion versus accommodation. According to Belch,
inclusion means that all aspects of the instructional, ed-
ucational, and living environments are accessible and
welcoming to all individuals, while accommodations
means that accessibility and integration are often after-
thoughts subsequent to someone with a disability ap-
pearing at the doorstep. When services, supports, and
programs reflect the latter approach, “there may be a
significant disconnect between the knowledge and ex-
pectations of secondary school providers and student
with that of the higher education community” [7, p. 6].
Similarly, Stodden and Conway [45, p. 27] remarked

Postsecondary educational services, supports, and
programs available to students with disabilities: (a)
vary extensively across states as well as from cam-
pus to campus; (b) are generally not well developed
or linked programmatically to instruction; and (c)
tend to lean toward advocacy, informational ser-
vices, or remediation of content rather than support
in the compensation areas necessary for indepen-
dent learning and self-reliance.

Stodden and Conway continued that the quality and
breadth of such services was variable – a fact clearly
recognized by the consumers of these services.

4.1. Students’ evaluations of disability support
services

The National Center for Education Statistics [27] re-
ported that among students with disabilities, 26 percent

reported receiving disability-related services or accom-
modations, although 22 percent reported not receiving
the ones they needed. This rate was lower at private,
for-profit schools (10.6 percent), than for public 4-year
(21.2 percent), public 2-year (23.2 percent), or private,
not-for-profit 4-year schools (24.0 percent).

These findings are verified in research asking stu-
dents with disabilities as consumers of these programs,
about their experiences and satisfaction with current
levels and types of programs, supports, and services.
In a study of 10 postsecondary institutions across the
nation, students with disabilities felt disability service
offices were understaffed and aimed solely at students
with the most urgent needs [13]. “They also indicat-
ed that postsecondary support service providers should
focus on each individual’s needs rather than a formu-
la according to the individual’s disability. Because of
these types of difficulties, students discussed the need
for individual internal motivation to succeed in postsec-
ondary education” [p. 44][13]. One conclusion from
this study was that “students would be better served at
postsecondary institutions if there were a more com-
prehensive network of support services, working coop-
eratively to support students with disabilities and edu-
cating peers and faculty” [13, p. 45].

This also was a conclusion of a study by Lehmann,
Davies, and Laurin [25] of 35 college students with
a variety of disabilities. Their findings included four
dominant themes of students with disabilities experi-
ences in postsecondary education. These included:

1. The lack of understanding and acceptance con-
cerning disabilities in general and their disabili-
ties in particular, on the part of people in general,
fellow students, staff, and even faculty.

2. The lack of adequate services to assist in tackling
academic and nonacademic responsibilities.

3. The lack of sufficient financial resources and the
knowledge of how to acquire them, to live a more
self-sufficient life.

4. The lack of self-advocacy skills and training
needed to live independently. (p. 2)

Comparable results were found in a 1993 study by
West, Kregel, Getzel, Ming, Ipsen, and Martin [62].
Amid complaints of inadequate or spotty services, stu-
dents reported feeling like advocating for services and
accommodations was a constant struggle. Findings
also included that many students with disabilities re-
marked the office or coordinator of services for stu-
dents with disabilities had made valiant but largely in-
effective attempts to alleviate their distress or provide
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needed services and accommodations. While most stu-
dents were largely satisfied and had seen improvements
in services, many felt that including students in devel-
oping disability-related policies and services would be
beneficial.

4.2. Empirical studies of postsecondary disability
support services

Few empirical studies have been conducted to deter-
mine the “full range” of types and extent of postsec-
ondary services, supports, and programs for students
with disabilities. One of the earliest studies was con-
ducted by Stilwell and Schulker [41], and reviewed ser-
vices and programs at 39 public and private colleges
and journal colleges. A second effort was document-
ed by Marion and Iovacchini [26]. These researchers
surveyed 155 colleges to determine program efforts re-
sulting from the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. Five more
recent studies, all produced since 2001, will be high-
lighted.

Two studies used overlapping data sets obtained by
the National Center for the Study of Postsecondary Ed-
ucation Supports (NCSSPES): Stodden et al. [49] and
Tagayuna et al. [51]. In the 2001 report, AHEAD and
non-AHEAD members were surveyed in 1999 concern-
ing, among other research questions, the supports or
accommodations provided to students with disabilities
on their respective campuses. Disability support cen-
ter staff was asked to indicate how often during a cal-
endar year they offered each of the 34 supports listed
on the survey. Of interest to this article, is that, while
the range of services mentioned is broad – from job
placement services to document conversion to adaptive
furniture, personal assistance aside from note takers as
a support for individuals with severe disabilities is not
listed among the items.

The second study by Tagayuna et al. [51] repeated
the prior study to compare the change over a two-year
time period. Again, although this study divided the 34
supports into six categories (common generic supports,
educational and personal strategies instruction, career
assessment and work experiences, assistive technology
supports, administrative support, and financial assis-
tance), no mention was made of personal assistance for
individuals with substantial physical limitations, be-
yond note takers. Christ and Stodden [8] conducted a
factor analytic study of the same data and determined
that the majority of the 34 services fit under four cat-
egories of: (a) strategies, (b) assistive technology, (c)
accommodations, and (d) vocation work support.

Pingry [34] studied the records of 1,289 students
with a variety of disabilities from three postsecondary
institutions in Missouri. Her list of 15 disability sup-
ports included classroom assistants, for example note
takers or laboratory assistants, but did not include per-
sonal assistants for personal ADLs or IADLs. She con-
cluded that nearly 20 percent of students with physi-
cal disabilities (which she defined as including deaf-
ness and hearing loss, low vision and blindness, and
mobility, systemic, or disease-related disabilities) used
classroom assistants.

Singh [39] performed a study focusing solely on
postsecondary students with orthopedic disabilities in
terms of service provision in four categories: (a) struc-
tural accessibility, (b) academic accessibility, (c) dorm-
living, and (d) recreational opportunities. Interestingly,
Singh defined accessibility of dorm living as “availabil-
ity of wheelchair accessible dorm rooms throughout
residence halls, accessible laundry facilities, accessi-
ble bathrooms, accessible dining rooms, accessible fire
exits, availability of 24 hour nurse on call in the res-
idence halls, on-campus repair of mobility equipment
such as wheelchairs and crutches, and help in the re-
cruitment and training of personal care assistants” [39,
p. 368]. Respondents were asked to rate each of these
areas on a 1 to 5 scale, with a rating of 4 or 5 indicating
accessibility. The investigator reported that only two
percent of the institutions provide accessible dorm fa-
cilities/services (as defined above). Unfortunately, no
further break down of item scores is provided, leaving
unclear how many institutions provided “24 hour nurs-
ing care” or recruitment and training of personal care
assistants. However, of interest to the current study,
recognition is given for the personal assistance needs
of students with orthopedic disabilities.

Fuller [14] surveyed 81 large, public institutions on
20 supports that ranged from alternate test formats to
course substitutions, to transportation. Of the 43 re-
spondents, two reported providing personal assistants.
The only item with fewer responses (one) was “waiver
of admissions proficiency requirements” [14, p. 67].
While the number of institutions providing any accom-
modation of personal assistants is miniscule, of impor-
tance to the present examination is that personal assis-
tants were mentioned at all.

As can be seen from the above studies, services
and accommodations for students with disabilities are
inconsistent across college campuses, and sometimes
miss the mark in providing students with the supports
they need to succeed within the postsecondary envi-
ronment and beyond. Indeed, it is highly likely that
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the accommodations needed by individuals with severe
physical disabilities are minimized or negated in a ma-
jority of the disability service support programs that
exist throughout the country.

Although Stodden et al. [49, p. 190] advocated that
“the nature of an individual’s disability and the level
of severity of that disability will likely influence not
only specific educational supports that are needed, but
also the entire support strategy,” it is also clear that if
individuals with high support needs cannot live within
the educational environment, they will not be able to
succeed in the educational environment.

Variation and conflicting emphasis among postsec-
ondary institutions of which support services should be
offered leaves students with disabilities with the task
of finding institutions that best suit their needs in order
for them to survive and succeed in their postsecondary
life. The lack of consensus among postsecondary insti-
tutions of what should be considered a ‘standard base
service,’ as well as their inability to offer individual-
ized accommodation plans, impacts the decision mak-
ing process of this population and oftentimes forces
students with disabilities to make the time-consuming
effort of mapping and negotiating their postsecondary
lifestyle [51, p. 20].

5. What comes next?

As mentioned earlier, the intent of this article is to
ignite and broaden the discussion of the necessary sup-
port services in order for individuals with severe physi-
cal disabilities to be included and hopefully welcomed
on postsecondary campuses nationwide. Of course,
this begs the question – Which comes first, the devel-
opment and provision of personal assistance services
in postsecondary institutions or enrollment (in larger
numbers) of students with severe physical disabilities
who need these services? Clearly, there is not an easy
“option A” or “option B” answer to this dilemma.

As noted throughout this paper, numerous barriers
serve to diminish postsecondary education options for
students needing personal assistance services. Sec-
ondary schools are required to provide personal ser-
vices and aides, while postsecondary institutions are
under no obligation to provide aids, devices, or services
of a personal nature that are not otherwise provided
to their students without disabilities. As a result, the
PAS support model with which the student and family
are most familiar is rendered irrelevant in the milieu
of higher education, and frequently, students have not

acquired the knowledge, skills and self-confidence nec-
essary to effectively manage such services independent
of familial and/or school assistance.

As a result of the aforementioned incongruity be-
tween secondary and postsecondary practices related
to personal assistance services, and the widespread ab-
sence of transitional programming to prepare students
with disabilities to effectively manage their personal as-
sistance needs in the postsecondary context, their post-
secondary options are frequently restricted to institu-
tions that are close to home so that they may continue to
utilize familial personal assistance support. Converse-
ly, if they do enroll at an institution away from home
they frequently must devote an inordinate amount of
time to learning to manage these needs while simulta-
neously adjusting to college curricula. As a result of
having to manage these competing priorities, their aca-
demic performance and ultimately their achievement
of their academic goals can be undermined.

Finally, individuals with disabilities who require per-
sonal assistance have a number of potential options
available to them for the underwriting of such services.
Individuals may, depending upon their state of resi-
dence, receive financial underwriting via Medicaid or
vocational rehabilitation. However, personal assistance
services funding constitutes a necessary but insufficient
condition for successful matriculation. Students must
know the communities into which they are moving.
They must understand the local personal assistance la-
bor force and know how to most effectively commu-
nicate with them. In some college/university commu-
nities local independent living centers provide invalu-
able assistance in helping students learn how to most
effectively and efficiently access prospective personal
assistants in those communities. However, in the end,
students who require personal assistance are unlikely to
enroll at a postsecondary institution away from home
if they perceive themselves as lacking the knowledge
and skills necessary to effectively recruit, screen, inter-
view, hire, train, schedule, manage, and fire personal
assistance personnel.

These service and funding gaps point to a number of
areas in which further investigation is warranted. First,
research needs to be conducted on the specific services
offered on various campuses across the country for in-
dividuals with high support needs as well which models
work best for which students under which conditions.
Investigations into the barriers and facilitators experi-
enced by individuals with severe physical disabilities as
they attempt to progress through postsecondary degree
programs need to be undertaken. Pilot programs based
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on this research should to be developed and evaluat-
ed by both the service consumers and providers. Re-
sults of successful programs need to be disseminated
so that pilot-program, evidence-based practices can be
implemented and their wider adoption ensured.

Second, since funding of personal assistance services
remains a critical issue for many people with severe
physical disabilities [20,21,24], additional research is
needed about the extreme inconsistencies that exist in
state and federal waiver-based funding policies, pro-
grams, and outcomes. For example, Medicaid con-
sumer direction of personal assistance services (CD-
PAS) is a growing and promising trend that affords
Medicaid beneficiaries control over hiring, scheduling,
training and paying of personal care attendants. How-
ever, according to a recent study by the Kaiser Com-
mission on Medicaid and the Uninsured [9] the overall
enrollment in these programs is small, and such ser-
vices are not well suited for all persons with disabilities
who necessitate PAS. The study notes that consumers
often lack the requisite abilities to hire, schedule, and
pay direct service employees and training for service
providers and consumers with disabilities is not univer-
sally available. In the final analysis, the study noted
that the current CD-PAS programs do not afford con-
sumers an adequate sense of security that should part
of their support system fail them on a particular day,
they have resources to turn to for assistance. The extent
to which these variations and gaps affect the ability of
persons with severe physical disabilities to attend post-
secondary education and enjoy fruitful and meaningful
careers is a prime topic of the needed research.

These areas are but two of the many lines of re-
search that need to be conducted so that individuals with
high support needs can enjoy the lifetime advantages
of higher education. Programmatic and policy barriers
that continue to be detrimental to the long-term career
success of individuals with severe physical disabilities
need to be studied and remedied. If higher education is
serious about access and opportunity for all, including
individuals with severe physical disabilities, we can do
no less.

6. Summary

Persons with severe physical disabilities are not on
a level playing field with their lesser-disabled or non-
disabled counterparts when it comes to postsecondary
education and competitive employment. Individuals
who need personal assistance with basic living activi-

ties are clearly disadvantaged in education and employ-
ment, often by the lack of recognition of their needs
as well as the high degree of assistance needed. Vir-
tually no discourse has been undertaken about the fun-
damental need for personal assistance for individuals
who wish to pursue a postsecondary degree and a high-
quality career. The intent of this article is to kindle
these discussions and bring this issue to the forefront.
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