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Think, Hear, See, Believe… College: Developing Protocol with Young Advocates 
to Prepare and Disseminate Accessible and Usable Information

Think, Hear, See, 
Believe... College

Getting The Word 
Out—Together

SPEAKING AT 
CONFERENCES

WRITING 

MESSAGING

CREATING VIDEOS

ADVISING OTHERS

DESIGNING 
WEBSITE

DOING 
RESEARCH

Introduction
The Consortium for Postsecondary Education for Individuals with 
Developmental Disabilities is committed to engaging students 
with IDD in all inclusive research, training and technical assistance, 
and dissemination activities. Fulfilling this commitment has meant 
exploring accessible formats and appropriate content with and for 
students with IDD so they can actively participate in Think College 
research, website development, writing, discussions and advocacy.

Student participation in 
Participatory Action Research 

for Think College

College students with ID 
compare notes with each 
other about their college 

experiences

Students advise Think College staff 
on website as well as contribute 

their own content

Students provide testimony to 
Massachusetts legislators in support of the 
Inclusive Concurrent Enrollment initiative

Students present at state and local 
conferences about the impact 
college is having on their lives

Students co-author Think College briefs

Students create videos about college

Emerging protocol 
As a result of research done by Think College and other researchers, a protocol 
for promoting student engagement in all aspects of the work is emerging. 
Recommendations include:

(1)	 Facilitate PAR with digital media tools to promote accessible & inclusive research
(2)	U se plain, direct, accessible language
(3)	C reate websites with graphics to direct navigation
(4)	D evelop materials that promotes readers to engage in content
(5)	 Integrate student-developed content as much as possible
(6)	U se short video clips to explain college
(7)	L ay out work simply
(8)	 Select some key images to use in training materials
(9)	 Identify student advisors for feedback & edits on all student-related content
(10)	Plan 3-5 meetings with students to prepare presentations, testimonies
(11)	Give students multiple opportunities to rehearse public presentations
(12)	Rehearse Q & A opportunities that may follow presentations

Research Questions
The following research questions guided three separate research 
projects with secondary and postsecondary students with IDD:
(1)	H ow do students with IDD use digital media tools to engage in 

research? (Participatory Action Research)
(2)	 Which features of print and web-based resources do students 

with IDD identify as being the most accessible, engaging, and 
important? (Accessible and Usable Information research)

(3)	 What recommendations do students with IDD have to improve 
the Think College database? (Usable Database Redesign research)

Think, Hear, See, Believe College: Students Using Participatory 
Action Research to Document the College Experience 
By Maria Paiewonsky, Allison Sroka, Meghan Ahearn, Antony Santucci, Grace Quiah, 
Cassidy Bauer, Joseph Fearebay, Stephan Wright, Christine Chu, and Wilson Lee
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IntroductIon
Nine Massachusetts college students who have an intellectual 
disability (ID) conducted research on their experiences in 
college as part of the national Think College initiative. The 
purpose of Think College is to assist people with ID in going 
to college. Participatory action research (PAR) is a series of 
steps the students used to document their college experience. 
For their research, they used digital and video cameras to 
collect information. To share their experiences with each other, 
they also used VoiceThread, a digital storytelling website. This 
issue of Insight describes how students are using PAR and 
digital storytelling on VoiceThread to discuss their college 
experience. 

Who are the researchers?
The student researchers are from four colleges that support 
students with intellectual 
disabilities. The only 
requirement was that the 
students had completed 
at least one full semester 
of college so they could 
comment on the whole 
experience.

 What Is PartIcIPatory 
actIon research?
Participatory action research is a way for a group of people 
to investigate issues of interest or concern. To do this kind of 
research, people first describe the issues as thoroughly as possible 
and then brainstorm solutions. Then they try out some of their 
solutions to see if they are effective. After giving these solutions 
some time to work, the researchers get back together to reflect 
on what happened and to make a decision about what else 
needs to be done. For this research, students used PAR and 
digital storytelling to report on college. Both these methods 
encourage participants to take and share photographs that help 
other people understand their college experiences.

stePs of PartIcIPatory 
actIon research
The students followed six steps beginning in January 2009. 
Starting with the camera illustration, and moving to the right, 
the Participatory Action Research figure shows the steps of 

the students’ work:

1. In the first step, the students documented their college 
experiences with cameras or pocket video cameras.

2. In the second step, the students shared their photos or 
video clips with the other students on the VoiceThread 
website.

3. In the third step, the students discussed their data, 
commenting on their own and each other’s research.

4. In the fourth step, the students made 
recommendations for changes that they thought could 
help improve the college experience.

5. In the fifth step, the students decided on actions they 
could take as a result of their research.

6. Finally, in the sixth step, the students reflected on their 
research and decided if more needed to be done.
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student research in Massachusetts

contact information
Maria Paiewonsky
PAR Coordinator, Think College
maria.paiewonsky@umb.edu
617.287.7697
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INTRODUCTION
Nationally, there is an increase in the number of high school 

students with intellectual disabilities (ID) going to college 

(Getzel & Wehman, 2005; Hart, Grigal, Sax, Martinez, & Will, 

2006). For these students, the move to college is as exciting 

and intimidating as it is for any other new college student 

(Getzel & Thoma, 2008; Paiewonsky et al., 2010). On top of 

all the usual adjustments, however, some of these students 

need to get acclimated to working with a wide range of 

college supports and with assistance from educational 

coaches, peer tutors, or mentors (Adreon & Derocher, 

2007; Getzel & McManus, 2006; Grigal & Hart, 2010; Hamill, 

2003; Paiewonsky & Ostergard, 2010). This brief provides 

an overview of the supported education model and some 

of the challenges associated with using educational coaches 

in college. A description of how one Massachusetts student 

and his educational coach used a Student–Educational Coach 

Agreement to plan for the support that the student needed  

to successfully attend college is provided.  Potential support 

areas, examples from their working partnership, the benefits 

of using such an agreement, and recommendations for 

replication are highlighted.

Student expectations in college settings
When students with disabilities enroll in college, they are 

expected to assume responsibility for themselves and their 

education just as their peers without disabilities are learning 

to do. Like everyone else, college students with disabilities 

are expected to choose, register for, attend, and participate 

in courses, communicate with instructors, use academic 

support services as needed, and access campus facilities 

and resources. In addition, these students are expected 

to decide if they want to disclose their disability and, if so, 

to seek support from disability services. In meetings with 

their disability services counselor, they must be prepared to 

discuss their learning challenges and strengths (Adreon & 

Durocher, 2007; Eisenmann & Mancini, 2010; Garrison-Wade 

& Lehmann, 2009; Getzel, 2005; Izzo, Hertzfeld, Simmons-

Reed, & Aaron, 2001; Madaus, 2010; Stodden & Jones, 2002).

Learning to meet college expectations helps students to 

meet the ultimate goals of higher education. These include 

being prepared to join the workforce, assuming personal 

and social responsibility, and applying practical skills in 

decision-making, goal-setting, and problem-solving. These 

skills, identified by education, business, community, and policy 

leaders, are core learning outcomes that employers believe 

should be emphasized with students if they are going to 

succeed in a 21st-century global economy (Association of 

American Colleges and Universities, 2007).

Self-determination and self-advocacy
One of the major differences between high school and 

college is the need to demonstrate self-determination skills 

in a postsecondary education setting (Garrison-Wade & 

Lehmann, 2009; Thoma & Wehmeyer, 2005). With skills 

in self-determination that help them regulate choices 

This brief provides an overview of the 

supported education model and some 

of the challenges associated with using 

educational coaches in college.

Watch video clips about students and 
why they are going to college. 

Watch students talk about working with 
their educational coaches at college.

Read student blogs about their life after 
high school.

Look up colleges that have experience 
helping students with disabilities.

www.thinkcollege.net

why go to the think college website?

for students!

college options for people with intellectual disabilities

“College is a chance 
to start over. It gives 
you the chance to 
hit the reset button 
on life. You can be 
anyone that you 
want to be.”

 —Antony

“Why college? Well, I have a lot of career 
ideas. Plus, I love to read and I like seeing 
people I know from the community.”

—Brian
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