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Abstract 

Students with disabilities have higher rates of attention problems than those without disabilities. 

This can impede their academic success and postsecondary transition, but these effects have not 

been well-studied. Understanding these effects is especially critical among high school girls with 

disabilities who additionally experience significant other barriers to college enrollment. Using 

longitudinal data from 366 high school girls with disabilities, we examined whether attention 

problems predicted a lower likelihood of applying to college, and whether this effect was 

mediated by academic difficulties. We also tested whether attention problems moderated the 

effect of students’ future aspirations on likelihood of applying to college. Consistent with our 

predictions, attention problems were associated with a lower likelihood of applying to college. 

The individual paths through academic difficulties were significant, but the bootstrap estimation 

of the indirect effect was not significant. Attention problems did not moderate the effect of future 

aspirations. Attention training interventions have the potential to improve postsecondary 

educational outcomes. 

Keywords: Attention problems, students with disabilities, academic difficulties, applying to 

college, future aspirations 
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The role of attention problems in predicting applying to college among high school girls 

with disabilities 

Introduction 

Attention control is defined as the ability to focus one’s attention on what is task-relevant 

and being able to flexibly switch focus from one task to another (Rueda, Posner, & Rothbart, 

2005). It is a core skill that underlies working memory (Cowan et al., 2005), inhibitory control 

(Kane et al., 2007) and other key executive functions. Students with attention problems have a 

hard time concentrating and following directions in class (McClelland et al., 2013), which 

negatively impacts their academic performance (Breslau et al., 2009; Snyder et al., 2015) and is 

linked to disruptive behaviors (Atherton et al., 2019; Snyder et al., 2015) and emotional 

reactivity (Posner & Rothbart, 2000). Longitudinal evidence suggests that attention problems in 

early and middle childhood can reliably predict lower educational attainment in young adulthood 

(McClelland et al., 2013; Veronneau et al., 2012). Most of these findings, however, stem from 

studies done with typically developing students. Few studies have examined the role of attention 

problems in predicting educational outcomes among youth with disabilities. This is a critical gap 

considering that students with disabilities have greater difficulties with attention control than 

students without disabilities (Anastopoulos et al., 2011; Baird et al., 2009). Understanding the 

role of attention control difficulties in predicting educational outcomes is even more pertinent in 

the case of female students with disabilities who experience unique and significant barriers to 

postsecondary outcomes (Doren et al., 2011). 

According to data from the National Longitudinal Transition Study – 2 (NLTS2), the 

enrollment rates of youth with disabilities at four-year colleges are half that of their peers 

without disabilities (Newman et al., 2011). These low rates of college enrollment are especially 
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concerning for girls with disabilities, as postsecondary education can be critically important to 

securing gainful employment and gender pay equity (Doren et al., 2011). Young women with 

disabilities are less likely to be employed, work fewer hours, and have lower earnings than 

young men with disabilities (Lindsay, 2018; Newman et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2003). Among 

typically-developing youth, enrollment in postsecondary educational programs is linked to 

increased earnings and higher rates of employment, even if they do not complete their training 

(Baum et al., 2013; Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013). As such, identifying malleable factors that 

can improve college enrollment rates among girls with disabilities could have a cascading effect 

on their future employment, financial and overall well-being.  

Attention problems could operate as a significant impediment to postsecondary transition 

among girls with disabilities, however its effect has not been systematically examined with the 

exception of a few studies that have focused on boys or students with specific disability types, 

such as attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) or autism spectrum disorder (Samyn et 

al., 2011; Samyn et al., 2015; Wu et al., 2002). These studies found that attention control skills 

significantly predicted academic performance in math, reading and spelling, even when 

accounting for effects of verbal IQ (Preston et al., 2009). In the limited research on attention 

problems among girls with disabilities, a 10-year longitudinal study of preadolescent girls 

diagnosed with ADHD found that executive function skills including attention control predicted 

better social functioning and fewer school suspensions during high school, and better 

employment outcomes in young adulthood (Miller & Hinshaw, 2010; Miller, Ho, & Hinshaw, 

2012). Furthermore, in comparing the effects among girls with and without ADHD, Miller, 

Nevado-Montenegro, & Hinshaw (2012) reported similar findings regarding the role of attention 
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control in predicting educational outcomes regardless of the disability status, albeit having a 

compounding effect in the case of girls with disabilities.  

More research is needed to better understand the effects of attention problems on 

educational outcomes of girls with disabilities and to develop more targeted supports during high 

school, prior to postsecondary transition (Monahan et al., 2020). The present study addressed this 

gap by examining the role of attention problems as a predictor of applying to college among high 

school girls with disabilities and further exploring whether the influence of attention problems 

operated through academic difficulties (i.e., absenteeism, suspensions/expulsions, detention, 

history of drop-out, credit deficiency, modified diploma track). Academic difficulties can 

significantly decrease the odds of students with and without disabilities graduating from high 

school (McKinley Yoder et al., 2022). Students who experience academic difficulties (e.g., low 

attendance, suspensions) are also much less likely to enroll in college (Fraysier et al., 2020). 

Although there may be other mechanisms by which attention difficulties impede postsecondary 

educational attainment (e.g., low grade point average) which should be explored in future 

research, here we focus on academic difficulties because they operate as strong risk factors for 

graduation outcomes and not pursuing postsecondary education. To the extent that attention 

problems are linked to academic challenges among high school girls with disabilities, we can 

intervene and address these gaps, facilitating successful postsecondary transition. 

Attention problems can also attenuate the effect of other known predictors of applying to 

college such as students’ future aspirations (i.e., hopes and beliefs about future outcomes, 

specifically related to education, and/or intentions to attend college (Beal & Crockett, 2010; 

Kirby et al., 2019; Ou & Reynolds, 2008). Many college outreach programs focus on promoting 

future aspirations with promising effects on college enrollment outcomes (Domina, 2009; Perna 
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& Swail, 2001). Even though youth with disabilities report high postsecondary aspirations, 

similar to those of their peers without disabilities (Lipscomb et al., 2017), they still have much 

lower rates of college enrollment. This is likely due to additional barriers that are experienced by 

youth with disabilities that make it harder for them to realize their aspirations. For instance, 

youth with disabilities tend to engage in fewer steps (e.g., taking college entrance exams) and 

receive less support (e.g., help from school staff to apply to college) to prepare for postsecondary 

education than those without disabilities (Lipscomb et al., 2017). It is possible, though not yet 

tested, that attention problems operate as an additional barrier for students with disabilities, 

attenuating the potential positive effect of future aspirations on likelihood of applying to college.  

Current Study 

The present study sought to examine the role of attention problems in predicting 

likelihood of applying to college in a longitudinal sample of 366 high school girls with 

disabilities who were recruited from 26 U.S. public schools as part of an efficacy trial of a 

gender-based, career-development intervention (CITATION OMITTED). We also tested 

whether the effect of attention problems on applying to college was mediated by academic 

difficulties experienced in high school. Finally, we tested whether attention problems moderated 

the potential positive effect of students’ future aspirations on likelihood of applying to college. 

Guided by prior findings, we hypothesized that participants with greater attention problems 

would have lower likelihood of applying to college, and that some of this effect would be 

mediated by academic difficulties experienced during high school. Further, we hypothesized that 

attention problems would attenuate the potential positive effect of future aspirations on applying 

to college (see Figure 1).  

Figure 1 
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Hypothesized Models 

1a. Direct and Indirect Effects of Attention Problems on Applying to College 
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1b. Moderating Effect of Attention Problems 

 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from a convenience sample of schools as part of an efficacy 

trial examining the effects of a career development intervention for young women with 

disabilities (CITATION OMITTED). Special education teachers and school counselors in 26 

participating high schools in the Northwest region of the United States identified young women 

with disabilities to participate in the study who: (a) identified as female, (b) were currently 

enrolled in grades 9 through 12 at a participating high school, (c) were eligible for special 

education services due to a high incidence disability (i.e., learning disability, other health 

impairment, autism spectrum disorder, speech/language disability, and emotional disability), and 

(d) possessed at least fifth- to sixth-grade reading, writing, and language skills. 

The study sample comprised 366 high school girls with disabilities (Mbaseline age = 16.55, 

SD = 1.10; Range = 14-21 years), 61% of whom identified as white, 14% multiracial, 13% other 

or unknown, 5% Black or African American, 5% American Indian or Alaskan Native, 2% Asian 

American, and less than 1% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Nineteen percent of 

participants identified as Hispanic or Latina. Teachers reported that most participants were 
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eligible for special education services for specific learning disabilities (55%), followed by other 

health impairments (e.g., ADHD; 15%), emotional disturbance (6%), intellectual disability (6%), 

unknown disability (6%), speech or language impairment (4%), and other disabilities (i.e., visual, 

orthopedic, or hearing impairment; traumatic brain injury; deafness; 8%). The representation of 

the different disability types in our sample was comparable to national estimates of female 

students with disabilities in high schools receiving special education services (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2016).  

Procedure 

 Parents or guardians provided consent and participants provided assent prior to data 

collection. A total of 386 students consented and enrolled in the study. Only 366 reported on 

student surveys, data from these 366 participants were used in present analyses. The research 

team collected self-report data from participants and their teachers using an online survey 

administered in schools. All measures were constructed in Qualtrics, an online survey platform, 

and teachers and participating students self-reported data using the Qualtrics survey. A research 

team member was present to provide information about the project, collect consent/assent forms, 

and to answer questions during the survey administration. Teachers responded to the survey only 

once, at baseline, while student participants were assessed at four time points over the course of 

the main study: (a) baseline, (b) midway through the academic year (for schools implementing 

the intervention across a full year), (c) post-intervention (approximately four to six months 

following baseline for most schools, nine months following baseline for schools implementing 

the intervention across a full year), and (d) six-month follow-up (i.e., six months following post-

intervention). For the current study, we analyzed data from two timepoints – baseline and post-

intervention, hereafter referred to as T1 and T2. The career development intervention consisted 
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of 75 lessons divided into four modules: (a) self-awareness, (b) disability knowledge, (c) gender 

identity, and (d) career and college readiness. The intervention was designed to be delivered in a 

small, girls-only classroom context (e.g., 12 students) across 18 weeks, with each lesson taking 

approximately 50 minutes. Study procedures were approved by the institutional and school 

district review boards. Additional details about study procedures are described in (CITATION 

OMMITTED).  

Measures 

Attention Problems (T1) 

 Attention problems were assessed using the attention subscale of the Early Adolescent 

Temperament Questionnaire – Revised (EATQ-R; Ellis & Rothbart, 2001). The seven-item 

subscale assesses the capacity to focus and shift attention when desired (e.g., it is easy for me to 

really concentrate on homework problems) on a 5-point rating scale from (1) almost always 

untrue to (5) almost always true (α =.60). Items were reverse scored such that higher scores 

indicated greater attention problems. A composite attention problem score was calculated as an 

average of all completed items if participants completed at least 70% of items in the scale (M = 

3.00, SD = 0.59). 

Future Aspirations (T1) 

 Future aspirations were assessed using the future aspirations subscale of the Student 

Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton et al., 2006). The five-item subscale (e.g., I plan to 

continue my education following high school) is measured on a four-point scale from (1) 

strongly disagree to (4) strongly agree (α =.88). A composite score was calculated as an average 

of all completed items if participants completed at least 70% of items in the scale (M = 3.32, SD 

= 0.56). 
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Academic Difficulties (T1) 

 Academic difficulties were assessed using teacher reports of the types of academic 

difficulties each participant experienced at T1, including the following 6 items: absenteeism, 

suspensions/expulsions, detention, history of drop-out, credit deficiency, and being on track for a 

modified diploma. A total score was calculated for each participant representing the total number 

of academic difficulties endorsed by their teacher (M = 0.92, SD = 1.12; Range = 0-5). 

Applying to College (T2) 

 Students reported on the steps they had taken to apply to college, on a four-point scale: 

(0) I have not tried to get information on applying for admission, (1) I have not tried to get 

information on applying for admission, but I have talked to someone about how to get the 

information, (2) I have all the information I need and will soon apply for admission, (3) I have 

all the information I need and have applied for admission or I have already been admitted to 

college (M = 1.16, SD = 0.98).  

Covariates (T1) 

We included T1 assessments of age, race, ethnicity, family socioeconomic status (SES), 

disability type, and group assignment (intervention vs. control) as covariates (Fleming & 

Fairweather, 2012; Sanford et al., 2011). Participants self-reported their date of birth which was 

used to calculate their age, and self-reported their race using the following categories: white, 

multiracial, other or unknown, Black or African American, American Indian or Alaskan Native, 

Asian American, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. Participant race was recoded into three 

categories given the distribution: white (61%), multiracial (14%), and other (25%; which 

included other/unknown, Black/African American, American Indian/Alaskan Native, Asian 

American, and Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander). Participants reported their ethnicity, which 
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was coded as Hispanic/Latina (1) and non-Hispanic/non-Latina (0). Family SES was assessed 

using student reports on the Hollingshead Two-Factor Index (M = 38.29, SD = 12.29, Range = 

16.00-66.00; Hollingshead, 1975). Information about disability type was obtained by teacher 

reports of the primary IDEA disability category under which participants were eligible for 

special education services. Participant disability type was recoded into three categories given the 

distribution: learning disability (55%), other health impairment (15%), and other disability types 

(24%; including autism spectrum disorder, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, 

intellectual disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, speech or language 

impairment, traumatic brain injury, visual impairment, including blindness, other). Group 

assignment (intervention vs. control) was included as a covariate to account for potential 

intervention effects.  

Analytic Strategy 

 The current study utilizes a correlational research design to test hypotheses. Specifically, 

a series of path models in Mplus version 8.2 were tested, using full information maximum 

likelihood estimation with robust standard errors. The COMPLEX command was used to 

account for the nesting of participants within schools (Asparouhov, 2005). Bootstrap confidence 

intervals were calculated for indirect effects (MacKinnon, 2008). For the bias-corrected 

bootstrap test for the indirect effect (α*β), with a sample size of 366, we were sufficiently 

powered (at .80) to detect effects sizes between 0.14 and 0.26 for the α-β paths (Fritz & 

MacKinnon, 2007). Model fit was evaluated using the following criteria: Comparative Fit Index 

(CFI) ≥ .95, Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ .06, and Standardized Root 

Mean Square Residual (SRMR) < .08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999). Missing data on main analysis 

variables ranged from .5% to 11% and from .5% to 41% on covariates.  
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Results 

 Table 1 includes the bivariate correlations among the study variables. At a bivariate level, 

attention problems were significantly and negatively associated with applying to college (r = -

0.23, p < .001) and future aspirations (r = -0.24, p < .001), and positively associated with 

academic difficulties (r = 0.19, p < .001). Students’ future aspirations were positively correlated 

with applying to college (r = 0.18, p = .001) and negatively correlated with academic difficulties 

(r = -0.16, p = .003). Academic difficulties were also significantly and negatively associated with 

applying to college (r = -0.13, p = .03).



ATTENTION PROBLEMS AND POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES 15 

Table 1 

Bivariate Correlations among Study Variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1. Applying to college -             

2. Attention problems -
0.23**
* 

-            

3. Future aspirations 0.18** -
0.24**
* 

-           

4. Academic difficulties -0.13* 0.19**
* 

-
0.16** 

-          

5. Age 0.23**
* 

-0.08 -0.02 0.06 -         

6. White -0.02 0.00 -0.00 0.08 0.05 -        

7. Multiracial -0.04 0.10 -0.02 -0.01 -0.07 -
0.66**
* 

-       

8. Other race 0.06 -0.07 0.02 -0.10 -0.01 -
0.72**
* 

-
0.18** 

-      
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9. Latina/Hispanic 0.03 -0.02 0.02 -0.04 0.01 -
0.37**
* 

0.09 0.45**
* 

-     

10. Family SES 0.13 -0.03 0.08 -0.07 -0.01 0.13 -0.06 -0.13 -
0.20** 

-    

11. Learning disability 0.06 -0.10 0.01 -0.12* -0.13* 0.03 -0.08 0.03 0.03 -0.10 -   

12. Other health 
impairment 

0.09 -0.02 0.06 0.03 0.02 0.06 -0.05 -0.05 -0.07 0.10 -
0.53**
* 

-  

13. Other disability -
0.15** 

0.12* -0.06 0.11* 0.13* -0.09 0.13* 0.00 0.03 0.03 -
0.70**
* 

-
0.23**
* 

- 

14. Intervention group 0.15** 0.11* -0.06 0.08 0.06 -0.04 0.12* -0.04 -0.01 -
0.18** -0.04 0.08 -0.02 

 
aAssessed at T2, all other variables assessed at T1. 

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05. 
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Direct and Indirect Effects of Attention Problems on Applying to College 

Results from the path analyses, including covariates, revealed that attention problems (at 

T1) had a significant negative effect on applying to college (at T2), (B = -0.30, SE =0.09, p = 

.001), and a small, non-significant portion of the effect was channeled through academic 

difficulties. Specifically, attention problems were significantly associated with academic 

difficulties at T1, (B = 0.36, SE =0.09, p < .001), which in turn was a significant predictor of 

applying to college at T2, (B = -0.10, SE =0.05, p = .04). These effects were significant 

accounting for the effects of model covariates, including age, race, ethnicity, family SES, 

disability type, and intervention (vs. control) group assignment. Accounting for the indirect 

effect, attention problems had a significant, left-over direct effect on applying to college, (B = -

0.26, SE =0.09, p = .003), indicating that attention problems were uniquely associated with 

subsequent steps taken to apply to college even when the indirect effect pathway involving 

academic difficulties was taken into account. The bootstrap estimated confidence intervals of the 

indirect effect of attention problems on applying to college, as mediated by academic difficulties, 

were not statistically significant at p < 0.05 (B = 0.04, SE =0.02, p = .05, 95% CI (-0.001, 0.075). 

Of the covariates, the effects of age (B = 0.19, SE =0.07, p = .01), family SES (B = 0.01, SE 

=0.001, p = .01), and intervention group assignment (B = 0.40, SE =0.12, p = .001) on applying 

to college were significant.  

Moderating Effect of Attention Problems 

As expected, future aspirations had a significant positive effect on applying to college, (B 

= 0.23, SE =0.10, p = .02). However, contrary to our hypothesis, attention problems did not 

attenuate the positive effect of future aspirations (B = 0.05, SE =0.08, p = .56). The interaction 

effect was not retained in the final model.  
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Overall fit of the final model was good: 𝜒!(df=10) = 13.24, p = .21; CFI = .95; RMSEA 

(95% CI) =.03 (0.00, 0.07), SRMR = .02. Standardized estimates of direct and indirect effects 

are presented in Figure 2, unstandardized estimates are presented in Table 2.
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Figure 2  

Final Path Model Showing Standardized Estimates of Direct and Indirect Effects of Attention Problems on Applying to College 

 

*** p < .001, ** p < .01, * p < .05. 
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Table 2 

Unstandardized Estimates and Standard Errors for Final Model 

Pathway of influence B SE p 

Effects on outcome    

Attention problems à Applying to college -0.26 0.09 .003 

Academic difficulties à Applying to college -0.10 0.05 .04 

Future aspirations → Applying to college 0.23 0.10 .02 

Effect on mediator    

Attention problems → Academic difficulties 0.36 0.09 <.001 

Covariate effects on outcome    

Age → Applying to college 0.19 0.07 .01 

Multiracial → Applying to college -0.01 0.13 .92 

Other race → Applying to college -0.03 0.10 .77 

Latina → Applying to college 0.10 0.12 .39 

Family SES → Applying to college 0.01 0.001 .01 

Other health impairment → Applying to 
college 

0.04 0.14 .77 

Other disability → Applying to college -0.28 0.18 .12 

Intervention group → Applying to college 0.40 0.12 .001 

Note. All variables except the outcome were assessed at T1. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the role of attention problems as a predictor of 

applying to college in a sample of high school girls with disabilities. Research with typically-

developing samples has consistently demonstrated the critical role of attention control and 



ATTENTION PROBLEMS AND POSTSECONDARY OUTCOMES 21 

related executive functions as predictors of academic success and postsecondary educational 

attainment. Even though students with disabilities have higher rates of attention problems 

(Anastopoulos et al., 2011; Baird et al., 2009) and lower college enrollment rates than their peers 

without disabilities (Newman et al., 2011), few studies have examined the role of attention 

problems as a deterrent to college enrollment among students with disabilities. This is 

particularly important in case of female students with disabilities who experience unique and 

significant barriers to postsecondary educational attainment, which may be compounded by 

attention control difficulties. The present study addressed this gap by examining this association 

in a large, longitudinal sample of high school girls with disabilities. We also tested if the effect 

of attention problems on likelihood of applying to college was mediated by academic difficulties 

experienced during high school, and if attention problems attenuated the potential positive effect 

of future aspirations on applying to college.  

Consistent with our hypotheses, students who reported greater attention problems at T1 

had lower likelihood of applying to college at T2, with a small portion of this effect being 

channeled through academic difficulties, although the bootstrap estimated confidence intervals of 

the indirect effect were not statistically significant (p = .05). The effect of attention problems on 

academic difficulties was significant and consistent with prior research with girls with ADHD 

that found greater attentional problems predicted higher likelihood of school suspensions or 

expulsions (Miller, Nevado-Montenegro, & Hinshaw, 2012). Even after accounting for this 

indirect pathway, attention problems had a significant direct effect on applying to college, 

suggesting that other factors besides academic difficulties (e.g., grades, navigating college 

application paperwork) could be constrained by underlying attention problems and could lower 

the likelihood of applying to college. These findings are consistent with prior research that found 
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a direct effect of preschool attention problems on postsecondary graduation outcomes in a 

typically-developing sample (McClelland et al., 2013). Here too the authors noted that academic 

performance in early childhood did not significantly mediate the effects of attention problems on 

college completion. Our findings show that attention problems operate as a significant barrier to 

college enrollment among high school girls with disabilities. Future research should examine if 

attention problems potentially exacerbate the effects of other barriers to postsecondary transition 

(e.g., academic performance, self-determination) among high school youth with disabilities.  

Our findings also indicated that girls with disabilities who have attention problems are 

more likely to experience academic difficulties, such as absenteeism, suspensions/expulsions, 

detention, history of drop-out, credit deficiency, and being on track for a modified diploma, 

which are associated with lower likelihood of applying to college. These findings are consistent 

with prior research among youth with and without disabilities (Breslau et al., 2009; Snyder et al., 

2015) and suggest that attention problems can lead to difficulties in concentration, emotional and 

behavioral regulation (Atherton et al., 2019; McClelland et al., 2013). Attention problems are 

also associated with academic disengagement and lack of persistence in school settings, which in 

turn negatively impacts academic achievement (Duncan et al., 2007). Future research should 

examine other factors (e.g., students’ grade point average) that might operate as mediators of the 

association between attention control difficulties and postsecondary educational attainment.   

Prior evidence suggests attention control is malleable and attention training interventions 

can lead to significant improvements in attention skills (Rueda, Rothbart et al., 2005). Although 

attention skills are relatively malleable, much of the research on attention training has focused on 

younger children (Rueda, Rothbart et al., 2005; Diamond et al., 2013), it is unclear how such 

interventions may influence skill development in adolescents and how improved skills transfer to 
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academic performance or behavioral regulation (Rueda et al., 2010). Future research should 

examine attention training interventions for youth with disabilities with sufficient follow-up to 

examine differences in long-term outcomes (e.g., academic performance and educational 

attainment). 

Consistent with prior evidence, study participants who reported high future aspirations 

were also more likely to apply to college (Beal & Crockett, 2010; Ou & Reynolds, 2008). 

However, we did not find any evidence of moderation, suggesting that regardless of attention 

problems, participants with high future aspirations were more likely to apply to college. The lack 

of a moderation effect may be related to our measure of future aspirations which was broader in 

focus and not specifically related to college enrollment, hence its effect may not be as dependent 

on individual differences in attention problems. Future research should examine potential 

moderating effects using other, more specific measures of postsecondary educational aspirations. 

Also, students’ future aspirations are shaped and influenced by contextual factors such as 

parental expectations (O’Donnell et al., 2022) and family income and wealth (Cheatham et al., 

2013). Considering the significant direct effect of future aspirations on likelihood of applying to 

college, future research and intervention efforts should focus on contextual factors that influence 

the future aspirations of girls with disabilities to better support their transition to postsecondary 

education. 

Implications for Practice 

Our findings suggest that attention control plays an important role in influencing young 

women with disabilities’ process of applying to college and the academic barriers they 

experience in high school. Strengthening attention control abilities thus has the potential to 

influence both in-school and post-school outcomes. Although recommending specific practices is 
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beyond the scope of the findings, there is prior evidence regarding types of interventions and 

practices that increase attention control. Two specific training strategies, network training and 

state training, have been shown to improve attention (Tang & Posner, 2009; Posner et al., 2015). 

Network training refers to practicing cognitive tasks believed to exercise brain networks 

involved in attention (e.g., computerized exercises, video games, curricula focused on executive 

functions), and state training refers to practices that influence attention by developing a specific 

brain state (e.g., exercise, meditation; Posner et al., 2015). There is some evidence to suggest 

network (e.g., Kirk et al., 2016; Tamm et al., 2013) and state training interventions (e.g., 

Milligan et al., 2019) improve attention among youth with disabilities, though additional 

research is needed regarding girls with disabilities in particular.  

Increased aspirations to attend college may also lead girls with disabilities in high school 

to take steps to apply to college. While to our knowledge, there are no interventions that 

specifically target postsecondary educational aspirations among girls with disabilities, transition 

planning and services can provide them with knowledge about postsecondary education options 

as well as supports needed to pursue them (e.g., help with filling out college applications and 

financial aid forms). To support these efforts, school personnel should ensure transition planning 

and services include: (1) goals addressing postsecondary education (Chiang et al., 2012; Trainor 

et al., 2016), (2) student participation in transition planning (Test et al., 2009), and (3) 

engagement with families to support postsecondary expectations (Chiang et al., 2012; Doren et 

al., 2012). 

Limitations and Future Research 

 The findings should be interpreted in light of the following limitations. First, a majority 

of our study participants had learning disabilities and other health impairments, which limits our 
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ability to draw conclusions about how these effects may operate for high school girls with other 

primary disabilities (e.g., autism spectrum disorder). Relatedly, because our sample was only 

comprised of girls with disabilities, we do not have comparison groups (e.g., boys with 

disabilities, girls without disabilities) to identify effects specific to girls with disabilities. Future 

research should include comparison groups to better understand if the effects found are unique to 

girls with disabilities. Second, because our sample comprised predominantly of white 

participants, our findings may not be generalizable to other racial identities. Third, academic 

difficulties were measured based on teachers’ subjective appraisals of disciplinary and academic 

challenges experienced by participants, which may not have been accurate and lack specificity. 

Future research should utilize academic records to identify challenges in these areas more 

thoroughly and with greater specificity (e.g., grade point average, number of office discipline 

referrals in the previous three months). Relatedly, self-report data is subject to social desirability 

bias and issues of shared method variance. Fourth, although we examined prospective 

associations between attention problems and applying to college, we were unable to test for time-

ordered mediation using two timepoints. Conclusions regarding the mechanistic pathways of 

influence would be strengthened by including additional timepoints. Fifth, we collected follow-

up data while the participants were still in high school and were limited to asking about their 

steps to apply to college rather than college enrollment or degree attainment. Future research 

could include longer periods of follow-up to determine how attention problems impact long term 

educational attainment. 

Conclusion 

Very few studies have examined the role of attention problems in predicting educational 

outcomes among youth with disabilities. Most prior research has examined the effects of 
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attention problems on in-school and post-school outcomes among youth in general (McClelland 

et al., 2013), with a small number of studies focused specifically on girls with ADHD (Miller & 

Hinshaw, 2010; Miller, Ho, & Hinshaw, 2012; Miller, Nevado-Montenegro, & Hinshaw, 2012). 

Our findings contribute to this small body of research and suggest high school girls with 

disabilities with lower attention control are less likely to take steps to apply to college and more 

likely to experience greater academic difficulties. These findings underscore the important role 

attention control plays in the educational trajectories of girls with disabilities and highlight a 

need for additional research to examine the mechanisms of influence through which attention 

control effects educational outcomes for this population. Interventions that can be leveraged 

within special education classrooms, such as attention training interventions, should be 

investigated as potential avenues to improve postsecondary educational outcomes. 
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