


INTRODUCTION 
Choosing a college is never easy.  If you are a college-bound student with a 

disability, for example a Specific Learning Disability (SLD), Attention Deficit 

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Autism Spectrum Disorder, or an Emotional 

Disability, finding the school that’s the best match for you is especially important.   

Careful planning that starts in high school will increase your chances of being 

admitted to institutions which best suit your personal needs.  Beginning this 

process early will allow for making more informed decisions regarding factors 

that may impact college admission, including high school course selection, extra-

curricular participation, and performance on high stakes testing. It is also critical to realize now that on 

campus the responsibility to advocate for accommodations 

remains solely in the hands of the student.  

 

FINDING THE BEST SUPPORTIVE COLLEGE OR  

UNIVERSITY THAT SUITS YOUR NEEDS 
It is extremely important that students with disabilities start looking 

at schools before their senior year of high school. While students 

may be tempted to select a school based on sports or social clubs, it 

is necessary for them to consider additional factors that will help 

them to be successful. While it may be difficult or overwhelming at 

first, it is important to look for institutions that make a serious effort to accommodate various learners.    

 

Beginning Steps 
1. Conduct a web search of schools that offer programs/support  

for students with disabilities. 

2. Think about the accommodations that are absolutely  

necessary for your child’s success. 

*Thrive in small class sizes?  Then a large university with seminar 

 classes would probably not be a good fit. 

*Need extra time to finish assignments?  Colleges with accelerated,  

month-long programs would probably not be a good fit. 

3. Work with your child’s high school counselor and Special Education team to 

research and determine appropriate, realistic post-secondary options.  

*Naviance and Career Cruising are resource tools available that can  

be helpful with this step. 
 

      *Success will be determined by how honest your child can be about his/her needs, and  

finding a school to match them! 
 

HOW UNIVERSITIES AND COLLEGES TYPICALLY OFFER SUPPORT 
All colleges must (by law) provide reasonable and 

justified accommodations for students with 

disabilities.  Remember, each student is unique and 

what works for one student may not work for 

another.  Many students may find success at colleges 

with minimal services, while others may need more 

comprehensive services to be successful.  How and 

what services colleges provide varies greatly from 

institution to institution, though almost all will have a 

center for students with disabilities, or a Disability 

Coordinator who works within the Counseling and 

Advising Offices. 
 

 



Most colleges’ services for students with disabilities will fall into one of three categories: 

� Comprehensive Services (Example: Southern Illinois University’s ACHIEVE program) – Most 

services offered.  Students are involved in developing plans to meet their particular learning 

styles.  Students with disabilities diagnosed early and who spent much of their school career in 

special classes or resource programs might benefit from a comprehensive program.   

o Highly structured including diagnostic and prescriptive planning; advisement; counseling; 

remediation; tutoring; special courses; and an array of auxiliary aids (possible additional 

fee for these enhanced services) 

� tape recorders, taped textbooks, note-takers, alternative examination arrangements, 

advocacy, pre-college programs 

o The director and/or staff of the program are certified in servicing students with       

disabilities or related areas of need.   

� Director is actively involved in admission decision 

� Admission may be more flexible with requirements  
 

• Coordinated Services – Services are provided by staff knowledgeable and trained to provide 

assistance to students to develop strategies for their individual needs.  Students who may have 

enrolled in some modified courses, utilized testing accommodations, required tutorial assistance, 

but who typically requested services only as needed can benefit here. 

o Students voluntarily request accommodations 

o The director of the program may or may not be involved in the admission decision.   

� Specific skills courses or remedial classes may be required for students who are 

conditionally admitted or admitted on probation.   
  

• Basic Services – Services generally complying with the federal mandate requiring reasonable 

accommodations to all students with appropriate and current documentation.  Students who 

require minimum accommodations, but benefit from knowing services are available and that 

there is a contact person who is sensitive to the needs of students with disabilities are best 

served here. 

o Requested on a voluntary basis by students, possibly with limitations  

o Staff and faculty actively support students to meet their needs     
       

NEXT STEPS AND THE COLLEGE VISITATION PROCESS 

• Narrow down the prospective list to 3 to 6 schools (more or less may be appropriate) 

• Arrange a college visit* (Ideal time = spring or summer of junior year) 
o Sit in on a class(s) – extremely important step for students with special needs 

� personally judge level of difficulty of the instruction 
� observe the interaction of students 
� gain a sense of the relationship between students and faculty 

o Call the Admissions Office to schedule a guided tour and while there look for: 
� attractiveness of campus, quality of library, learning centers and computer labs, 

condition of residence halls, number of recreational facilities, quality of dining facilities 

and food 
� strength of academic program you are likely to major in, size of classes, friendliness of 

students and faculty, extent of health and security services, opportunities for 

participation in clubs, sports, cultural events, 

and other extra-curriculars 
� Schedule an appointment with the Disability 

Support Services Office 
 

*If a college visit is not possible, make sure your student meets with 

college representatives who visit our school.  Upcoming visits are 

posted on Naviance, www.wnhs.org , and in the Counseling Office. 

 



THE STUDENT SERVICES CAMPUS APPOINTMENT 
During the college visit, it is very important to meet with an 

admissions representative and staff from the Disability Support 

Services Office to review your child’s background and ask specific 

questions to benefit your student. 

Ask the Following: 
• What type of support program does the college  

offer to students with disabilities? 

• Is the program monitored by a full-time professional staff?  

• Are there extra fees for special programs or services?  

• Are all students who require support accepted or is there a limit per class?  

• Is there any flexibility in admission requirements for students with disabilities?  

• Who counsels students with disabilities during registration, orientation, and course selection?  

• Is tutoring or counseling available on an individual or group basis?  Is there an additional fee? 

• If tutoring is available, is it provided by qualified students or professional staff?  

• Are courses in study skills or writing skills offered?  

• Are there remedial or developmental courses required for students with disabilities?   

• What special accommodations are available (tape recorders, word processors, readers, note-

takers, taped textbooks, untimed testing, and priority registration)?  

• Is there a pre-college program required for students who did not meet standard admissions 

criteria?  Is it mandatory to attend? 

• Whom, if anyone, can parents contact if they have concerns during the academic year? 

THE COLLEGE APPLICATION PROCESS 
By far, the single most important factor in gaining admission to college is the strength of a student’s high 

school academic record.  Therefore, all students are encouraged to complete a college-preparatory 

curriculum consisting of:   

• English (4 years) Math (3 years) Science (3 years) Social Studies (2-3 years) 

• Foreign Language and/or meaningful electives reflecting the student’s personal interests and 

goals (*some schools require a minimum of 2 years in the same Foreign Language, but many times 

this can be waived for students with certain disabilities with proper documentation.) 
 

Other criteria, which an Admissions Office will consider are:  
 

·         Individual grades and cumulative grade point average  

·         SAT and ACT scores (accommodated or non-accommodated)  

·         Essay or writing sample  

·         Extracurricular activities, honors and awards  

·         Letters of recommendation  

·         Personal interview (if available) 
 

 

* Counselors review this process in September 

during the Individual Senior Conference.  When 

your child leaves this conference, he/she will be 

more knowledgeable in meeting deadlines, 

requesting recommendation letters, submitting 

transcripts, and all other information pertinent to 

completing his/her college applications. 

 
 



DISCLOSING DISABILITY AND THE APPLICATION PROCESS 
Colleges which offer comprehensive programs often have separate 

admission procedures for students with disabilities and require 

documentation of the disability at the time of application.  However, if a 

student is not applying to such a formal program and will be evaluated by 

regular admission criteria, they will need to decide whether or not to 

disclose their disability.  By law, colleges cannot ask an applicant if he/she 

has a disability.  If disclosed by the student, this information cannot be used 

in and of itself to deny admission.  Conversely, having a disability does not 

guarantee admission.  Colleges and universities are under no obligation to 

alter their admission requirements.  

   

 Although the choice to self-identify at the time of application is strictly personal, there are advantages.  

By disclosing a disability either through a required essay, personal letter, or interview, valuable insight 

into academic performance can be provided to the Admission Committee.  A clear explanation of the 

nature of the disability and the compensatory strategies that have been used to overcome it are seen in a 

positive light.  
 

           BEING SUCCESSFUL IN COLLEGE 
Many colleges and universities make an effort to provide 

accommodations and modifications that have benefitted 

students in the past. Before beginning classes, students will 

need to make an appointment with the Center for Students 

with Disabilities, and be prepared to provide copies of:  any 

school-based or private cognitive and/or academic testing, 

most recent Special Education evaluation, and/or 504 plan and 

evaluation report. The coordinator or counselor can help 

students select classes and professors that are more likely to 

support their educational needs. 

 

OVERCOMING OBSTACLES THROUGH PROACTIVE COMMUNICATION 
Many students find it very difficult to advocate for their own needs. Unlike elementary and high schools, 

universities and colleges will generally not assign a student a case manager who will monitor their 

progress and assist with accommodations. Instead, students must independently make an appointment 

with the school’s Center for Students with Disabilities and communicate with professors about their 

needs throughout the school term. If a student already struggles with time management and confidence 

issues, this can be extremely difficult.  Making sure you encourage your child to begin working on these 

self-advocacy skills by senior year before heading off to college is a necessity for them to be successful 

with further education.  

 

Also, be aware that each campus has its own unique system for providing students with disability-related 

accommodations.  Asking this question of each support service center when you and your child initially 

make that campus visit is vital in determining that “best fit” and ensuring your child understands what 

will be done on campus to access services if they attend there. 

 

Finally, university students with disabilities often struggle to keep up with the rigorous and accelerated 

academic environment. Because of this, it is paramount that students communicate with professors about 

their needs and difficulties. It is also highly advisable that students take classes at a pace that supports 

their needs. It is not uncommon for students with disabilities to need longer to earn an Associate degree 

(typically two years) or Bachelor degree (typically four years). By preparing for this, it may help students 

to come up with a realistic and achievable timeline. 

 

 

 



High School and Post-Secondary Differences 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Laws 

-IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities Act) 

-504 (Section 504, Rehab Act, 1973) 

-ADA (American with Disabilities Act, 1990) 

-504 (Section 504, Rehab Act, 1973 

-ADA (American with Disabilities Act, 1990) 

Responsibility 

School districts are responsible for identifying, 

evaluating, and planning interventions. 

Students are responsible for self-identification 

and obtaining services and accommodations. 

Intent 

-Legal mandate 

-Foster student success 

-IDEA - to provide a free and appropriate public 

education (FAPE) in the least restrictive 

environment to eligible students with 

disabilities, including special education and 

related services. 

-504/ADA - to ensure that no otherwise 

qualified person with a disability is denied 

access to, benefits of, or is subjected to 

discrimination in any program or activity 

provided by any public institution or entity. 

-All youth requiring special education services 

until the age of 21 or graduation from high 

school are covered.   

-Civil rights, nondiscrimination 

-Equal access 

-504/ADA - to ensure that no otherwise 

qualified person with a disability is denied 

access to, benefits of, or is subjected to 

discrimination in any program or activity 

provided by any public institution or entity.   

-All qualified persons with disabilities who meet 

the entry level age criteria or particular program 

entry criteria of the post-secondary institution 

and who can document the existence of a 

disability as defined by the ADA are covered. 

-Disability is defined as “any physical or mental 

impairment that substantially limits one or 

major life activities; having a record of such 

impairment; or being regarded as having an 

impairment.” 
 

Responsibilities 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

School attendance is mandatory. Students decide to attend and pay tuition. 

Districts are required to identify students with 

disabilities through assessment and IEP process. 

Students are responsible for revealing and 

providing current documentation of a disability 

(most current IEP or 504).  Students must self-

advocate. 

Students receive special education/504 and 

related services to address needs based on 

identified disability or impairment.  

Formal special education services are not 

available. 

Services include individually designed 

instruction modifications and accommodations 

based on IEP or 504 plan. 

Reasonable accommodations may be made to 

provide equal access and participation. 

Individual student needs based on the IEP may 

be addressed by program support for school 

personnel. 

No formal program support for school personnel 

is provided 

Progress toward IEP goals is monitored and 

communicated to the parent(s) and/or the 

student. 

Students are required to monitor their own 

progress and communicate their needs to 

instructors.  Post-secondary institutions will 

not share grades, progress, etc. with parents. 

Schools assist in connecting the student with 

community support agencies, if so identified as a 

transition need according to the IEP. 

Students are responsible for making their own 

connections with community support agencies. 

Guidance is provided for students to be aware of 

graduation requirements. 

Graduation requirements are complex and vary 

for different fields of study.  Students must 

monitor their own progress and independently 

seek advice/guidance. 

Textbooks are typically provided at little or no 

expense to students. 

Students must buy/rent their own textbooks, 

which can be costly.  

 



 

Classes 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Usually follow a school-directed daily schedule 

and proceed from one class to another. 

Individual students must manage their own time 

and schedules.  Classes could be on TT or MWF 

only. 

General education classes dictated by 

state/district requirements. 

Classes based on field of study; requirements 

may vary. 

Class attendance is usually mandatory and 

monitored carefully. 

Attendance polices may vary with each 

instructor. 

Classes generally have no more than 30 

students. Schools must follow class size limits 

set by law. 

Classes, especially introductory courses, may 

have 100 students for more.  This is more 

prevalent at larger universities. 

 

Instructors/Professors 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Typically grade and check completed homework 

for credit towards class grade. 

May assume homework is completed and 

students are prepared for a test. 

May remind student of incomplete or missing 

assignments. 

May not remind students of incomplete 

assignments.  Again, it is the student’s 

responsibility to check with his/her instructor 

to see if requirements are being met. 

Should know students’ needs and approach 

students when they need assistance. 

Are usually open and helpful, but expect student 

to initiate contact when assistance is needed. 

May be available before, during or after class for 

assistance. 

Normally require students to attend scheduled 

office hours. 

Will provide students with information missed 

during excused absence(s).  

Expects students to get information from 

classmates when class is missed. 

Present material to help understand the 

textbook. 

May or may not follow textbook, but material 

from textbook may still be evaluated.  

Often write information on the board to be 

copied for notes. 

May lecture nonstop; good notes are a must, but 

a tape recorder can be used. 

Teach knowledge and facts, leading students 

through the thinking process. 

Expect students to think independently and 

connect seemingly unrelated information.  

Often take time to remind students of 

assignments and test dates. 

Expect students to read, save, and refer back to 

course syllabus with important dates and 

deadlines.   

 

Studying 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Study time outside of class may vary, but is 

probably 1- 2 hours a night. 

Generally need to study at least 2-3 hours 

outside of class for each hour in class. 

Instructors may review class notes and textbook 

material regularly for classes. 

Students should independently review class 

notes and textbook material regularly.   

Expected to read short assignments that are 

discussed and re-taught. 

Substantial amounts of assigned reading and 

writing may not be directly addressed in class.  

It is up to the student to read and understand 

assigned material or access support, such as 

audio books. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Testing 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Frequent coverage of small amounts of material 

(i.e. unit/chapter tests). 

Coverage is less frequent, may be cumulative 

and cover large amounts of materials.  Some 

classes may require only papers and/or projects 

instead of tests. 

Make-up tests are frequently available. Make-up tests are seldom an option and may 

have to be requested at the instructor’s 

discretion. 

Test dates can be arranged to avoid conflicts 

with other events. 

Usually, scheduled tests are without regard to 

other demands. 

Frequent review sessions emphasizing 

important concepts prior to tests. 

Faculty rarely offer review sessions; if so, 

students are expected to be prepared and to be 

active participants, or find study groups. 

Testing accommodations determined by IEPs  

and 504s are organized and scheduled by school 

staff.   

Accommodations must be coordinated through 

the institution’s Center for Disabilities Services.   

 

Grades 
HIGH SCHOOL POSTSECONDARY 

Given for most assigned work. May not be provided for all assigned work. 

Good homework grades may assist in raising 

overall grade when test grades are lower. 

Tests and major papers provide the majority of 

the grade. 

Extra credit options may be available. Extra credit options are typically not available. 

Initial test grades, especially when low, may not 

have an adverse effect on final grades. 

First tests are often an indicator to let students 

know what is expected.  These tests can count 

for a substantial part of the final grade. 

Graduation requirements may be met with a 

grade of D or higher.  

Requirements may vary depending on field of 

student and institution’s own polices and 

protocol.    

 
Adapted from A College Guide for Students with Special Needs –Directions – “Take a step in the right direction; 

Northwest Suburban Education Career Partnership; 2011 

 

 

 

 

 

    


