
Navigating the College Transition Maze: A 
Guide for Students With Learning 

Disabilities 

The transition tion1 high scl~ool to col- 
lege can be a confirsing and over- 
whelming time for students with learning 
disabilities (LD), their families, and the 
secondary-level professionals who 
assist them. In addition to the chal- 
lenges that all students face when tran- 
sitioning to college, additional obstacles 
conhnt students with LD. Chief among 
them is the move from the familiar 
model of special education services at 
the high school level to very different 
sendees at the college level. Not only 
does the scope of these services change 
considerably tiom high school to col- 
lege, but there can also be a great deal 
of institutional variation in the way that 
these services are provided. Addi- 
tionally, at the college level, significant 
changes occur in the legal rights of stu- 
dents, and there is a sharp reversal of 
parental and student responsibility. 

As the former director of a university 
LD program, I tiequently worked with 
students and their families during this 
transition. The students included high 
school students who were searching for a 
college, students who were accepted 
into the university and were preparing 
to enroll, and students who had matric- 
ulated and were trying to negotiate the 
first semester of college as a student 
with LD. 

Questions and misconceptions about 
postsecondary disability services com- 
monly arise during these interactions. 
At minimum, these misconceptions sim- 
ply add to the confusion surrounding 
the college transition process and can 
be overcome with time and experience 
in the college setting. At worst, the mis- 
conceptions can create false expecta- 

tions for families and students in transi- 
tion, which may ultimately lead to a col- 
lege experience that is less successful 
than it might otherwise be. This article 
presents several of the most common 
questions and misconceptions related to 
transition and LD services and is intended 
to fknish useful information about the 
process to students with LD, their 
parents, and the professionals who 
assist them in the transition process. 

"Are you the special education 
department? Can you tell me about 
your special education services?" 

These questions go directly to the heart 
of the primary difference between high 
school and college services for students 
with LD. The Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, Public 
Law 105-17,1997) is the law that 

addresses the education of students . 
with LD at the secondary level. It states 
that special education services are 
required for students who are not making 
satisfactory academic progress because 
of a disability. Students who meet this 
criterion are entitled to these services, 
which must be h e  and individually 
appropriate for the student and must be 
based on data h m  a comprehensive 
evaluation that .is conducted and paid 
for by the school. The school must 
develop an individualized education 
program (IEP) for each student. This 
document nlust contain educational goals 
for the student, objectives for achieving 
these goals, and specific modifications 
that must be used to assist the student in 
reaching these goals. A team consisting 
of professionals and parents makes the 
significant decisions related to creating 
and implementing this document, and the 
school must ensure that the student is 
making satisfactory progms. 

In stark contrast, no similar special 
education system exists at the postsec- 
ondary level. Rather, at the postsec- 
ondary level, disability services are pro- 
vided. These services are based on two 
civil rights mandates, Section 504 (P.L. 
93-1 12) of the ~ehabilitatidn Act of 1973 
and the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990 (ADA; P.L 101-336). Both 
statutes prohibit discrimination on the 
basis of disability and require that post- 
secondary institutions ensure equal 
access for otherwise qualified students 
with disabilities. Equal access includes 
providing students with reasonable aca- 
demic adjustments (also called accom- 
modations) and auxiliary aids. 



At a minimum, postsecondary insti- 
tutions are required to offer disability 
services. Such services are sometin~es 
called genaic (Brinckerl~off, McGuire, & 
Shaw, 2002) and are made available to 
all students with disabilities. Section 
504 requires that the institution desig- 
nate an institutional contact pelson, or 
"a responsible employee" (104.7(a)), 
who ensures that qualified students 
with disabilities receive individually 
appropriate accommodations (e.g., 
extended test time, separate exam loca- 
tions) and auxiliary aids (e.g., access to 
assistive teclmology). This person is not 
required to have training in special edu- 
cation or disabilities and may have 
other responsibilities on the campus. 
Institutions may not charge additional 
fees to students for providing such 
accommodations. 

Institutions can go beyond this mini- 
inum level of services and offer a dis- 
ability program. In these programs, a 
hll-time disability program coordinator 
or director administers services that 
exceed the reasonable accommodations 
discussed previously. Although the 
exact nature of these programs differs 
from college to college, they may 
include varying levels of individualized 
contacts for students, such as work in 
learning skills and strategies, instruction 
in writing strategies, or individualized 
tutoring (Brinckerhoff et al., 2002). The 
institution may require that students 
pay a fee for these more comprehensive 
programs (although not for reasonable 
accommodations, as previously noted). 
Table 1 indicates the range of LD sup- 
port services that may be available. The 
disability contact person at each school 
of interest can offer advice about the 
exact nature of services available at that 
school. 

Regardless of the model used, insti- 
tutions are not required to modify 
admissions standards, course content, 
or programs of study for a student 
because of his or her disability. Section 
504 and the ADA are civil rights man- 
dates designed to ensure access; they 
are not special education laws. Any spa 
cia1 education services, as well as the 
modifications outlined in a student's 
IEP, end when the student graduates 
h m  high school. The student is respon- 

sible for self-identifying to the college secondary institutions. Tllus, as with an 
and for pi-oviding appropriate docun~el~- IEP, the services outlined in a second- 
tation of lus or her disability. If the stu- ary-level Section 504 plan end at gtadu- 
dent does not selfdisclose, acconmloda- ation from lug11 school. Although col- 
tions need not be provided, nor must leges may use these plails in decision 

making, they are not obligated to follow 
the requirements of these plans. 

institutions are not 
Madaus and Shaw (2004) presents a 
detailed examination of the differences 

~.c.quit.ed to modify between Subparts D and E and the 
iinplications for students in transition. 

A newer, but increasingly common, 
course content, or problem at the postsecondary level 

relates to two groups of students in tran- 
programs of study for a sition. One group consists of students 

student because of his or who were not diagnosed with LD but 

her disability. 

they be provided retroactively to a stu- 
dent who did not self-identify and who 
then struggled. Grades earned in courses 
taken before the student's Selfdisclosure 
do not need to be deleted or inodified 
(Madaus & Shaw, 2004). Additionally, a 
student is only eligible for protections 
and services if he or she maintab a 
:,,. ,,i', ..:.t.;r ;R:I!EI average (GPA) that the 
institution c!: t: program within the 
institution has sct a d  that applies to 
all students (Heyward, Lawton, & 
Associates, 1990). 

"My daughter is on a Section 504 
plan in high school. We were told 
that her plan would automatically 
transfer to your college since you 
are also covered under Section 504. 
Is this true?" 

High school students with LD -xllo do 
not require intensive special education 
services but who still need reasonable 
accommodations [such ah cxtcncicd test 
time) may be placed on a Section 504 
plan at the high school level. These 
plans outline the specific accommoda- 
tions that must be provided tn the stu- 
dent and the personnel responsible for 
ensuring that the accommodations are 
provided. Although coUeges and univer- 
sities are obligated by the mandates or 
Section 504, they are bound to Subpart 
E of the law, whereas Subpart D covers 
secondary schools. These subparts 
place significantly different requirements 
on secondary schools and post- 

who exhibited difficulty at the secondary 
level in a specific area, such as test. 
taking. The second group consists of 
students who no longer meet the diag- 
nostic criteria for a learning disability 
but who are provided with a monitoring 
plan. Instead of using special education 
services, secondary teams may create 
Section 504 plans for these students. 
Sympathetic teachers may give the stu- 
dent informal accommodations, such as 
extended time to complete a test or a 
quiz. Students may become reliant on 
these accommodations and may expect 
these services to continue at the college 
level. Without documentation that verifies 
the existence of a learning disability and a 
subsequent substantial limitation to 
learning, postsecondary institutions 
may deny the student's accommodation 
request. Thus, regardless of how well- 
intended such informal accommodations 
may be, secondary school personnel and 
parents should carehUy consider the 
long-term impact of these accom- 
modations and their ramifications for 
the student. 

"Can you tell me about the admis 
sions process for students with 
special needs?" .. - ei 

As noted previously, postsecondary 
institutions are not required to modify 
admission requirements for applicants 
with disabilities. For an applicant to be 
admitted, the institution must consider 
him or her "otherwise qualified" despite 
the existence of a disability. According 
to Section 504, a qualified person at the 
postsecondary level is one "who meets 
the academic and technical standards 
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Decentralized Selvices 

Fonllal coiltact person 

I I I 

Few established policies I Peer tutors available 1 ~cmmnlodations provided I ~ u l l  range of accommodations / 

Loosely ChordillateJ Se11:ices 

Limited support services it- 

Fo~lnal contact person 

Centrally Coordinated Se~~ices  

Generic suppo~t services and 
accomnlodatio~ls available 

Students dependent on 
synlpathetic faculty 

Data-Based or Con~prel~ensi~!e 
Support. P~.clgra~ns 

Full-tune progmn coordi~lator 

Emphasis on student self- 
advocacy 

Full-tine program director 

Services housed in disability 
office 

Students referred to other on- 
campus resources 

Emphasis on student self- 
a d v w  

Adaptive technology may be 
available 

I I I 

Individualized support available 

Assistant director or coordinator 

Adaptive technology available 

Specially trained disability 
specialists may be available 

Individualized support plans 
developed 

Established policies and 
procedures 

Trained disability specialists 
available ... . . ,,:, . . 

I I I 

Note. From "Resource Guide of Support Services for Students With Learning Disabilities in Connecticut Colleges and 
Universities," by J. M. McGuire and S. F. Shaw, 1989, Storrs, CT: A. J. Pappanikou Center on Special Education and 
Rehabilitation: A University Affiliated Program, University ofConnecticut Copyright 1996 (revised) by Joan McQuire and Stan Shaw. 
Adapted with permission. 

Establislled policies and 
procedures 

I 
requisite to admission or participation 
in the recipient's education program or 
activity" (104.3 (k)(3)). In other words, 
the student must participate in the stan- 
dard admissions process and must have 
academic credentials that are equivalent 
to those of his or her peers without dis- 
abilities. The institution may consider 
the impact of the disability when making 
the admission decision, but doing so is 
not required. 

If a particular college does not allow 
for formal self-disclosure on the appli- 
cation or if it does not consider specific 
documentation during the admissions 
process, applicants might consider 
including information about the LD in 
their personal statement or in a supple- 
mental personal statement. Students 
might describe how the LD affected a 
particular area of coursework, why no 

foreign language comes appear on the 
student's transcript, how the LD con- 
mbuted to lower standardized test 
scores, or what methods or techniques 
were developed to compensate for the 
LD. Although this disclosure will not 
guarantee the student admission, it may 
give an admissions committee supple- 
mental information that might help 
explain inconsistencies in the applica- 
tion (e.g., between grades and standard- 
ized test scores) and help the committee 
make decisions about students who are 
marginal for admission to a particular 
institution. Of course, it is critical that 
the student be comfortable with this 
self-disclosure and that the statement be 
carefilly and thoughtfully prepared. 

Focusing almost solely on the admis- 
sions requirements of an institution- 
such as required high school GPA, SAT, 

or ACT scores and number of years of 
foreign language study is natural. 
However, considering factors that will 
affect a student's ability to succeed at 
and eventually graduate h m  an institu- 
tion is also vital. Such factors include 
the following: 

Will the student need to take certain 
levels of math or statistics? 

Will the student be required to take a 
foreign language? 

Will the student be expected to write 
at a certain level? 

What types of courses are required 
for specific majors? 
A possibility exists that an institution 

may accept a student but the student 
may then find particular graduation 
requirements to be unexpected and 
seemingly impossible to complete. 
Because special education services do 



>;;.>; :..\. ... . ...,.; i at the postsecondary level and 
the school will not modify cou-ses, spe- 
cific admission requirements to an insti- 
tution are important, but they represent 
i ~ i i j ?  one part of the total transition pic- 
lure. 

"We have been told that our 
daughter must self-identify as a 
student with a disability and we 
must submit documentation as part 
of the admissions process. " 

Although colleges are not allowed to 
consider the impact of an LD in the 
admissions process, some colleges may 
have a parallel admissions process for 
applicailts with LD. In these cases, the 
schools require that an applicant with 
LD submit documentation and an appli- 
cation simultaneously. The student may 
be accepted into both the institution 
and a comprehensive support program 
for students with LD., A s  pse\:iou.s!y 
noted, these comprehensive programs 
may also charge an additional fee for 
services. 

However, two critical points are 
related to these procedures. First, self- 
disclosure of a disability during the 
admissions process must be voluntary. 
Colleges may not make preadmission 
inquiries regarding disability status and 
may not require that the student self- 
disclose, unless the student wants to 
participate in the institution's formal 
support program. Second, an applicant 
who is admissible under the standard 
admissions criteria used by dlc institu- 
tion must be accepted regardless of the 
disability. The institution cannot require 
that the applicant submit documenta- 
tion as part of a standard admissions 
process. Ifadmitted, the institution cannot 
require the student to use and pay for a 
comprehensive support program. 
Additionally, the student must receive 
appropriate accommodations at no cost, 
regardless of whether he or she chooses 
to participate in the program. 

Conversely, if the student is not 
admissible under 1:11c standard applica- 
tion process but might be admissible 
under a cooperative review, the institu- 
tion may request documentation of the 
disability and use it in the cooperative 
review. In such cases, if the institution 
offers the student admission, it may be 
considered conditional, and the student 

may then be required to participate in 
and pay for a con~prehensive support 
P't'grrun. 
"Can you tell me about the admis- 
sions process for your program?" 

At inost institutions, the process to 
determine eligibility for protection 
under Sectioil 504 and tlle ADA is not 
an admissions process for disability 
services. As previously discussed, a stu- 
dent is who is accepted into the institu- 
tion and who desires disability services 
must submit documentatioil to the dis- 
ability service office. If rhis documenta- 
tion meets the ;~:srj:ilri:)~l'.; !.i.(j:jij__:-- 

inc;lys: ;>I:: 5l.:ldrt:; ins\- i>c c~ j !<h~c  

such services as reasonable accomrno- 
dations and auxiliary aids. The institu- 
tion i!:tses decisions related to specific 
accommodation requests on the results 

An applicant who is 
. admissible under the 

standard admissions criteria 
used by the institution must 
be accepted regardless of 

the disability 

of this documentation and the intersec- 
tion with the requirements and assess- 
ment methods used in each course. 

"When we apply to your institu- 
tion ..." 
Parents often speak for a student .;\.ilk 
LD who is in the transition process. 1:) 
fact, rarely does a college disability 
service provider interact directly :::iti~ 
secondary students about postsecondary 
services; typically, the student's parent 
makes these ciills. Additionally, during 
meetings and interviews i{:\:ith families, 
the parent often refers to the student 
with an encompassing "we" or refers to 
him or her in (132 third person. The 
parent might not include the student in 
the conversation, even when he or she 
is sitting in the room. In other cases, a 
parent completes an admitted student's 
forms related to LD services. 

Altl~ougl~ such practices are well- 
hteilded, they stifle the development of 
self-determination and independence, 
which are critical skills for success in 
college and beyond. Students then often 
arrive on campus unable to describe 
their disability and unable to speak for 
tllemselves about their need for accom- 
modations. Parents and scl~ool staff 
should teach students about their LD at 
an early age, and they should encourage 
students, when it is age-appropriate, to 
speak and make decisions for them- 
selves. These lifetime skills must be 
developed and continually nurtured. 

"My child is a 504" or "My child is 
classified. .. " 
Related to the previous discussion, par- 
ents and students should consider the 
use of person-first language. A student, 
in pei-son-first terms, is no longer a "dis- 
abled child" but is a "student with a dis- 
ability. " The disability is a part, not the 
whole, of the student. The student also 
has an entire profile of strengths. This 
perspective requires people (including 
.the student) to view the student as a 
person with unique strengths and 
needs, and it nlay serve as a foundation 
upon which self-detemzination and 
independence can be developed. 

"My daughter is eligible for services 
at your school because you are a 
public institution and I am a -  
taxpayer in this state. " 

A common misconception relates to the 
requirements that Sectioil 504 and the 
ADA impose on public and private insti- 

Self-disclosure of a 
disability during the 

admissions process must be 
voluntary 

tutions. Both laws apply equally to any 
institution, public or private, that bene- 
fits fiom any form of federal financial 
assistance. This assistance may include 
student financial aid, research grants, or 
construction grants. If any part of the 
institution receives such assistance, the 



The k!F;:Tt.f Rcsui!rce Coctcr 

The HEATH Resource Center is the National Clearb~gllouse on Postsecondary 
Education for Individuals with Disabilities. Resource papers, an extensive 
resource directory, and usehl fact sheets are available at 
http://www.heath.gwu.edu. Available publications include Creatii~g Options: 
Financiul Aid for Studei~(s With Di.sabilities 2003, Asskiti~a Teclmologl~ ,for 
St~rdents IYitIz Leui7zing Disabilities, and Students Wit11 Lenmiizg Disnbilities iiz 
Postsecondarj~ Education, Contact The HEATH Resource Center, George 
Waslington University, 2121 K Street NW, Suite 220, Washington, DC 20037; 
telephone: 1-800-544-3284; Web site: http://www.heath.gwu.edu 

U.S.  Department ~f EEi$catioi?, Office for Civil Rights 

The U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights Web site 
(www.ed.gov/ocr) offers valuable information for students in transition. 
Included on the site are reports and resources, including Students With 
Disabilities Preparing for Postsecondary Education: Kizow Your Rights and 
Responsibilities (July 2002). This publication presents answers to a series of 
common questions related to the rights and responsibilities of students with 
disabilities in postsecondary education. 

course or a program of study, and they 
do not consider whether the student 
will be successhl. For exarnple, parents 
and students may request a tutor or a 
teacher to reteach or explain course 
material in a different way. Sollle high 
school students ]nay have exam ques- 
tions rephrased or modified. ~ l t h o u ~ h  
high schools might hnlish these services, 
they are not likely to be considered 
reasonable at the postsecondary level 
under Section 504 or the ADA. 

An additional area of conhion often 
arises in relation to course substitutions. 
Students who receive waivers of sec- 
ondary graduation requirements in such 
areas as mathematics or foreign lan- 
guages may expect that such waivers 
will automatically carry over to the 
postsecondary level. However, these 
waivers may not carry over; and in fact, 
if the student's program of study is Such 
that mathematics or foreign language 
study is an essential requirement (e.g., 

Wisconsin Depar1:nent of Pttblic Instrrictiot? 
mathematics for a nursing major, for- 

The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction fittp://www.dpi.state.wi.us) eign language for m bUi- 
offers Opeiziizg Doors to Postsecondmy Ed~icc.rtioiz and Training: Planningfor ness major), the school does not need to 
Life Aper High School (September 2003). This handbook for students, school allow that the requirement be 
counselors, teachers, and parents includes such sections as "Planning and Furtllermore, providing such modifi- 
Preparing for Postsecondary Education," "Timeline for Planning," and "High cations at the high school level may 
School What Classes Must I Take?" The handbook also contains a actually restrict the admissions eligibility 
"Postsecondary Education Exploration Worksheet" and an appendix of docu- of a student to some institutions. 
mentation guidelines. The handbook is available at http://www.dpi. state, (2003) explores in greater detail 
wi.us/een/pdfltranopndrs.pdf issues related to course substitutions. 

entire institution is covered under 

Section 504 and the ADA, regardless of 

whether the institution is public or pri- 

vate. 

An applicant must be otherwise 
qualified for admission, regardless of 

his or her disability. If admitted, the stu- 
dent must submit documentation that 

verifies the specific nature of the dis- 

ability. The institution must base deci- 

sions related to services and specific 

accommodations on the intersection of 

this documentation and the essential 

"rMy child had flrese services iin hi& 
school and wf/l need thein if? college 
to be successftlf." 

Although special education laws require 
that secondary schools ensure that stu- 
dents with disabilities are successfid 
within their academic program, Section 
504 and the ADA are civil rights laws 
that are based on ensuring that the stu- 
dent has an equal opportunity for 
access. They are outcome-neutral and 
do not mandate equal opportunity for 
success wadaus & Shaw, 2004). 

Because special education services 
and IEP mandates end at high school 

Final Thoughts 

Attending college is an important and 
attainable goal for many students with 
disabilities. However, significant dier- 
ences occur in the ways that services 
are fiunished at the secondary and post- 
secondary levels. The information in 
this article is intended to provide stu- 
dents and families in the transition 
process-as well as the secondary 
school professionals who work with 
them-important and useful informa- 
tion. Additional resources regarding the 

requkments of a specific come or pro- graduation, some requested services and 
accommodations might be available at the 

gram of study The fact that an institu- college level whereas others may not. 
Attending college Is an 

tion is public or private, or that a stu- ~h~~~ decisions are based on the important and attainable 
dent's parent is a state taxpayer, has no intersection of the student's disability goal for many students 
bearing on these decisions. and the essential requirements of a 

with disabilities 



transition process  appear  i n  the box  
entitled "Useful Transition Resources." 
Understailding these differences and 
allovling the student to be an active par- 
ticipant in the decision-making process 
are vital to promoting succkssful transi- 
tion. 
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(.;I.;.:< i:x:),?,l q;vf;:I[ k,: 

To improve the field of special education by recognizing exe~nplary 
practices in the education i!i'children with disabilities. 

;;, ;r, .y..... ... : 
.>.hi.. 15 XfX(.i: 

To identify ten !>I the nlost outstanding progra~ns and teachers of children 
with disabilities i ! ~  recipients of the 2005 Shaklee Teacher Award. 

.,i.i,--, ..., >r)ls,..,:< .,:. :\ , , .r.t\i:>-,::-a\: %:%..:\;-,I . 

W i ~ ~ n e ~ s  receive S1000, as well as an all-expense paid trip to attend the 
Shaklee Summer Session in Wichita, Kansas. During this unique iivc 
day event, recipients intaact with fo~lner award winne~s and leaders in 
special and galera1 education in activities designed to foster learning and 
encourage individual participation. Teachers return to their schools with 
new knowledge, applicatio~~ skills and an energized co~nlnitlnent to the 
children they save. Ufe **-,';* 

:ir3(x.,~r'U$; 
The Shaklee Institute was created in 1995 and is sponsored by 
H.eartspring (www.hea~tspring.org). a not-for-protit organization 
serving children with disabilities since 1934. 

;ll'!'l,.Y '1oI:J:l)': 

To obtain application infonnation for yourself or :S colleague, plusc cal! 
Evelyn Horton at (800) 835-1043 or elnail c l r i ~ f l ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ l ~ c ; l f i s l ~ ~ i i ? g . c ~ r g .  
Application infonmtio~tion is also available at r\~r\~?i;.hmiai~ri~~gn~.:::i.ltl:i!i~cl~.ar~ 
Act now-the application must be postmarked by F~.hi.~i;?i.x -i. ?(I!)? 
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