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Going to postsecondary school (vocational/career 
schools, two/four-year colleges, and universities) is a 
big step for any young adult, but may be especially 
challenging for youth with disabilities and their 
families. Hopefully, they have already been working 
on everything that needs to happen for success in 
furthering their education long before they are high 
school seniors. In fact, the freshman year in high 
school is not too early to be gathering information 
and getting ready for postsecondary school.  
 

Secondary and postsecondary schools operate 
differently. The high school student is protected 
through a Free Appropriate Public Education 
(FAPE) under IDEA and “entitled” to certain rights, 
which were set forth through the IEP. In 
postsecondary settings, students are protected under 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 
504) and Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 
1990 (Title II), which prohibit discrimination on the 
basis of disability. While Section 504 and Title II also 
protect students in school districts, the responsibilities 
of postsecondary schools differ significantly from 
those of school districts. The postsecondary school is 
not required to provide FAPE. They are required to 
provide appropriate academic adjustments, as 
necessary, to ensure that they do not discriminate on 
the basis of disability. In addition, the needed 
academic adjustments must be verified, based on 
disability documentation. 
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Practically every postsecondary school must have a 
person--frequently called the Disability Services 
Coordinator, Section 504 Coordinator, or ADA 
Coordinator—whose responsibility is to ensure 
compliance with Section 504 and Title II. It is 
important to know that while that person is there to 
help, it is up to the young adult to be responsible (the 
parent or guardian is not typically invited) for reaching 
out and asking for help from the coordinator. First, the 
young adult with a disability must be willing to 
disclose their disability. Some students do not want to 
disclose their disability because they fear they will be 
labeled. However, without the disclosure, your young 
adult will not be able to receive any academic 
adjustments. So, what is the process for getting those 
needed adjustments? While it may vary across schools, 
most have a standard method, which includes: 
 

1. The student contacts the Disability Coordinator 
(usually in an Office of Disability Services) 
during his/her junior or early senior year of 
high school. It is likely there will be a special 
form that will have to be completed regarding 
his/her disability. If possible, visit with the 
coordinator, ask questions and find out the 
school’s process.  

2. The student will need to provide the 
Coordinator with verification of his/her 
disability. Typically, depending on the 
disability, an up-to-date assessment from  
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  https://iidc.indiana.edu/instrc The Indiana Secondary Transition Resource Center at the Center on Community Living 
and Careers has a February 2016 recorded webinar titled, “Ensuring a Smooth Transition to College for Students with 
Disabilities” that provides excellent information about the Office of Disability Services for students with disabilities. Larry 
Markle, Director of Disability Services at Ball State University leads the discussion. The webinar is one hour, 15 minutes 
long and well worth the time for families and caregivers of college bound students with disabilities. Once at the site, click on 
Trainings and then on the title of the webinar. 
 
http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/transition.html The Office of Civil Rights (OCR) provides good information 
about a student’s rights when he/she goes on to postsecondary education. There is a pamphlet and a helpful list of 
“Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ).  

 

 Who Can Help? 
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3. a psychologist, medical doctor, or other qualified diagnostician is required. It is often helpful to provide 
a copy of the latest IEP but, again, that can vary from school to school. 

4. The need for and the type of academic adjustments will have to be determined. Once identified, the 
student will request an academic adjustment letter from the Office of Disability Services. 

5. Finally, the student will want to schedule some time with each of his/her professors to give them the 
letter and discuss the needed academic adjustments. 

 

While the process may vary depending on the postsecondary school, it is important that the family/caregiver 
and the young adult find out early about the academic adjustments process at the school of her/his choice. 
Again, it pays to do your homework. Investigate and ask lots of questions. Also, check in with your youth’s 
high school guidance counselor. Counselors are familiar with what postsecondary schools require for 
verification of disabilities and the types of academic adjustments that would be available. They also can help 
students with important referral information to vocational rehabilitation services. If appropriate, VR may be 
able to help with the required verification information and potentially provide financial assistance for 
adjustments that the postsecondary school is not required to provide.  
 

What are some of the possible academic adjustments that your young adult may be able to use, if verified, to 
help him/her be successful in postsecondary school? For example, if your youth is deaf-blind, they may need 
many adjustments (e.g., large print or braille, technology to convert print to braille, electronic textbooks, sign 
language interpreters, CART services). Other possible adjustments might include: priority registration, extended 
time for exams, and an accessible residence hall room. At the same time, there are some adjustments that 
typically are not provided (e.g., open notes for exams, grade amnesty, modifications of exams, word banks).  
Further, the postsecondary school does not have to provide personal attendants, individually prescribed devices, 
readers for personal use or study, or other devices or services of a personal nature, such as tutoring and typing. 
Remember, investigate early so there are no surprises! 
 

Next Steps: 
1. Make sure you and your son or daughter are connected with the high school guidance counselor 

regarding “things to do” at the postsecondary school where your son or daughter has applied. Also, 
make sure that a vocational rehabilitation (VR) counselor is involved in helping the student prepare and 
understand what types of services VR will be able to support. For example, it may be that the young 
adult who is deaf-blind will need formal Orientation & Mobility services to learn how to get to classes. 
VR might be able to pay for those services. 

2. Learn about the disability services that are offered at the postsecondary schools your young adult wants 
to attend. They are not necessarily equal; some postsecondary schools have more expertise than others in 
dealing with specific disabilities (e.g., sensory losses, autism, specific health issues) and offer additional 
services. 


