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Transitioning from High School to College Life 
 

Leaving high school for an unpredictable life at college is difficult for all students, but it can be 

especially challenging for those with developmental disabilities.  Many students survived and, 

hopefully, succeeded in high school due, in part, to supports and structure provided by special 

education.  In college, students, not advisors or parents, are responsible for making choices 

and decisions, including requesting appropriate services and accommodations to meet the 

student’s needs. Special education ends when a student receives a diploma and exits high 

school. 

Following are a few things to consider as you begin your senior year of high school and make 

plans for postsecondary education: 

 

SENIOR YEAR 

Applying to College  

□ Make a list of important deadlines, including due dates for college applications and financial 

aid applications. 
 

□ Speak with your high school or college/career counselor and your family to narrow your 

college choices.  Ask the counselor for printed material on the colleges and if the colleges 

will have representatives on your high school campus to answer questions and provide 

more specific information. 
 

□ Begin gathering documents and information you will need to complete college and 

financial aid applications, including your Social Security number/card, high school code, 

high school transcript, college admission test score reports (SAT, ACT) and letters of 

recommendation.  If necessary, consider re-taking the college admission tests. 
 

□ When completing college applications you may come across a space labeled “EOP” for 

Educational Opportunity Program. EOP provides assistance through mentorship, 

academic programs, financial assistance, counseling/advising, and other campus support 

services to those who are first-generation college students, and/or from low-income and 

educationally disadvantaged backgrounds.  If admitted into the EOP you are required to 

attend a summer bridge program; the summer program determines if you will be part of the 

residential program or commuter program. 
 

□ Visit the campuses of the colleges which interest you.  Many schools have certain days 

when prospective students can tour the college and, in some cases, stay overnight with a 

college student. 
 

□ Complete the college applications and submit them with all required documentation 

on time. 
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□ You may want to review federal and state legislation which affect students with disabilities 

include Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and Title II of the American with 

Disabilities Act of 1990.  
 

Paying for College 

□ Check with the admission departments of the schools to which you wish to apply to verify 

the current cost of tuition and estimated total cost of attendance. 
 

□ If you intend to apply for scholarships and financial aid, do so as soon as possible. 
 

□ Gather the information you need to complete the Free Application for Federal Student Aid 

(FAFSA).  Financial aid may consist of fee waivers, grants and scholarships (which do not 

have to be repaid), work study (which requires you to work in exchange for money) and 

loans (which you DO have to pay back with interest). Submitting a completed FAFSA 

application puts you in consideration for the greatest amount of financial aid from federal, 

state and college sources; financial aid is awarded as applications are received and 

processed, so the sooner you submit a correctly completed application, the better. A FAFSA 

may be sent to several colleges at your request. October 1st is the first day you can file 

for FAFSA. 

College Admission Decisions 

□ If you applied for early decision, you may be notified within the month of December. If you 

applied to colleges where there is rolling admission, it generally can take 6 to 8 weeks to 

receive a decision. Regular admission deadlines are revealed in the months of March or 

April. Visit the colleges’ website for more information.  
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AFTER YOU’VE BEEN ACCEPTED 

□ Identify the college, university, or school you plan to attend after graduation and submit 

your Statement of Intent to Register (SIR) to enroll as a student.  
 

□ If you applied to more than one school, inform the school(s) of your decision to not attend. 

Most schools will include a rejection form in the acceptance packet that you can mail 

back.  
 

□ If required, register for freshmen orientation by mail or online by your school’s required 

deadlines. You may be required to pay a fee. 
 

□ You may need to take a placement exam before enrolling and registering for college 

classes. Schools frequently require English/Math assessments to determine appropriate 

class placement in those subjects. 
 

□ If requested, submit your final high school transcript to your chosen postsecondary 

school after graduation. 
 

□ Contact the Disabled Student Services (DSS) office on campus to begin the intake 

process. Once deemed eligible, you are entitled to priority registration for classes and to 

receive accommodations and supports as necessary. A counselor at DSS will be 

assigned to advise you, but you will be expected to advocate for yourself as much as 

possible.  DSS can help you contact the Department of Rehabilitation (DOR) which may 

offer additional supports while you’re in college. 

Financial Aid 

□ If you submitted a Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) and were approved 

for financial aid, every school that accepted you will send you a financial aid award letter. 

This letter usually contains: an estimate of cost of attendance, how much financial aid you’re 

eligible for and types of financial aid. Look carefully at your options and make an informed 

decision. 
 

□ Inform your school which financial aid you would like to accept. For information about 

disbursement dates, contact the school’s financial aid office or visit the school’s website. 

 

Applying for Student Housing 

□ An application for campus housing is separate from the application to college.  You can 

usually search the college websites for housing application due dates, necessary deposits 

and/or possible fee waivers. Remember: housing is limited and not guaranteed! Submit 

your application as soon as possible.  
 

□ If you apply for on-campus housing you must choose what type of housing you prefer – 

dormitory, suite or apartment style.  Some suites and/or campus apartments will have small 
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kitchens. If your residence does not have a kitchen you will want to review the college meal 

plan choices. You may be able to purchase a meal plan even if there is a kitchen in your 

residence. 

Transportation 

□ Before leaving for college, work with your Service Coordinator, parents and IEP/ITP team 

members and discuss options for navigating and travelling around the college campus and 

surrounding community. Obtaining a driver’s license, using public transportation, and 

applying for Access services are among the options to consider.   
 

□ If you will have a personal vehicle on campus you will need to purchase a permit and/or a 

parking pass.  Some schools are including this fee in the student bill total per semester.   
 

□ If you will be using public transportation, investigate the cost and availability of weekly 

and/or monthly passes.  A college discount may be available for bus passes.  There may 

also be a discount if you qualify for a pass for disabled persons. 
 

SUMMER AFTER HIGH SCHOOL 

Freshman Orientation: 
□ If required, attend the orientation program offered through your college for incoming 

freshman. Staff may help you register for courses and inform you of important resources 
and services. Accommodations are available upon request through the campus Office of 
Orientation.  

 

Housing: 

□ The Student Housing office will contact you if you have been assigned housing. 

Information for first time residents (e.g. fees, move-in dates, checklists, rules) will be 

provided via mail or email.   

 

□ If you need housing accommodations, contact the student housing office. You may want 

your DSS advisor to speak to the housing department as well. 
 

□ Most, if not all, campus housing is staffed with a resident advisor (R.A.) who lives in the 

building. Get to know the R.A. because that person will be a constant presence in your 

residence life.  

o If you require additional support to live independently, ask your Service Coordinator 

to coordinate with the college to determine if supported living services can be 

provided in university housing.  

□ If you plan to live independently in off-campus housing, ask your Service Coordinator for 

information about what kind of supports are available to help prepare you to move in and 

maintain your own apartment.   
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FIRST YEAR OF COLLEGE 

Academic Adjustments/ Accommodations: 

□ Make sure that you have discussed any necessary accommodations for classroom 

participation or accessing the instruction and source material with your DSS advisor.   
 

□ Once classes begin you may want to introduce yourself to the professor and/or teaching 

assistant after class.  Explain the accommodations you need which have already been 

“approved” by the DSS.  Write down the professor or Teaching Assistant’s office hours.  
 

□ Visit the tutoring center, libraries and computer labs on campus. 
 

Textbooks, Materials, Etc. 

□ Print your online course schedule using your registered student account. Your professor 

may also email you their syllabus for the semester with all required textbooks and materials.  
 

□ Most colleges have a campus bookstore where you can purchase textbooks, materials 

and school supplies. Bookstores also frequently sell personal hygiene items, laundry 

detergent, snack, and clothing emblazoned with the college name, mascot, etc. 
 

□ You do not have to buy your books at the bookstore. There are other affordable ways such 

as buying used textbooks or renting for a short period of time through online book sellers 

such as Amazon or Chegg. You may even find used materials in good condition on eBay 

or Craigslist.  
 

Student Organizations and Campus Activities 

□ Most colleges publicize their social clubs during the first week of school by having a visible 

presence in order to recruit new members.  You can learn when this occurs by checking the 

college website, talking to your R.A. or asking your DSS advisor.  There is usually a variety 

of clubs and activities.  Some are focused on sports, ethnicity, academic major, community 

service, honor societies or sororities and fraternities.  Check to see if there is a joining or 

annual fee, when the club meets and how much involvement is required. 
 

□ The college website calendar is a great resource to stay current on events happening on 

campus – athletics, recreation, dance, theater and music performances. 

 

Fitness: 

□ If you like physical activity and/or working out, explore the college recreation center and 

learn about the available activities and programs. You may have to pay for certain 

recreational programs or classes. There is usually a swimming pool for student use, weights 

and fitness machines.   
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□ In addition to National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) division athletic teams, the 

college may sponsor intramural sports for student participation such as basketball, 

volleyball, softball, soccer, etc. 
 

Student Health Services 

□ Your college may have a campus clinic or health service center which serves as a 

primary care clinic for students.  Some larger schools also have a pharmacy.  Universities 

specializing in medical research and medical degrees may provide therapies such as 

occupational therapy, physical therapy or emotional/mental health counseling (should be 

available at every college).  Most visits to the campus clinic will require only a co-payment. 

Typical health services offered might include family medicine, internal medicine, sports 

medicine, gynecology and sexual and reproductive health. You can find out more specific 

information on the college website or by visiting the clinic. 
 

□ You might be eligible to participate in Family Planning, Access, Care, and Treatment 

(Family PACT) program. The program is for men and women who are uninsured, 

underinsured or have some barrier to sexual and reproductive health.  Appointments for 

routine check-ups, Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STD) testing, birth control for males and 

females are free.  More information will be available at the college medical clinic. 

Campus Safety 

□ Learn who is responsible for campus security and where that office is.  Request a map 

showing the campus locations of the Blue-Light Phones used to call security in an 

emergency.  Ask if guard escorts are available for walking to and from evening classes or 

activities. 

On-Campus Dining 

□ Find out if your campus offers convenience stores which may sell pre-packaged 

sandwiches, salads, soups, snacks, beverages and other food items. Some campuses may 

also offer food courts with hot meals for sale.  

 


