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All children, including those with 
autism and other developmen-
tal disabilities, are entitled to a 
free and appropriate education 

(FAPE), as outlined originally in Section 
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as 
well as the Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (IDEA) (Individuals with 
Disabilities Act, 2004). This includes ed-
ucational services which are designed to 
meet the individual needs of students with 
disabilities, including evaluation and sub-
sequent re-evaluation for the need and lev-
el of special education and related services, 
access to general education curriculum, 
and non-disabled children to the greatest 
extent possible, and the right to due pro-
cess. In a recent court case (Endrew F. 
vs Douglas County School District), the 

Supreme Court ruled that Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs) must give students 
more than de minimis (i.e., minimal) edu-

cational benefit. This represented a depar-
ture from prior rulings that emphasized 
benefit, and permitted minimal benefit. 

In order for IEP teams to provide stu-
dents with disabilities educational pro-
graming that maximizes success and in-
dependence, a comprehensive IEP process 
must be established. This includes creating 
appropriate IEP goals and objectives based 
on direct and indirect assessments (Gould, 
2011), choosing functional goals and tar-
gets to optimize academic achievement 
and increase skills for post-21 prepared-
ness (Wehman & Kregel, 2012), contin-
uous progress monitoring for rate of ac-
quisition, and progress toward annual IEP 
goals, and data-based decision making in 
regards to modifications of program mate-
rials and/or instruction (Wehmeyer et al., 
2002; Thoma, Ligon, & Witing, 2004). 

Assessments 

Once functional skill areas to be ad-
dressed in the IEP are identified by the 
team, a determination must be made regard-
ing which specific skills will be targeted 

see IEPs on page 14
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The transition from high school 
to college may be challenging 
for all students, but especially 
for those diagnosed with Autism 

Spectrum Disorders (ASD) and related 
learning differences. With so many chang-
es in academic, social/emotional, and in-
dependent living demands, it is essential 
that students transitioning to college be 
proactive with regards to setting up the 
appropriate accommodations and supports 
to help encourage academic success. Each 
institution has its own system of accom-
modations; therefore, it is imperative that 
students know in advance not only their 
eligibility for accommodations, but also 
how to access and utilize them. 

Accommodations adapt an academic 
program to allow students to access curric-
ulum and demonstrate knowledge (Freed-
man, 2010). Accommodations are not in-
tended to change the expectation of what a 

student is to learn; rather, accommodations 
make adjustments in how the student en-
gages with classroom material and/or al-
low for flexibility in how students demon-
strate that learning has occurred. Eligibility 
in the higher education environment fall 
under The Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990 which requires institutions to pro-
vide access to accommodations to students 
that disclose a disability and can provide 
documentation demonstrating a qualifying 
need (American Psychological Associa-
tion, 2018). 

Barriers to Receiving Accommodations 
in Higher Education

Although higher education institutions 
are required to make reasonable accom-
modations accessible to students with 
supporting documentation on the college 
campus, there appears to be a discrepancy 
between students being eligible for accom-
modations and students actually utilizing 
them. This is a concern because, according 
to research conducted by Kim and Lee, uti-
lizing accommodations have a significant 

impact on students’ overall GPA (2015). 
It is important to identify which barriers 
are preventing students eligible to utilize 
accommodations from actually following 
through with using them in the postsecond-
ary environment.

Marshak, et al. (2010) identified five 
major barrier categories that prevented 
students with disabilities from utilizing ac-
commodations in the college environment. 
The first category, issues with identity, in-
cludes students’ desire to be self-sufficient 
and remove the stigma of having a disabil-
ity from their identity in college. The sec-
ond barrier, avoidance of negative social 
consequences, includes students’ fear of 
being singled out as receiving special treat-
ment and, thus, being resented by peers. 
The third category, insufficient knowledge 
base about the process, includes students 
questioning the fairness of being able to 
utilize accommodations, not knowing what 
services were available and where to re-
ceive them, and a lack of ability to describe 
their disability and advocate for supports 
that have been historically beneficial. The 
fourth category, the perceived overall qual-

ity of the services, includes initial negative 
experiences when trying to set up accom-
modations or negative experiences when 
trying to actually utilize them. The final 
category, negative experiences with facul-
ty, identifies students’ experiences that fac-
ulty did not believe the accommodations 
were needed, nor did they demonstrate a 
follow through in assisting in the imple-
mentation of the accommodations. 

Overcoming the Barriers 
Through Self-Advocacy

By identifying the barriers associated 
with the avoidance of using accommoda-
tions in the postsecondary environment, 
we can take a more proactive approach 
to clearing up any confusion and miscon-
ceptions about the process. Encouraging 
students to advocate for supports that will 
assist in a smooth transition to college may 
lead to greater success and retention. An 
important skillset to develop prior to the 
transition is self-advocacy. 

see Accommodations on page 17
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My Professor Can’t Teach! 
What College Students Can Do to Accommodate Themselves

By Ryan Therriault, MA, 
and Cristina da Silva 
The College Internship Program (CIP)

The stage is set. You successfully 
started college, ready to learn. 
Your teacher passes out the syl-
labus which states that you will 

have four tests and one paper. As the 
weeks go by, you realize there are assign-
ments that were not mentioned in the syl-
labus. In addition, you are unsure what 
will be on the test or when the test will 
be. Your teacher suggests that you study 
the chapter, but what does that mean? You 
read some of the chapter, but after a half 
an hour you’re starting to doze off and 
you can’t remember what you just read. In 
class you try to follow the professor’s lec-
ture, but you can’t seem to remember ev-
erything said. Even with the PowerPoint, 
you find yourself spacing out and missing 
all the information. You try to take notes 
but it is impossible to hear it, process it, 
reword it and write it back down. You try 
your best and maybe pass the class but ul-
timately come to the conclusion that your 
professor can’t teach!

As academic coordinators at The College 
Internship Program, we have witnessed the 
challenges college students experience ev-
ery day. We coach the students on social 

and executive functions in the academic 
environment and we teach them academic 
skills. We’ve observed that once they are in 
college, they are expected to know how to 
extract information and how to infer miss-
ing information, based on the well-intend-
ing professor’s instructions. These skills 
are challenging for all students, but even 
more so for those with ASD (Anderson et 
al., 2017). 

Ideally, a college professor would cre-
ate a class structure adapted to multiple 
learning styles by using a variety of teach-
ing techniques, such as drill and practice, 
study guide worksheets, lecture and inter-
active class discussion. They would allow 
multiple opportunities to assess what was 
learned such as activities, group work, 
essays, tests and projects. The teacher 
would provide a supplemental timeline 

complete with due dates and objectives. 
Their ideal professor would take a per-
centage off for late work, drop a test, 
substitute the final for the lowest test and 
provide a copy of notes and PowerPoints. 
While many do create the utopian college 
environment, the reality is that college 
professors are not required to provide 
this degree of structure. The expectation 
is that the students adapt themselves to 
the academic environment. Colleges at-
tempt to assist the students with adapting 
by providing services such as the accom-
modations for students with disabilities, 
learning labs, peer support and on-campus 
therapy. They help the students to manage 
their time, track their assignments, apply 
study skills, find assistive technology, 
talk to their instructors, and use coping 
strategies. Parents and support groups can 
provide the nudge necessary to encourage 
the students to access these supports. Ul-
timately, it is the student’s responsibility 
to create their best learning environment 
without inconveniencing others. 

Building a Structure by 
Managing Environment

Regardless of a students exceptionalities, 
there is a standard structure to be followed 

see College Students on page 20
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that creates the foundation of learning suc-
cess that begins when the students first en-
rolls in college. This structure must stay in 
place throughout the college experience, 
even if the student is doing well. That way, 
if the physical or personal environment 
were to change, a support system is already 
in place. 

Disabilities Services

Research suggests that faculty have 
limited understanding of the ADA and a 
student’s rights to modifications in a uni-
versity setting, therefore it is critical that 
students with ASD register with the uni-
versity’s office of student disabilities (Van-
Bergeijk et al., 2008). Once a student has 
registered, a counseling appointment will 
be made. The counselor will discuss your 
academic interests, help your with your 
trajectory, and most importantly, set the 
student up with accommodations specific 
to their needs. Some of the most common 
accommodations include extended time on 
exams, note-taking services, and access to 
assistive technology. From there, students 
must advocate for themselves by present-
ing their letter of accommodation to their 
professors, so they can be assisted with 
their needs. It will also be up to the student 
to request for extended time on each exam, 
so that an alternate testing date, time, and 
distraction-free location can be arranged.

Accommodations 
and Additional Support

Just as a support system must be built, 
the student must employ strategies to sup-
plement their learning experience. Many 
colleges and private tutors offer seminars 
as well as individualized instruction to 
help develop these strategies. Matching 
students’ learning-style preferences with 
educational interventions compatible 
with those preferences is also beneficial 
to their academic achievement (Dunn et 
al., 2010). For example a student may 
prefer to listen to a lecture, rather than 
keep their eyes focused on the screen due 
to light sensitivity. Another accommoda-
tion might be given to record lectures. 
Any assistive technology provided by the 
college will come with support on how to 
use the equipment, and what to do with 
the information after it is recorded. This 
same student may prefer to rewrite the 
material and to verbally review. This may 
not come naturally, so they will need to 
practice with a support specialist, who can 
show them how to adapt to their specific 
learning needs. Family members can also 
help by teaching the ASD student how 
and when to appropriately interact with 
support staff through scripting and roll 
play (Anderson et al., 2017).

Organizing Time

On the first day of class, students will 

be handed a syllabus. This document can 
be used to set up a calendar, preferably on 
a smartphone. Due dates can be plugged 
in for various assignments and exams, 
with alarm reminders to keep students on 
task. In addition, it is wise to input regu-
lar weekly study times, to help develop a 
routine that doesn’t interfere with other 
obligations. A “grade tracker” can also be 
developed to keep track of grades through-
out the term. Using programs like Google 
Sheets or Microsoft Excel can aid in calcu-
lating grade averages. 

The syllabus is an important tool to help 
manage time, but what should a student 
do when information is missing? Families 
and mentors can advise students on how 
to appropriately approach support staff 
to assist with an email to teachers to dis-
cuss and disclose their needs in the class 
as well as to clarify requirements and due 
dates. 

Conclusion

While testing may reveal where the chal-
lenges lie initially, students can find what 
works best for them through experience 
and reflection with families and support 
staff. Through this metacognitive process, 
strategies can be developed and executed 
by the student to create an environment 
conducive to learning. 

Ryan Theriault, MA, is the Lead Aca-
demic Coordinator at The College Intern-

ship Program (CIP). Cristina da Silva is 
the Academic Coordinator at CIP Berke-
ley. CIP is a national transition program 
for young adults with autism and learn-
ing differences. For more information, 
contact Ryan Therriault at rtherriault@
cipbervard.org and Cristina da Silva at 
cdasilva@cipberkeley.org or visit www.
cipworldwide.org.
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