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overwhelming. Yet, it doesn’t have to be. 
Instead, it can be a very rewarding experience. 
The college search process is a journey of 
self-discovery. Because of this, the possibilities 
that are available to you are numerous and 
exciting – that is, if you ask yourself the right 
questions and take the correct steps. 

How do you make the right college match? We 
all know that every student has individual 
priorities and needs, hopes, and dreams. The 
college search process is a journey of self-dis-
covery, and for students with a disability there 
is an additional layer to that process beyond 
such basic criteria as geography, program of 
study, and size of school. Should you consider 
a college that is dedicated exclusively to 
students with learning disabilities and/or 
focuses on specific types of learning challeng-
es such as dyslexia, ADHD, or ASD? Or would 
you be better served by a traditional college 
that offers LD accommodations at the compre-
hensive, structured, or add-on services level?

Eight considerations for evaluating 
which college options are best suited 
to your particular learning style: 

UNDERSTANDING

Do you know your LD and how it affects your 
ability to learn? It might surprise you to know 
that many students with LD have never read 
their LD testing or understand what their diag-
nosis is and what that means to the way in 
which they learn. Know yourself!

SELF-AWARENESS  

Can you describe the services you received in 
high school and what worked and what didn’t 
work? Not only is it important to know how you 
learn best, but are you aware of the tasks 
throughout the day that you do for yourself,
that your parents do for you, or that your teach-
ers and counselor do on your behalf? For 
example, do you wake up on your own in the 
morning? Do you plan out your day and know 
how to prioritize tasks? Do you take prescribed 
medications on your own? Be aware of…you!

ADVOCATE 

Are you able to articulate your learning disabil-
ity? Once you go to college, you’ll have to 
advocate for yourself. Will you be able to talk 
with your professors about what accommoda-
tions you need? It may surprise you to know 
that only 17% of students who were eligible for 
support services in high school actually advo-
cate for themselves and take advantage of
accommodations once they go on to college.
Put yourself out there – learn to advocate for 
yourself!

DISCLOSURE

Will you disclose your learning differences in 
your applications for admission to college? 
Students and their families often fear that 
divulging a learning disability will hurt their 

HOW TO APPROACH THE COLLEGE SEARCH 
PROCESS WHEN YOU HAVE A DISABILITY: 

TYPICAL OR ATYPICAL?

The recently released third season of the pop-
ular 1etŴi[ program $typical follows protago-
nist Sam Gardner, a student with autism, to his 
freshmen year at college. Throughout the 
episodes in the season, the storyline centers 
around how he navigates the academic and 
social expectations of his new campus envi-
ronment. The challenges Sam faces aren’t 
unique to students with learning differences 
and the episodes have been praised by mem-
bers of the autism community for their empha-
sis that this is merely one student’s experience, 
not a blanket statement about all neurodiver-
gent students. However, when it comes to 
applying to colleges when you have a learning 
disability, there are some typical and atypical 
questions upon which you may wish to focus.
There are more than 4,000 public, private, and 
for�profit colleges and universities in the 
United States. Searching for the “right college” 
can be time-consuming, stressful, and often 
chaotic. If you’re a student who happens to 
learn differently this task can seem downright 

chances of admission. Experts agree that 
disclosing is a good idea. It can help provide 
background information on why you may have 
struggled, or why grades may be high, but a 
particular test score low. Be a proud neurodi-
verse learner!

SUPPORT SERVICES 

Do the colleges that you are exploring offer 
the support services you need? When evaluat-
ing a college, book an appointment with their 
disability office. Find out what types of services 
they offer. Do their services match your partic-
ular needs? If you need executive function 
coaching or social pragmatics to be successful,
make sure the colleges you are exploring offer 
these supports!

SUCCESS 

:hat are the collegeōs tracN record specifically 
for students with LD: retention, graduation,
and placement rates? The college may have a 
great soccer team or an outstanding business 
program, but make sure neurodiverse 
students succeed, persist and graduate!

ATTITUDE/ENVIRONMENT

How accepting/what is the view of the campus 
community toward students with LD? Is it a 
warm and welcoming community, one that is 
inclusive of all types of neurodiversity? Ask 
questions, but most importantly visit. Walk 
around campus, talk with students and faculty,
and see if you can ‘see’ yourself there!

360 DEGREES 

Is LD support limited to just the classroom or 
will you be able to access services throughout 
all aspects of college life Ŋ on the playing field,
in the residence hall, and more? If you have an 
LD, it doesn’t disappear the moment you walk 
out of lecture or class. Find out how services 
carry over to the rest of campus life!

Applying to colleges when you have a learning 
disability may seem like it’s just a typical part of
a teenager’s educational journey. And while it 
mostly is, as we’ve just seen there are several 
atypical approaches to this search process.
Taking the time to understand your unique 
learning style, academic needs, and optimal 
learning environment while strengthening 
your advocating sNills are first steps in the 
college search process.  Determining if the 
colleges you are exploring offer support that 
matches your needs is vital. As with any college 
search, once you’ve narrowed down your 
search to the colleges to which you’d like to 
apply, you then need to visit…visit…visit.
Knowing yourself and asking the right ques-
tions during your tours will help you make an 
informed decision. 3rior fact finding is import-
ant but seeing is believing. Remember a good 
college match means understanding what you 

expect, need, and want from your college 
years and then aligning these factors with what 
the college offers and, most importantly, deliv-
ers.

While it’s important to know what the college 
has to offer, it’s also vital for you to explore and 
know your own interests, talents and skills – 
your gifts. As a neurodiverse student, learning 
differently means you approach things from 
another angle, a different perspective, a differ-
ent way of problem solving. This is a good 
thing. <ou need to find the school that can 
benefit from your attendance. :hat do you 
have to offer you?

Start the college planning process early, do 
your homework, research and explore, and ask 
the right questions – both typical and atypical.
Above all, dare to dream. It’s your time!
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