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As a parent of a student with a disability preparing for college, the most important shift is recognizing that your child is now primarily responsible for managing their education and needs. Your role changes from an advocate to a supportive guide.

Here are the top 10 things you should know:
1. Understand the Legal Shift (IDEA vs. ADA/Section 504): High school is governed by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), which mandates the school to provide a Free and Appropriate Public Education (FAPE) and ensures student success. In college, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act apply. These laws ensure equal access, not necessarily success, and the college is not required to fundamentally alter its programs or curriculum.
2. Parental Role Changes Significantly (FERPA): The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) means that all of your student's educational records (grades, progress, etc.) and health information are confidential to them once they are in college. You will not have access without their explicit, signed consent (a FERPA waiver and potentially a Medical Power of Attorney are highly recommended). The website for this form is: http://studentprivacy.ed.gov/resources/model-form-disclosure-parents-dependent-students-and-consent-form-disclosure-parents
3. Self-Advocacy is Essential: In high school, the school identifies the student and arranges services. In college, the student is responsible for self-identifying, disclosing their disability to the disability services office (DSO), and requesting accommodations. Encourage them to practice communicating their needs clearly and directly with professors and DSO staff.
4. Disability Services Office (DSO) is the Key Contact: The DSO (sometimes called the Office of Accessible Education or similar title) is the central point of contact for all disability-related support. Your student must register with this office and provide the necessary documentation to receive accommodations.
5. Documentation Requirements Differ: Colleges set their own documentation requirements, which can be stricter than high school IEPs or 504 plans. Ensure you have current and relevant documentation, such as a recent psychological evaluation or a diagnostic assessment, to support their request for accommodations.
6. Accommodations, Not Modifications: Colleges provide reasonable accommodations (e.g., extended test time, note-taking assistance) that give equal access but do not fundamentally alter course requirements. They are not required to provide core modifications that change the essential nature of a course or program.
7. Encourage Independence: Gradually scale back your involvement in their daily academics and logistics during high school. Teach them essential life skills like time management, doing laundry, managing medications, waking up on time, and seeking help when needed.
8. The Student Manages Their Health and Well-being: The student will be responsible for managing their own physical and mental health, including making doctor's appointments and refilling prescriptions. Help them develop habits and strategies (like phone alarms) to manage these tasks independently.
9. Proactive and Early Planning is Crucial: Start the conversation and the planning process early. Contact college DSOs as soon as acceptance letters are received. Ensure your student knows how their disability impacts their learning and what strategies help them succeed.
10. Emotional Support is Key: The transition to college can be a challenging emotional time for both parents and students. Be prepared for feelings of anxiety or fear, and ensure you have your own support system, as you can no longer be as hands-on in the college environment. Your role is now to listen, offer support, and help them find solutions, rather than solving problems for them. 
11. There is financial help out there for you in order to support your student financially to either attend a trade school, a two-year associate program, or a four-year college. ARS is a phenomenal resource. The website to fill out the form to begin the process of them supporting your student for higher education is:  https://dws.arkansas.gov/ar-rehabilitation-services/  

