
 
Disability Support Services (DSS) 

Parent/Guardian FAQ 
 
How is college different from high school?  
College life poses different challenges for students with disabilities. When students enroll in 
college, they are considered responsible adults by the institution. They are expected to assume 
responsibilities for meeting their class requirements.  
 
This added responsibility is coupled with a change in environment. High school is a teaching 
environment in which students acquire knowledge and skills. College is a learning environment 
in which students take responsibility for thinking through and applying what they have learned.  
 
Another student responsibility is that of self-advocacy. Students must become adept at 
realistically assessing and understanding their strengths, weaknesses, needs, and preferences. 
Also, they must become experts at communicating this information to other adults including 
instructors and service providers. Although assistance will be available to students through an 
office specializing in services to students with disabilities (at CUW this is called Disability Support 
Services (DSS)), students will be responsible for seeking out this and other assistance. Student 
initiative, good communication skills and knowledge about oneself are crucial to success in 
college.  
 
What is the difference between entitled to education and right to equal access to education? 
Students who received special, or non-standard, services in previous grade levels may not 
qualify for services at the college level.  And those that do receive services at the college level 
will find that the services they receive are not as comprehensive or intense as the services 
received in previous grade levels.  Unlike elementary and secondary schools, post-secondary 
education offers access rather than entitlement to academic programs.  These changes occur 
because the laws that govern education at elementary and secondary levels are different than 
the laws that govern education at the post-secondary level.   
 
Elementary and Secondary School Level Laws 
In 1975, Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act.  This act, commonly 
known as Public Law 94-мпнΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǿŀǎ άŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŦǊŜŜ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎΦ  94-142 and its successors (Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act of 1990 and IDEA Improvement Act of 1997) say that public schools, 
with parent/guardian input and appropriate assessments, would determine what was most 
ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘucation.  After this decision is made, public schools are required 
to provide that education. 
 
Post-secondary School Level Laws   
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (504) and the Americans with Disability Act of 1990 
(ADA) are civil rights laws created to ensure that no otherwise qualified person with a disability 
is denied access to, benefits of, or is subject to discrimination solely on the basis of disability.  All 



qualified persons with disabilities who, with or without reasonable accommodations, meet the 
college's academic, technical, and behavioral standards and who can document the existence of 
a disability as defined by 504/ADA are protected by this law.   
 
504/ADA promises: 

 Protection from discrimination on the basis of disability. 

 Equal access to opportunities for persons with disabilities. 
504/ADA does not promise: 

 Affirmative action for persons with disabilities. 

 That programs and services will be designed to meet the needs of persons with 
disabilities. 

 That existing rules will be waived.  

 That accommodations will be provided. 
 
What is meant by otherwise qualified? 
When students apply to a college or university they are required to demonstrate to admissions 
staff that they, indeed, meet the admission standards for the institution.  They provide high 
school transcripts, college entrance scores (ACT or SAT) and any other important information 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ǘƻ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜΩǎ 
diverse campus community.   
 
If they are accepted to Concordia University Wisconsin, then they have demonstrated that they 
are, in fact, qualified individuals, despite having a disability.  Following admission, the University 
expects that each individual continues to demonstrate that they are otherwise qualified by 
meeting or exceeding the academic, technical, and behavioral standards set by the institution, 
and they must do so whether or not they request accommodations.  
 
What is meant by reasonable accommodation? 
Reasonable accommodations are made in order to level the playing field for qualified individuals 
with disabilities.  As much as possible, accommodations are designed to minimize the functional 
limitations of an individual in a given task.  It is important to note that merely the existence of a 
disability will not guarantee that accommodations are made.  Accommodations are made if, and 
only if, not having the accommodation in place would mean that the individual with a disability 
would not have equal access to the educational opportunity involved.   
 
Accommodations permit students with disabilities the opportunity to learn by removing barriers 
that do not compromise academic standards.  Thus, wherever possible the disability is 
minimized as a measure of performance in the academic environment.  For instance, course 
ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ 
ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΩǎ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ   
 
Consider these examples: 
Students who are Deaf cannot hear class lectures.  Provision of sign language interpreters as an 
accommodation gives Deaf students access to the information discussed in the classroom at 
nearly the same time it is presented, and in their first language of American Sign Language. 
Thus, students have a better opportunity to interact with the rest of the class. Students who are 



Deaf are often provided with note-takers, even though the lectures are interpreted.  This is 
because it is virtually impossible to follow a signed lecture and take notes at the same time. 
 
Students, whose physical limitations prevent them from writing efficiently or from writing at all, 
may request note-taking services as an accommodation. They may also use a scribe for taking 
exams.  Thus, students will not be graded on their (in)ability to physically write, but on the ability 
to learn and to demonstrate that they have learned the material. 
 
There are four conditions under which accommodations are not reasonable.  An 
accommodation is not reasonable if making the accommodation: 

1. Or allowing participation poses a direct threat to the health or safety of others. 
2. Means making a substantial change in an essential element of the curriculum.  
3. Means making a substantial alteration in the manner in which services are provided. 
4. Poses an undue financial or administrative burden to the college or university. 
 

Reasonable accommodations are in no way intended to, nor are they able to guarantee success.  
At most, students with disabilities can expect a more equal chance to do the same work as their 
peers.  In other words, 504/ADA does not grant ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ΨƘŜƭǇΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ 
of the course, but 504/ADA does grant students with disabilities the civil right of access to learn 
the content, demonstrate their knowledge about the content and compete with their peers.  
504/ADA expects that students with disabilities can meet the academic, technical, and 
behavioral standards with or without reasonable accommodations.   
 
What is meant by with or without a reasonable accommodation? 
Understanding this phrase is critical to understanding the distinction between a civil right and an 
entitlement.  Put bluntly, it's legal for a student with a disability to fail a class or flunk out of 
college.   There is no guarantee of success.  Civil rights laws do not mandate that post-secondary 
institutions provide a safety net. Students with disabilities must perform at the level that their 
academic and professional programs expect of all students. The college or university will strive 
ǘƻ ƭŜǾŜƭ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȅƛƴƎ ŦƛŜƭŘΣ ōǳǘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ Ƴǳǎǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻwn and be of a 
satisfactory quality. 
 
504/ADA also states that any individual with a disability has the absolute right to refuse any 
accommodation.  That means that DSS doesn't make sure that a student requests 
accommodations.  In fact, DSS doesn't determine these unilaterally in typical cases.  While 
coordinators rely heavily on documentation of the disability when determining 
accommodations, they also draw the student into a discussion of functional limitations and 
possible strategies.  As a result, if a student does not request an accommodation, the 
consequences belong to the student. 
 
The bottom line is that students with disabilities must perform at satisfactory levels in their 
academic pursuits at college.  If they do not request reasonable accommodations and perform 
poorly without them, their civil rights have not been violated.  If they do request and receive 
reasonable accommodations and perform poorly with them, their civil rights have not been 
violated. 
 
 
 



Should we declassify our child before s/he reaches the college level? 
Some districts declassify students, especially students with learning disabilities, in the junior or 
senior year. If your child decides to seek accommodations in college, declassifying your child 
presents a problem when the post-secondary institutions requests documentation.  At the 
college level it is necessary to provide current documentation of the current impact of the 
disability on the student.  If you declassify your child, the institution may require you to be 
professionally reassessed.   
 
The decision whether or not to declassify should be made carefully. Is it being made because the 
student has overcome a condition such as a speech impediment or delay or is it being made 
because the student has learned to cope in a familiar learning environment? The first student 
may not need services in college. The second student, when entering college, may need similar 
services to those that s/he received in high school in the unfamiliar setting of college. It is not 
unusual for a student who has been declassified to need updated documentation of disability, 
which is costly and time consuming.   
    
²Ƙŀǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ Řƻ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ /¦²Ωǎ 5{{ ƻŦŦŜǊΚ 
The type and degree of services offered to students with disabilities varies from institution to 
institution.  This variety of services results from the differences amongst post-secondary 
institutions in terms of their philosophies, personnel, budgets, and so on.   
 
At CUW, DSS strives to make the University academically accessible to students.  DSS assists 
students with transitional issues, developing self-advocacy skills, and coordinating 
accommodations.  DSS also makes referrals to other campus resources such as counseling, 
tutoring and writing consultation.  DSS services are optional and students may use them 
whenever the student deems them necessary.   
 
If we send the IEP/Section 504 Plan to Admissions, does the student automatically receive 
accommodations? 
No. Unlike elementary and secondary school, students disclose to whomever they wish to know 
about their disability separately.  Student must come to DSS to begin the process of verifying 
their disability and determining which accommodations may be reasonable for them to request. 
 From there, students will be coached on how to obtain those accommodations. 
Remember, 504 Plans and IEPs from high school have no weight in higher education -- they are 
neither binding on a college or university, nor can they be used to verify a student's disability for 
civil rights purposes. 
 
!ƭǎƻΣ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŀtion with DSS is confidential.  The disclosure of this information to 
faculty, other students, or university staff -- including their parents/guardians -- ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
prerogative and responsibility as an adult. 
 
How has my role as a parent/guardian changed? 
When your child was in public school you were there to make sure your child was getting the 
appropriate education entitled to all children.  At the post-secondary level, your role shifts to a 
subtle hand of guidance when it comes to the processes involved in your child's education and 
services s/he receives.   
 



College is the first testing ground where your child is her/his own advocate. Expect your child to 
make mistakes as s/he develops her/his independence.  Encourage your child to take 
responsibility for academic concerns and limitations.  Both of you should acknowledge the 
disability and recognize the limitations that stem from it. This will allow the student to identify 
areas in which s/he should consider accommodations, and will make it easier to convey her/his 
requests for accommodations to instructors, other students, and anyone else from whom they 
might seek assistance.   
 
What do you mean you cannot disclose any information to me about my child's services? 
Once your child enrolls in a post-secondary institution, whether s/he is 18 years old or not, s/he 
becomes the sole guardian of all records maintained by that institution.  Under the Family 
Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1976 (FERPA), students have the right to access their own 
records upon written request.  Parents/Guardians do not share that right.  This means that 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎκƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƎǊŀŘŜǎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΣ ƻǊ ŀƴȅ 
information concerning the services s/he is provided through DSS. This information is 
confidential. 
 
Students may elect to sign a written release of information which gives the institution the right 
to disclose their records to their parents/guardians.  The only time a student's record may be 
disclosed without written consent would be to comply with a subpoena or in an emergency 
situation where the health and safety of the student or another individual is threatened. 
 
²Ƙƻ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΚ 
College students with disabilities are ultimately responsible for managing their own education, 
understanding their functional limitations and requesting necessary accommodations for a 
disability.  Unlike in high school, assistance (such as skill-building programs) will not seek your 
child out.  College students must know when, where, and how to seek assistance.  Furthermore, 
the care and concern parents/guardians and teachers show students in secondary schools, such 
as ensuring they make use of services, is viewed as paternalism and unwarranted interference in 
post-secondary schools.   
 
Before entering the University, students must gain self-advocacy skills.  With respect to 
disability, students must be able to explain their functional limitations (how their disability 
affects them or limits the ways in which tasks are performed).  Students must also understand 
how those limitations can be effectively accommodated to create a level playing field for them 
in school.  They will need to be prepared to insist at times, and to be firm in their conviction that 
what they ask for is reasonable. 
 
It is in the development of these skills that DSS can best guide students with disabilities in their 
educational growth.  These skills are critical, because it is the students, not DSS, who will 
approach instructors, staff and others to request the accommodations that are reasonable for 
them to receive.   
 
How can I help my child prepare for college?  
Preparing for a successful college university experience begins early. Statistically, students with 
disabilities are less likely to enter higher education, and those who do attend are less likely to 
graduate than their peers without disabilities. If your child is going to beat these odds, you have 
to plan ahead. Use the following list to help your child plan for college:  



 Encourage your child to take a lead role in discussions about college. Recognize that 
your child will go through the same experiences as her/his non-disabled peers. 
Preparation for higher education needs to start early in your child's high school years.  

 Ask the high school staff for information regarding appropriate post-secondary choices, 
such as technical college, community college, or university.  

 Work with your child's high school teachers, support staff and community agencies to 
identify transition activities that will prepare your child for college.  

 Contact the admissions office of several colleges or universities. Ask to speak with the 
service provider for students with disabilities. Talk with the service provider about the 
admissions process for students with disabilities, how students must document their 
disability, and what services that the college or university offers to students with 
disabilities.  

 Ensure that your child will have the necessary recent testing that a college needs to 
document a disability. This testing can be done during the senior year of high school but 
schedule it early. Have these reports and copies of your child's most recent disability 
assessment, IEP (Individualized Education Plan), and transition plan available for college 
or university staff.  

 Encourage your child to contact rehabilitation services to determine eligibility for 
services. Rehabilitation services can help with financial and equipment support for 
students with disabilities.  If your child's college or university requires post admissions 
test results, learn the process for requesting testing accommodations.  

 If your child needs accommodations, the need must be documented. Ensure that your 
child learns to use reasonable and appropriate accommodations. 

 Remember your child has the responsibility to notify the college or university that s/he 
has a disability, to identify her/his needs and to provide appropriate documentation of 
those needs.  

 Urge your child to be active in requesting accommodations.  Do not assume the 
professor will take care of it, that DSS will pull your child through school, or that you will 
do it for her/him -- ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎκƘŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŘǳƭǘΣ ǎƻ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ 
in her/his own hands. 
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