


FROM HIGH SCHOOL TO COLLEGE
Building Self-Advocacy, Navigation, and Access for Youth and Emerging Adults with Nonapparent Disabilities

Why Transition Changes the Access Equation
The move from secondary to postsecondary education changes more than the campus. It changes who is expected to recognize an access barrier, communicate a need, locate the right office, follow procedures, and decide when to ask for help. Families, Extension professionals, youth-development and transition staff, community providers, and emerging adults can all help prepare for this shift. Students with invisible disabilities may face the transition while also deciding whether, when, and how to disclose disability-related information.
Research with college students with disabilities suggests that self-advocacy develops over time rather than appearing automatically at graduation. Students describe moving from extensive K-12 support toward greater responsibility for communicating and navigating their own access needs (Moore et al., 2024). Disclosure can also involve concerns about privacy, stigma, credibility, and emotional risk (Kline & Davidson, 2022; Melián & Meneses, 2022).
	Core idea
The goal is not independence from support. The developmental goal is increasing agency: understanding what creates a barrier, knowing what helps, communicating that need, and using people and systems effectively.



A Transition That Begins Before College
Families and professionals can make the transition less abrupt by treating self-advocacy as something to practice before it is required. Rather than moving from adult-led support to "you are on your own," responsibility can shift gradually through real opportunities to ask questions, describe barriers, locate resources, and participate in decisions.
This approach is especially relevant for young people whose disabilities are not immediately visible. A student may know that school has been difficult without yet having language for the functional barrier, understanding of prior supports, or experience explaining needs to unfamiliar adults. Transition preparation can make those skills visible and teachable.

How the Access Process Commonly Changes
The comparison below summarizes common differences between secondary and postsecondary access processes. Individual circumstances, institutional procedures, and legal requirements vary, so students and families should verify current requirements with the school or institution involved.

Table 1
Common shifts in responsibility and navigation from secondary to postsecondary education
	Access area
	Secondary education
	Postsecondary education

	Primary framework
	IDEA and Section 504 may shape disability-related supports in K-12 settings.
	IDEA/IEP requirements do not apply to colleges; Section 504 and the ADA govern disability access in postsecondary education.

	Starting the process
	Schools and families may play substantial roles in identifying needs and coordinating support.
	Students generally identify themselves to the institution and initiate the academic-adjustment process.

	Student role
	Students can learn to understand their supports and participate in planning.
	Students take greater responsibility for communicating needs, following procedures, and requesting adjustments.

	Family role
	Parents or caregivers may be directly involved in planning, communication, and monitoring.
	Families can remain important supports, while the emerging adult increasingly leads communication and decision making.

	Knowing what helps
	Supports may already be identified and organized through school processes.
	Students benefit from being able to explain barriers, describe what has helped, and discuss access needs with appropriate professionals.

	Navigation
	Adults may help locate services, schedule meetings, and manage documentation.
	Students increasingly locate disability services, learn procedures, ask questions, and follow up.

	Developmental goal
	Practice participation and self-understanding.
	Increase agency, self-advocacy, and informed use of support.


Note. Adapted as a practitioner summary from U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2011).
What This Means in Practice
A student who received effective support in high school may still arrive at college underprepared to explain why a task is difficult, what support has worked, or where to begin. In one small university study, only 32% of 31 students registered with a disability office reported knowing how to advocate for their education before college (Cho & Jones, 2024). The sample is limited, but the finding illustrates why transition planning should include practice, not only information.
Supportive adults remain important. What changes is the role they play: from managing the process toward coaching the student to understanding and increasingly lead it.
A Developmental View: Context, Scaffolding, and Emerging Adulthood
Three developmental perspectives help explain why the transition to college more than a change in paperwork or school procedures is. Together, they show how students develop within relationships, institutions, culture, and changing adult responsibilities.

Figure 1
Three complementary developmental lenses for understanding the transition to greater student agency
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Increasing student agency: Understand → Communicate → Navigate → Decide → Adjust

Bronfenbrenner: Access Happens Within Systems
Bronfenbrenner directs attention beyond the student. The bioecological model describes development as the product of ongoing interactions between a person and the multiple environments in which that person participates, from immediate relationships outward to institutional and cultural conditions (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Family relationships, secondary schools, peers, disability services, college culture, institutional procedures, and policy all shape whether support is understandable and usable.
Applied to college access, the relevant settings are not only the classroom. They include the disability services office and its intake procedures, the connection (or gap) between a high school transition team and the receiving institution, and the broader policy environment that determines what documentation is expected. When those settings are poorly connected — when a student is told to "go to disability services" without knowing where it is, what it does, or what it will ask for — the resulting difficulty is a feature of the system, not only of the student.
From this perspective, difficulty navigating access is not automatically an individual deficit; it may also reflect how systems are organized and connected. That reframing matters practically: it points families and professionals toward improving the clarity and connectedness of the systems around a student, alongside building the student's own skills.

Vygotsky: Independence Develops Through Scaffolding
Vygotsky helps explain why self-advocacy should be learned through supported practice. Learning is described as occurring first in interaction with more experienced others and only later as independent capability; the space between what a learner can do alone and what the learner can do with guidance is where instruction is most productive (Vygotsky, 1978).
For access skills, that space is where most transition work belongs. A student who cannot yet request an academic adjustment unassisted may be able to do it with an adult who helps prepare the wording, attends the meeting, and debriefs afterward. Adults can model a skill, practice it with the student, coach from the side, and gradually transfer leadership as the student gains confidence.
Support is reduced as the student becomes able to handle more of the process. The implication is that withdrawing adult involvement at graduation is not a neutral act — it removes the scaffolding now the task becomes least familiar and most consequential.

Arnett: College Often Occurs During Emerging Adulthood
Arnett's emerging adulthood perspective describes the late teens and twenties as a distinct period marked by identity exploration, instability, self-focus, a feeling of being between adolescence and adulthood, and a broad sense of possibility (Arnett, 2000). Adult responsibilities are being acquired unevenly rather than all at once.
This matters for access because the developmental tasks arrive simultaneously. College students may be learning to manage education, healthcare, schedules, relationships, finances, disclosure, and help-seeking at the same time, often without established routines for any of them. A student who manages coursework capably may still be inexperienced at scheduling a medical appointment, requesting documentation, or explaining a Invisible disability to an unfamiliar professional.
Disclosure decisions sit squarely inside this developmental work. Deciding whether, when, and to whom to disclose is bound up with identity formation and with concerns about privacy, stigma, credibility, and emotional risk (Kline & Davidson, 2022; Melián & Meneses, 2022). Treating a student's hesitation as avoidance rather than as developmentally reasonable deliberation misreads the situation.
	Developmental takeaway
College access is simultaneously an educational transition, a disability-access transition, and a developmental transition.



Five Access Skills to Practice Before and During College
These five domains are practice areas, not validated transition competencies. They can help families and professionals’ structure real opportunities for youth and emerging adults to participate more actively in their own access process.
	1. Describe the barrier
	What task or situation becomes difficult, when does it happen, and how does it affect participation or performance?
Student prompt: What is becoming hard for me here?



	2. Identify what helps
	Recognize strategies, technologies, environmental changes, or academic adjustments that have previously improved access.
Student prompt: What has helped me participate or perform more effectively?



	3. Communicate the need
	Practice explaining an access need clearly to disability services, instructors, advisors, or other appropriate professionals.
Student prompt: How can I explain this in my own words?



	4. Navigate the system
	Locate disability services, understand procedures, identify documentation requirements, ask questions, and follow up.
Student prompt: Who do I contact, and what happens next?



	5. Decide when to seek help
	Recognize what can be managed independently and when additional support is appropriate.
Student prompt: What can I handle myself, and when would asking for help be effective?



	Self-advocacy is not doing everything alone.
It is developing greater ownership over understanding, communicating, and responding to one's access needs while knowing when and how to use support.



Practical Strategies for Families and Professionals
Start early. Build practice into real decisions before graduation rather than waiting for college orientation.
Transfer responsibility gradually. Move from adult-led communication to shared communication, to student-led communication with coaching available.
Use a function-first conversation. Begin with the task or setting that is difficult, then identify what changes or supports improve access.
Discuss disclosure without pressure. Youth and emerging adults with nonapparent disabilities may weigh privacy, stigma, credibility, and emotional risk.
Keep the student at the center. Support, coach, and clarify; do not automatically take over the process.

For Emerging Adults: Access Is an Ongoing Skill
The first accommodation request does not end the transition. Courses, instructors, living arrangements, health needs, technologies, jobs, and social expectations change. Emerging adults benefit from revisiting the same questions as contexts change: What is the barrier now? What helps in this setting? Who needs to know? What is the next step?
Effective adult self-advocacy is not isolation. It is informed about the use of people, tools, and systems. That distinction matters for students who have been told that adulthood means they should no longer need support.

Where Technology and AI May Help — and Where It Should Stop
Recent studies show that students with disabilities use generative AI for writing, reading, research, and organization. The same studies raise concerns about accuracy, academic integrity, cost, accessibility, and the continued need for human support (Pierrès et al., 2025; Zhao et al., 2025). Technology can be used as a support tool, not as a decision maker.

	Appropriate support roles
	Roles to avoid

	Organize the student's own questions or notes.
	Diagnose disability or infer eligibility.

	Translate complex information into clearer language.
	Prescribe or determine accommodations.

	Rehearse a self-advocacy conversation.
	Provide definitive legal or institutional conclusions.

	Help locate and organize verified resources.
	Replace disability services professionals, educators, or student judgment.



Key Takeaways
The transition to college is both an access transition and a developmental transition.
Context matters: families, schools, disability services, college culture, and institutional procedures shape access.
Guided practice is more developmentally appropriate than suddenly withdrawing adult support.
Emerging adults need opportunities to practice navigation, communication, disclosure decisions, and help-seeking in real settings.
Universal design and bounded technology can reduce barriers, but neither replace individualized support, professional judgment, or student agency.

Resources for Students, Families, and Professionals

	U.S. Department of Education — Postsecondary Disability Guidance
	Federal guidance on rights and responsibilities when students with disabilities prepare for college. ed.gov/higher-education/students-disabilities-preparing-postsecondary-education

	National Center for College Students with Disabilities (NCCSD)
	A national clearinghouse with disability and higher-education resources for students, families, educators, and transition professionals. nccsd.ici.umn.edu

	CAST Universal Design for Learning Guidelines
	Practical guidance for designing learning environments with multiple ways to access information, participate, and communicate. udlguidelines.cast.org

	College or University Accessibility/Disability Services Office
	Review each institution's current procedures, documentation expectations, timelines, and contact information before support is needed.
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