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•Background and Key Program Components: 
Stephanie Smith Lee
•A Graduate’s Perspective: Marina Martinez
•A Parent’s Perspective: Zoila Martinez
•Preparing for college, finding the right fit, and 
resources: Debra Hart



Opening the Doors to College! 

• Family and student advocacy key to 
new and increased opportunities!

• Advocacy led to Higher Education 
Act changes in 2008

• Now over 300 college programs!







Some Key Features of College Programs
• Different admissions process & 

requirements
• Accept students who are non-degree 

seeking
• Vary in length from 2 years to  4 years
• Vary in level of inclusion
• Students earn a certificate at the end
• May offer federal student aid (not 

loans)

• Different admissions process & 
requirements
• Accept students who are non-degree 

seeking
• Vary in length from 2 years to  4 years
• Vary in level of inclusion
• Students earn a certificate at the end
• May offer federal student aid (not 

loans)



Student Experience

• Enrolling in college courses for 
credit or audit
• Internships/work study
• Paid jobs (on/off campus)
• Campus Life/Organizations
• Learning to live independently



Academics

• Students may enroll in college 
courses for credit or audit.
• If auditing, modifications are 

allowed.
• Tutoring services are available.
• Students may have specialized 

classes just for students in the 
program.



Extracurricular Activities

• Participating in campus 
organizations
• Social support from peer 

mentors 
• Developing independence on 

campus
• At many campuses:
• Student government
• Greek life 
• Intramural Sports



Employment

• Career development 
activities
• Internships/work study
• Paid jobs on and off campus
• Transition to paid work after 

graduation



Housing
• Dorms/On-Campus Housing

• Sometimes with another student 
in the program

• Sometimes with a student outside 
of the program

• Supports based on the needs of 
students

• Some expectation for independent 
skills is typical

• Off-Campus Housing
• A house or apartment complex 

with other students in the 
program

112 of 300 programs offer housing currently



Paying for College

• ABLE Accounts
• Scholarships
• Federal and state support 

programs, such as Vocational 
Rehabilitation or Community 
Services
• Federal Financial Aid (grants, 

but not loans). 



Federal 
Financial Aid 
(Grants & Work 
Study, not 
Loans)

• Student must meet definition of 
“intellectual disability” (ID)

• Student must be enrolled in approved 
Comprehensive Transition Program (CTP) 
IHEs must apply to US ED for CTP 
approval

For list of approved programs: 
https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/eligibility/intellectual-
disabilities

• Family must fill out FAFSA and meet 
financial need requirements

Federal 
Financial Aid 
(Grants & Work 
Study, not 
Loans)

https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/eligibility/intellectual-disabilities


Marina Martinez
Destination Dawgs Graduate, Inclusive Postsecondary Education at UGA





Getting Ready for College 
• Inclusion. I have been always with typical students. I was the only one with Down 

syndrome in my elementary, middle and high school. 
• Family support: my mom, my dad, my brother are my number one supporters. 

They worked with me so much for getting my education. 
• Teachers: I had amazing teachers that believed in me and taught me: Biology, 

Physical Science, Marketing, Business and Technology, Economics, Math of 
Finance. 



Getting Ready for College

• I wake up all by myself every morning since I was in 3rd grade. 

• I prepare my clothes at night for the next day, but first I check the 
weather in my phone app. 

• I do my own laundry since high school 



Getting Ready for College
• I always keep up with my activities in my calendar app
• I opened my own checking account when I was 17 

years old in junior year of high school 
• I have traveled to another cities and countries



My Favorite College Experiences

• Going to Tate Student Center with my friends



My Favorite College Experiences

•Taking classes in beautiful buildings and 
beautiful campus.



My Favorite College Experiences
•Doing projects for my professors with other 
college students
•Turning in my homework before anyone else on 
ELC.



My Favorite College Experiences
•Hanging out with friends
•Going to football games



My Favorite College Experiences 
•Celebrating my 21st birthday and WDSD with my 
college friends
•Campus ministries like Freshley and Wesley



My Favorite College Experiences 

• Trips to Hilton Head and Cancun with my roommates



My Favorite College Experiences 
•Meeting a lot of professional people in person 
and Zoom
• I met Sony Michel (UGA Football, New England 
Patriots) on Zoom



My Favorite College Experiences 

• I did a vlog and recorded everyday. I made 3 videos!
• Taking graduation pictures with my roommates was 

lit!
•Going with my date Reed to a semiformal! He’s my 

friend from MS!



My Biggest Supporters at College
•My family
•My roommates Caroline, Kendell, Kaitlyn, and Lara
•Peer Mentors, Interns, and friends



My Biggest Supporters

• My Academic Director – Lisa Ulmer
• My internship boss – Whitney Ostrander



Challenges at College
• Housing. Not provided by my college. I had to rent an apartment, a house and 

another house



Challenges at College

• Difficult Finding roommates. It’s a college town!

• Transportation because I don’t drive. I use the bus, walk or get a ride

• Covid-19 learning online was too much time on my computer

• Not socializing with my friends due to covid was very hard



I made it to the front page!



Do you want to know more about me ? 

https://www.facebook.com/marina.martinez.148553
https://www.instagram.com/marinamartinez17/?hl=en
https://www.linkedin.com/in/marina-martinez-9b24491a1/
https://twitter.com/marinarocks1

https://www.facebook.com/marina.martinez.148553
https://www.instagram.com/marinamartinez17/?hl=en
https://www.linkedin.com/in/marina-martinez-9b24491a1/
https://twitter.com/marinarocks1


Zoila Martinez

Marina’s Mom



Parent’s 
Support 
Growing 
Up

Don’t set limits on what your child can 
do. This applies to you and everyone else. 

Treat your child according to their age. 

Start planning ahead and set the bar 
high. Where do you see your child at 21?

How do you expect someone else to go 
above and beyond if you don’t?



Parent’s Support Growing Up

Socially Appropriate

Good manners
Personal Care
Fashion
Technology

Teach

Teach chores and 
assign responsibilities 
at home

Give

Give her a debit card 
in high school. No one 
counts pennies 
anymore!



Parent’s Support Growing Up

Be an active member of the 
IEP team. Investigate, 
research, prepare, make 
phone calls, and reach out 
before the meeting.

Bring knowledge and options 
to the table

Hold a team meeting before 
the school year starts to meet 
the team members, present 
expectations, strengths, and 
needs.

Knowledge is Power - No 
lawyers, no advocates, 
no money!



Marina’s Efforts

Involve her in her school decisions early (3rd grade)Involvement

Start using an agenda or calendar early to establish a routinePlanning

Participate in her own IEP meetings early and gradually (5th grade)Participate

Have her lead her IEP meetings in high schoolResponsibility 



Marina’s Efforts

Teach her her 
accommodations 
so she can ask for 

them

Recognize a 
modified 

curriculum 

Daily homework



Marina’s Efforts

• Get her involved with clubs and extra curricular activities to 
increase social skills and independence: DECA, French, Spanish, 
Flood, Drama, Beta, Dance, Chorus etc.

• Teach self advocacy skills early

• Establish a case with Vocational & Rehabilitation agency (GVRA) 
in 9th grade



Going to College

• Inclusion at school, 
church and extracurricular activities
• You have to have the talk!
•Over 300 programs in USA
• Cost is the regular college tuition + program fee
•Vocational and 

Rehabilitation may support financially



Going to College

• Is housing provided? What type of support will be provided by the 
school?
• Any off campus support? What kind?
• Will the students be able to use health services?
• What support will be provided to learn independent living skills?
• What is done to support students in preparing for employment?
• What is the employment rate for graduates?



Life Lessons

Continue Learning

Maturity

Friendship

Unique experience

Freedom



Debra Hart
• Co-Director of the 
• Think College National Coordinating Center
• University of Massachusetts, Boston



Federally funded since 2010 to provide coordination, training and technical assistance to any college or 
university who wants to establish or improve postsecondary education opportunities to students with 

intellectual disability on their campus.
www.thinkcollege.net

http://www.thinkcollege.net/


OUTREACH

visitors to thinkcollege.net

TECHNICAL 
ASSISTANCE PUBLISHING

AT A GLANCE FY2020

4,000
Twitter Followers

We published and disseminated:

80K
OVERFrom October 2019 through 

September 2020, the NCC...

Facebook Followers
10,000+

1,400
Family Facebook group

400
Programs Facebook group

PRODUCED

9 WEBINARS
DELIVERED

SOLVED

CONDUCTED

HOSTED

CONFERENCE 
PRESENTATIONS

HELP DESK 
TICKETS
AFFINITY 
GROUP 
MEETINGS

COVID-related support 
group meetings  
for college sta!

28
841

22
12

Program 
Accreditation 
Standards 
Finalized



Think College 
Search

A searchable database of 
college programs for students 

with intellectual disability

Search|Review|Save Favorites|Compare

https://thinkcollege.net/college-search

https://thinkcollege.net/college-search


Admission Fees, Tuition & 
Financial Aid

Inclusion on 
Campus

Academics Housing

Supports Program 
Administration

Communication 
with Parents

Career 
Development & 

Employment

Program 
Outcomes

How To Think College Guide to Conducting a College Search [PDF]

https://thinkcollege.net/sites/default/files/files/resources/Conducting_College_Search_HTTC1v2.pdf


How can families help 
students prepare for college?



Getting Ready for College: Attitudes

Family is the key to 
success

Role of family will 
change over time Be future-focused Have high 

expectations

Let your child take 
chances & make 

mistakes

Allow voice & 
choice

Inclusion is 
essential

When the time is 
right, help 

students get a job!

Take advantage of 
natural supports

Share success 
stories

Adapted from Westling and Kelley, 2015



How can schools help 
students prepare for college?



College expectation Secondary preparation

Getting to and from college Early use of alternative public transport; apply for 
ADA/regional transit options. Build opportunities to 
plan travel to/from school 

Navigating the campus Build in opportunities to move about independently-
increase duration, locations, time limits

Student Center Create opportunities for students to plan their free 
time (e.g., meet friends, buy beverage/snack) Get a 
state ID card.

Disability Services Review IEP for successful learning accommodation 
strategies/ self-identify disability

Academic Strategies Center/Adaptive Computer Lab Build in opportunities to use accommodations rather than 
modifications/ review technology used in IHEs

Dining Center Encourage students to buy lunch/ consider healthy
choices/ socializing



College expectation Secondary preparation

Communicating with instructor Discussing accommodations with teachers; discussing 
support; communication with teacher and other 
adults (e.g., absence, running late, set up meeting)

Following a syllabus Reading and following a high school syllabus

Being prepared for class Following checklist to complete prep: readings, notes, 
anticipated topics for discussion

Taking notes Practice using Smartpen (e.g.,Livescribe), following 
and summarizing class discussions

Working with a classmate Complete class projects with a partner; work in 
groups

Using learning management system (e.g. Blackboard, 
eLearning, PLATO)

Practice navigating with free tool such as Schoology



College expectation Secondary preparation

Using technology to manage schedule Build in opportunities for students to develop their 
own weekly schedule, make and record appts

Campus engagement: fitness center Support students to build in fitness and sports as 
preferred and with a partner

Campus engagement: clubs Support students to explore interests in high school 
or community clubs

Campus engagement: socializing/campus events Assist students to engage in inclusive social activities 
in and out of school



RESOURCES





https://thinkcollege.net/resources/innovation-exchange/for-families
Families Facebook group

Think College NCC Help Desk
thinkcollegeTA@gmail.com

www.thinkcollege.net

https://thinkcollege.net/resources/innovation-exchange/for-families
mailto:thinkcollegeTA@gmail.com
http://www.thinkcollege.net/


Think College 
Resources 
for Families 

Resources for families on website: 
https://thinkcollege.net/family-resources

Think College Learn module for families: 
https://thinkcollege.net/think-college-
learn/families-0

Think College 
Resources 
for Families 

https://thinkcollege.net/family-resources
https://thinkcollege.net/think-college-learn/families-0


State of the Art Conference on Postsecondary 
Education and Students with Intellectual Disability
And Student Leadership Conference
Virtual conference November 8 & 9, 2021
https://www.sotaconference.com

Universal Design for Learning (UDL)  
www.udlcenter.org
Universal Design for Learning in Higher Education 
http://udloncampus.cast.org/home

Preparing your son or daughter for college: 
Suggestions for parents of children with intellectual 
disability. Unpublished manuscript appearing at online 
at the blog, “Enjoying the Small Things.” Retrieved 
from http://kellehampton.com/?s=Westling

https://www.sotaconference.com/
http://www.udlcenter.org/
http://udloncampus.cast.org/home
http://kellehampton.com/?s=Westling


• National ABLE Resource Center
http://www.ablenrc.org

“She inspired those with Down syndrome as 
unstoppable — until she wasn’t”  Washington 
Post , March 17, 2016 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/she-inspired-those-with-
down-syndrome-as-unstoppable--until-she-
wasnt/2016/03/17/f983fe5e-ea21-11e5-a6f3-
21ccdbc5f74e_story.html?utm_term=.3da49bd0bf4c

• Ruby’s Rainbow: Scholarships for Youth and 
Adults with Down Syndrome
https://rubysrainbow.org

http://www.ablenrc.org
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/she-inspired-those-with-down-syndrome-as-unstoppable--until-she-wasnt/2016/03/17/f983fe5e-ea21-11e5-a6f3-21ccdbc5f74e_story.html?utm_term=.3da49bd0bf4c
https://rubysrainbow.org


Stay 
Informed 
With NDSC

• Join the National Down Syndrome Advocacy 
Coalition: https://www.ndsccenter.org/political-
advocacy/national-down-syndrome-advocacy-
coalition/

• Sign up for NDSC action alerts: 
https://www.ndsccenter.org/political-
advocacy/take-action-stay-informed/

• “Like” the National Down Syndrome Congress 
Policy and Advocacy FB page: @dsaddvocates

• Follow NDSC on Twitter @ndsc

Stay 
Informed 
With NDSC

https://www.ndsccenter.org/political-advocacy/national-down-syndrome-advocacy-coalition/
https://www.ndsccenter.org/political-advocacy/take-action-stay-informed/


Stephanie@ndsccenter.org
https://www.facebook.com/stephanie.smith.lee
Twitter: @StephSmithLee

debra.hart@umb.edu
Twitter: @thinkcollegeici
https://www.facebook.com/thinkcollege/

mailto:Stephanie@ndsccenter.org
https://www.facebook.com/
https://www.facebook.com/stephanie.smith.lee
mailto:debra.Hart@umb.edu
https://www.facebook.com/thinkcollege/
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