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ABOUT  YOUR  
SPEAKER

 NC native

 Master of Science in Rehabilitation Counseling and 
Psychology from UNC Chapel Hill School of 
Medicine

 Certified Rehabilitation Counselor

 Licensed Clinical Mental Health Counselor

 7+ years in higher education

 Coordinator of Disability Support Services at 
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TOPICS  FOR  TODAY

 Brain Injury and the college population

 Ways that brain injury can affect learning and the 
college experience

 What are accommodations at the college level?

 Examples of accommodations

 Disclosure in the college classroom

 Brain injury case studies

 General tips



BRAIN  INJURY  FACTS

Nearly 5.3 million 
Americans are living 

with disabilities 
resulting from brain 

injury

The most common 
causes of brain injury 
are (1) vehicle crashes 

and (2) falls

The highest incidence 
of brain injury occurs 
in youth and young 
adults, ages 15-24

(Ruoff, 2001)



BRAIN  INJURY  AND  THE  COLLEGE  
POPULATION

What were you doing when you were 15-24 years old?

 Finishing up high school

 Dating

 Taking the SAT’s

 Getting your driver’s license

 Applying for college

 Attending college/graduating

 Applying for jobs or graduate school



BRAIN INJURY  AND  THE  COLLEGE 
POPULATION

Because of this overlap in population, students with brain 
injury have a growing presence on college campuses.

Highest incidence of 
brain injury 15-24 years

Average age of 
traditional college 

student 18-24 years

(Ruoff, 2001; Vuleta, 2021)



BRAIN  INJURY  AND  THE  COLLEGE  
POPULATION

 Researchers looked at college-aged students at a northeastern university in the 
United States who had a history of brain injury or concussions

 Prevalence of concussion/TBI was higher than previous reporting in adult and 
college populations (51.7% compared to ~10%-25%)

 Researchers also learned that campus disability services were underutilized in the 
study population

(Meske S;Hazzard JB;Ni M;Hanson T;Van Horn L;Smith J;, 2019)



IMPACTS  ON  LEARNING  AND THE  
COLLEGE  EXPERIENCE

Common effects of brain injury

 speech and language
 memory
 attention
 reasoning
 abstract thinking
 judgment
 spatial awareness

(Ruoff, 2001; Johns 
Hopkins Medicine)



IMPACTS  ON  LEARNING  AND  THE  
COLLEGE  EXPERIENCE  

Common effects of brain injury 

 problem-solving
 psychosocial behavior
 information processing
 executive functioning
 seizures
 balance and coordination
 visual impairments

(Ruoff, 2001; Johns 
Hopkins Medicine)



IMPACTS  ON  
LEARNING  AND  
THE  COLLEGE
EXPERIENCE  

These affected cognitive processes and skills are 
needed in college.

 application process
 keeping track of deadlines
 applying for financial aid
 keeping up with assignments
 interacting with peers
 driving
 living independently on or off campus
 navigating campus 

(Ruoff, 2001)



FOR  SERVICE  PROFESSIONALS  
AND  PARENTS  

Students may need assistance with:

 planning
 time management
 management of schedules
 self-monitoring 
 assistance with navigating available 

services on campus

(Ruoff, 2001)



POSITIVE  IMPACTS  ON  THE  INDIVIDUAL 
WITH  BRAIN  INJURY

There are incredible benefits for students with brain injury who want to further their 
education.

Many aspects of attending college, such as the daily challenges of navigating a new 
environment, mental stimulation, and learning a new routine, provide natural cognitive 
retraining.

That retraining can lead a student to attain their maximum level of independence that 
otherwise would not have been possible.

Graduates can find gainful and fulfilling employment and improved self-esteem.  

(Ruoff, 2001)



ACCOMMODATIONS

 How do we bridge the gap between this potentially 
amazing experience and a student with a brain injury-
related disability?

 We connect them with Disability Services offices 
(otherwise known as Disability Resource offices, 
Offices of Accessibility, etc.)



ACCOMMODATIONS  

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act –
protects any student who has a “physical or 
mental impairment which substantially limits 
one or more major life activities” against 
discrimination.

Colleges can provide reasonable 
accommodations to students with 
documented disabilities who may require 
academic or non-academic accommodations 
for equal access to college facilities, 
academic programs, and other activities.

(Your rights under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, 2006; Disability Support Services, 2022)



WHAT  IS  A  “REASONABLE 
ACCOMMODATION”?

 A reasonable accommodation is a change or modification in the work environment that 
would allow a person with a disability to enjoy equal work opportunities.

 Similarly, under Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act, public entities such as colleges are 
required to provide appropriate academic adjustments to students with disabilities.

 An accommodation is considered “unreasonable” if it:
 Poses a direct threat to the health and safety of others
 Substantially changes an essential component of the curriculum
 By providing the accommodation, it would substantially change the way you provide your 

services
 The accommodation provides an undue financial or administrative burden 

(Jarrow, 1997, Va, 2020)



HIGH SCHOOL VERSUS 
COLLEGE 
ACCOMMODATIONS



HIGH  SCHOOL  VERSUS  COLLEGE  
ACCOMMODATIONS:  LAWS

High School College

IDEA: children with disabilities are entitled to a 
“free and appropriate public education”

ADA: Students cannot be denied admission due 
to disability but must be otherwise qualified for 
college

Section 504-D: Accommodations may include 
shortening assignments, notes on test, or other 
accommodations that are not available to other 
students

Section 504-E: Colleges must maintain academic 
standards, so no accommodations can 
fundamentally alter a class or program. For 
example, shortening assignments or allowing 
notes during exams is not appropriate.

An IEP or 504 plan involves teachers, counselors, 
and parents

IEPs and 504 plans do not exist

Guarantee of success Guarantee of access



HIGH SCHOOL  VERSUS  COLLEGE 
ACCOMMODATIONS:  RESPONSIBILITIES 

High School College

Students are identified and supported by teachers 
and parents 

Students must self-identify to Disability Support 
Services

Responsibility for accommodations primarily 
belongs with the school

It is the student’s responsibility to request 
accommodations, and it is the student’s choice 
whether or not to use approved accommodations 
in each class



HIGH SCHOOL  VERSUS  COLLEGE 
ACCOMMODATIONS:  TEACHERS

High School College

Classroom teachers have a copy of a student’s IEP 
or 504 Plan. They understand a student’s disability 
and attend meetings about individualized plans

Instructors receive a brief letter of 
accommodations. This does not state what 
disability a student has or give any diagnostic 
data. A student may choose to disclose more 
information



HIGH SCHOOL  VERSUS  COLLEGE 
ACCOMMODATIONS:  PARENTS

High School College

Parents are involved in IEP or 504 plan meetings Parents do not have access to disability records 
without written consent from the student

Parents often have access to a student’s grades. Parents do not have access to grades without 
written consent from the student

Parents often receive calls or emails when a 
student is not doing well in classes.

Even with written consent, college instructors will 
communicate with students, not parents



REGISTERING  FOR  
ACCOMMODATIONS  

The student is assigned a coordinator/counselor/access 
consultant who will meet with the student to discuss the 

student’s approved accommodations .

That institution’s disability services office will review 
documentation.

Colleges require a student to submit documentation of a 
disability.



DOCUMENTATION 

 Documentation should always be as detailed as 
possible to ensure that the student is getting the 
accommodations that are right for them.

 The documentation should include a diagnosis.

 The documentation will need to discuss the 
student’s functional limitations, and, ideally, how 
their disability impacts their learning.



DOCUMENTATION  EXAMPLES

Some examples of documentation include:

 Psycheducational evaluations –these reports are produced at the end of a 
psychoeducational evaluation that is often done in high school to establish IEP services.  
These evaluations may indicate whether the student has a learning disability

 Letters from pediatricians or general practitioners – these letters from a physician can 
state the diagnosis and provide a list of functional limitations

 Letters from therapists – often used by students who may have a mood disorder in 
addition to their brain injury

 Documentation from an audiologist, ophthalmologist, or any other licensed medical 
professional



MORE  CONSIDERATIONS  

Accommodations are an interactive process...sometimes it takes some back and forth and 
discussion to figure out what is going to work best for the student.

That coordinator or counselor will be the student’s first point of contact if that student has 
questions about how to use accommodations, needs additional support, or needs to be 
referred to other resources on campus.

The level of support will vary slightly, depending on the school.



EXAMPLES  OF  ACCOMMODATIONS

Testing Accommodations Classroom/Non-Testing Accommodations

Quiet Testing Room Access to audio books

Computer use for essays Note taking assistance

Extended testing time Alternative format materials

Screen reading software/Assistive Technology Preferential seating

Calculators Priority registration

Mark answers on test rather than scantron Accessible seating arrangements

Private room Service animals*

Breaks without penalty Reduced course load

Accommodations are determined on an individual basis.  
Each person’s brain injury will present differently, so 
accommodations will differ between individuals.



SERVICE  ANIMALS  AND  EMOTIONAL 
SUPPORT  ANIMALS

Service Animals Emotional Support Animals

Any dog that is trained to perform tasks for the 
benefit of an individual with a disability.

An animal whose mere presence provides 
comfort.  They have not been trained to perform a 
specific job or task.

Service animals are not required to register with 
Disability Services offices.

ESAs are generally required to register with 
Disability Services offices, but always check with 
your specific school.

Under the Americans with Disabilities Act, title II and title III 
entities (State and local governments, business, and 
nonprofit organizations) that serve the public must allow 
service animals to accompany people with disabilities in all 
areas of the facility where the public is allowed to go.

(Service animals, 2020)



EXAMPLES  OF  ASSISTIVE  TECHNOLOGY

 Kurzweil 3000 – text-to-speech, reads PDFs and images, 18 languages and 
dialects, templates to support active reading, note taking, and chapter summaries

 Natural  Reader – listen to school notes, office documents, printed books from 
computer or mobile device

 Dragon Naturally Speaking- dictation software 

 Smart Pen note taking support   Livescribe Echo Smart Pen Demo 1 - Bing video



DISCLOSURE

Should you always disclose to your professor?  It depends!

 Students are not required to disclose anything to instructors to 
receive accommodations

 Students go through Disability Services office.  They disclose to DSS 
in order to get registered, then DSS communicates NECESSARY 
information to instructors.

 DSS sends an accommodation letter or accommodation notice to 
the instructor OR provides the accommodation notice to the 
student, who then distributes it to their instructors.

 The diagnosis and any personal information is typically not included 
in the notice, just the student’s accommodations.  Any other 
communication or information sharing is completely optional and 
up the student.



DISCLOSURE: GENERAL TIPS

 Know how your brain injury impacts your 
learning

 Know what strategies work for you

 Do not be afraid to reach out to your instructor 
for assistance. What you are telling them is 
probably not new (they’ve heard it before and 
might have suggestions for you!)

 Do not feel pressured to tell them every detail



GENERAL  TIPS 

• Familiarize yourself with your prospective college’s 
disability services documentation requirements. Research

• Store psychoeducational evaluations and letters from 
doctors either electronically or in a hard copy fileKeep good records

• Offices will sometimes have either a deadline or a 
suggested timeline for establishing servicesApply early



QUESTIONS  TO  ASK  YOUR  SCHOOL

 Does the school have a DSS office?  If so, how large is 
the staff?

 Is there an assistive technologist on staff?

 Is there a timeline for establishing services?

 Are there any brain injury support groups on campus?

 How accessible are the buildings?

 How easy is it to navigate the campus?

 If I want to take a reduced course load, how will it 
effect  my financial aid? 

(Ruoff, 2001)



CASE  STUDY #1 

Josh

Josh is a freshman at a local community college.  He 
sustained a brain injury his senior year in high school.  
Josh spent a year in rehabilitative care and delayed 
entering college.  He is functioning well, driving on 
his own, and has a part time job at a grocery store.  
Josh’s family decided that starting at a community 
college might be a better plan for Josh to “get his feet 
wet”, then transfer to a 4-year university later.  



CASE  STUDY #1 

Josh’s parents have been very involved in getting his accommodations set up for college, but 
Josh is less interested.  He doesn’t feel that he needs them because overall, he thinks he is 
doing well.  However, Josh still struggles with attention, concentration, and executive 
functioning skills.  Josh completes the registration process with DSS.  His accommodations 
include extended testing time, a quiet testing room, audio recording privileges, reduced 
course load, and support counseling sessions.  Josh does not sign up to use his testing 
accommodations on his first test and does not pass the test.  He continues to struggle with 
time management and staying on top of his coursework.  Before he knows it, Josh is failing 
the class.  Panicked, he makes an appointment wit his DSS coordinator.  



CASE  STUDY  #1

What went wrong in Josh’s situation?  What 
recommendations do you have for Josh moving 
forward?

 College is a new environment 

 Be forward-focused

 Take an incomplete

 Retake the class

 Use his accommodations 

 Set him up for success 



CASE  STUDY  #2

Sasha

Sasha is a second semester freshman at a 4-
year university.  She sustained a brain injury 
in a skiing accident when she was a child.  
Sasha had an IEP in high school and is 
registered with DSS at her university.  She 
receives the accommodations of extended 
testing time, screen reading software, and 
audio books.  She sometimes struggles with 
making sense of course material or lecture 
material when a lot of information is 
presented at once.  She has found that she 
can process information better when it is 
broken down into smaller sections.



CASE  STUDY  #2

Sasha is taking an abnormal psychology class this semester, which includes a 
lot of reading and lectures.  She feels that her learning style is not very 
compatible with her instructor’s lecturing style.  Sasha finds that she is 
struggling to make sense of the material and is unsure of what to write down 
for notes.  Frustrated, Sasha feels like she should just give up.  She feels that 
college level courses are “over her head” because of her brain injury and 
accepts that she will not pass the class.



CASE  STUDY  #2

What is a good plan of action for Sasha?  What 
recommendations do you have for her moving forward?

 Sasha should consider disclosure

 Meet with professor 

 Sasha can explain her needs

 Other students may benefit 

 Explore other accommodations 



MEET  BRETT  Brett's Story: Back to College after a Traumatic 
Brain Injury - Bing video



RESOURCES  FOR  STUDENTS

 Preparing-Postsecondary-Education.pdf 
(waketech.edu)

 The Student with a Brain Injury: Achieving Goals for 
Higher Education | BrainLine

 Brain Injury Awareness and Education Resources | 
SOAR Works! (samhsa.gov)

 Resources – Traumatic Brain Injury

 Neurological Disabilities & Brain Injury Resources | 
National Center for College Students with Disabilities 
(umn.edu)
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