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College or Training Programs: 
How to Decide
Your high school diploma opens the door 
to many exciting, new options. These might 
include your first full-time job, or part-time 
or full-time attendance at a technical school, 
community college, or university. You might 
want to obtain a certificate, an associate 
degree, or a diploma. With so many choices, 
it can be challenging to decide which path to 
take. Here are some ideas you may want to 
consider before you graduate.

Choosing Your Path

It is important to explore all the work and 
education options available to you upon 
graduation and beyond. Remember, you can 
return to school many times as your interests 
and goals change or as new employment 
opportunities become available. 

Here are some choices you might want to  
discuss with family members and your  
Individualized Education Program (IEP) 
team.

• Working for a few years to save money  
 or gain work experience before going to  
 college or another training program. This  
 option might be attractive if you already  
 have an interesting job that can be  
 continued after high school graduation or 
 if you have limited or no work experience. 
• Enrolling in a certificate program. A  
 certificate usually takes less than one  
 or two years to complete. It can lead  
 to job opportunities with higher pay than  
 most first jobs or be a step toward a future  
 degree. Some examples of certificate  
 programs include carpenter, chef,  
 cosmetologist, dental assistant, and   
 nursing assistant. If you enter a certificate  
 program, you can still decide to complete  
 a degree program later.
• Entering a technical school, community  
 college, or university degree program.  
 These schools have a variety of admission  
 requirements. Those with open admission  
 typically accept anyone with a high school
 diploma or general educational develop- 
 ment (GED) diploma. A few colleges  
 require no high school diploma or GED.  

 In general, open colleges require  
 applicants to take a placement exam to  
 determine at which level to begin college  
 course work. Students may be required  
 to  take remedial courses at the college.  
 Two-year associate degrees are generally  
 available along with four-year degrees.  
 A two-year degree can be applied toward  
 a four-year degree in the future. 

Other colleges and universities require  
applicants to meet certain criteria. These 
schools tend to look for students with 
high grade-point averages, rigorous 
academic preparation, high scores on the 
standardized college admissions tests such 
as the ACT or SAT, and personal qualities 
shown by volunteer and community work, 
in a personal essay, and sometimes in  
an interview. 

Taking the First Steps

You have many choices within each of these  
categories to explore. It is important to think 
about how the path you choose after high 
school will help you reach your future goals. 

For some students, the path will be direct. 
For example, perhaps you want to work 
with animals and decide to complete a 
veterinarian assistant certificate. Maybe you 
have already volunteered at a veterinarian’s 
clinic or worked part-time at a clinic 
while in high school so you know that 
this career interests you. You can do an  
Internet search for veterinarian assistant  
programs in Minnesota or elsewhere. This 
search will give you information about 
schools that offer this program, their entry 
requirements, their programs’ cost and length, 
and facts about any financial support that might  
be available. 

For others, the path will be indirect. For  
example, perhaps you want to do computer 
programming. You have taken all your high 
school computer classes and even taken a 
community education class on computer 
programming. You are not sure, however, 
if you want a two-year or four-year degree. 
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You might start your exploration of college and university 
programs by doing an Internet search or receiving 
information from your guidance counselor. 

From there, you might make a list of the schools that interest 
you. Ask a family member to go over your list with you and 
help you request more information. 

As you collect the information, you will likely discover two 
or three schools with programs that especially appeal to 
you. If possible, arrange to visit your top three colleges and 
meet with a specialist at the Disability Resource Center. (It 
may be called the Disability Support Office or other similar 
name.) Bring your most recent special education evaluation 
and a list of all the accommodations you are using in high 
school or think you may require in college. Find out what 
types of academic accommodations are typically provided 
to students with disabilities on this campus. You also may 
want to ask whether this college will provide the specific 
accommodations that you will most likely need. Not all 
colleges provide the same types of accommodations. 

For example, if you are using taped books and the college 
you are interested in only provides e-books, you might want 
to check if e-books will work for you. If they don’t, would the 
school will be willing to provide books on tape? Is a learning 
center available to all 
students for tutoring 
help? Ask the specialist 
other questions to help 
you determine if this 
is the right school for 
you.

You will also want to 
explore the campus. 
Can you reach the 
buildings efficiently? 
What about under snow 
conditions? Will you 
require special parking 
considerations? Will 
you be living in student 
housing? If so, will the housing meet your needs? What 
types of social activities are available on campus? Make a list 
of other questions you want to explore during your visit.

Paving the Way

You can use your IEP to help you prepare for college or other 
training programs. For example, your IEP could include  
activities such as:

• Taking an evening or weekend course that interests you  
 at a community college or in an adult continuing  
 education program. Doing so might help you try out  

 transportation ideas, experience a new learning environ- 
 ment, use accommodations in a new setting, or explore  
 your future career goals.
• Taking courses in high school that will help prepare you  
 for college. If appropriate, you might take a foreign  
 language, computer training, or additional science   
 classes.
• Considering internships, part-time jobs, or volunteer  
 and community service opportunities.
• Enrolling in a pre-college program specifically designed  
 for high school students the summer before or after their  
 senior year. You might ask your special education teacher 
 for ideas, check out high school programs at local   
 colleges, look for specialized summer camps, or do an  
 Internet search for programs that would interest you. 
• Working on your writing and math skills while still in  
 high school with a tutor or family member. You could  
 keep a personal journal and practice writing essays about  
 your life experiences, current events, or topics of interest,  
 for example.
• Researching and applying for scholarships. Libraries,  
 your guidance counselor, and the Internet should all  
 have resources on scholarship options.

Resources 

www.mnscu.edu/programs/FindAProgram.php 
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities Web site will 
help you start exploring certificate, two-year, and four-year 
options. 

www.c3online.org/education.htm
This site from PACER Center’s Project C3—Connecting Youth 
to Communities and Careers—has an interactive resource 
map to connect you with education and employment options 
in your area. 

www.deed.state.mn.us/rehab/rehab.htm
Rehabilitation Services helps people with disabilities to achieve 
their employment and independent living goals. Career training 
at technical schools, community colleges and universities can 
be partially paid for through this program. These services 
are available through Minnesota WorkForce Centers across 
the state. Call them toll-free at 1-888-GET-JOBS or call their 
main office for an appointment. 651-296-5616; 651-296-3900 
(TTY); 800-328-9095; 800-657-3973 (TTY).

http://education.state.mn.us/mde/Academic_Excellence/
School_Choice/Post_Secondary_Enrollment_Options_
PSEO/index.html 
Post Secondary Enrollment Options (PSEO) offers high school 
juniors and seniors (in public, private, or home schools) 
the opportunity to take courses at eligible post-secondary 
institutions. Call Sue Sattel at 651-582-8471 for more 
information.

When you visit the Disability 
Resource Center, be able to  

describe the accommodations 
that work best for you in  

different learning situations: 
•Lecture-based learning 
•Reading-based learning 
•Group or collaborative 

learning 
•Experiential or lab-based  

learning 
•Evaluation formats  

(such as papers, essay tests, 
multiple choice tests, etc…)


