COLLEGE APPLICATIONS - COMPLETE GUIDE (TEENS 14-18 YEARS)

Executive Summary: College applications overwhelm teens with tight deadlines, personal
essays, recommendation letters, financial forms, campus visits, and pressure to explain
your strengths. This guide breaks the process into a realistic 12-week system with sensory
checkpoints and clear steps. Contact the disability accommodations office first, then
research colleges, fill applications, write essays, handle financial aid, and prepare for
interviews. The goal: predictable steps, visual timelines, external support, and no shame
about needing help.

WHY COLLEGE APPLICATIONS FEEL OVERWHELMING

College applications demand tracking multiple deadlines, writing open-ended essays ("Tell
us about yourself"), asking teachers for recommendations, visiting noisy campuses, and
making financial decisions all at once. Each college has different requirements, essay
prompts, and deadlines. The process feels endless with no clear finish line.

Sensory + Executive Profile Checklist

Challenge Area What It Feels Like

Executive Deadline tracking, essay drafting, recommendation coordination, 20
Function colleges x different requirements

. . Counselor meetings, asking teachers for recommendations,
Social Anxiety . .
interviews, eye contact demands

. Campus visit crowding, interview clothing discomfort, noise in
Physical/Sensory
student centers

. . FAFSA complexity, scholarship essays, cost decisions, student loan
Financial Stress ¢
ear

. "Who are you?" essay questions, major declaration, "fit" self-
Identity Pressure .
reflection

ACCOMMODATIONS OFFICE FIRST (Before Anything Else)



Before filling out a single application, contact the disability accommodations office at your
top 8 colleges. This secures testing accommodations, note-taking help, and sometimes fee
waivers.

Email template to send:
Subject: Disability Accommodations Inquiry - Prospective Student

"Hello, | am a prospective student with documented autism spectrum disorder applying to
[College Name]. Before submitting my application, | would like to confirm what testing
accommodations and academic support services are available for students with autism.
Please provide information about the accommodations office, registration process, and
any documentation requirements."

What to expect: Most schools respond within 2 weeks. Note their responsiveness—that
shows how they'll treat you as a student.

12-WEEK APPLICATION TIMELINE (Start Junior Year Spring)

Week [Task Time Deadline

Research 20 colleges (safety/match/reach), email 8

Week 1 . . 8 hours |Day 7
accommodations offices

Week 2 |Start Common App account, make deadline spreadsheet 6 hours ||[Day 14

Week 3 ||Meet with school counselor, plan recommendation requests |2 hours ||Day 21

10
Week 4 |Draft 5 essays (500 words brainstorm each, not polished) h Day 28
ours
Create FAFSA account, gather tax documents, start CSS
Week 5 4 hours ||[Day 35

Profile

Take 5 virtual campus tours, note disability office locations,
Week 6 . 6 hours |[Day 42
dorm sensory info

Week 7 |Polish essays with Grammarly, parent/counselor review 8 hours ||[Day 49

Week 8 |Submit 10 applications (rolling admissions = earlier = better) |6 hours |Day 56




Week |Task Time |Deadline
Week 9 |Submit FAFSA + financial aid forms to 8 colleges 4 hours ||[Day 63
Week . . . .

10 Practice mock interviews (with counselor or parent) 3 hours ||[Day 70
Week - o ,

11 Submit final applications + scholarship essays 6 hours ||Day 77
Week [[Sendthankyou letters to recommenders, prepare waitlist

2 hours ||Day 84

12 strategy
WHAT TO GATHER (Packing List for Success)

Organization:

Google Sheets spreadsheet: 20 colleges x deadline x application status x

recommendation status x financial aid deadline

Common App account username + password written down

Local college deadlines (some schools have different deadlines than Common App)

Essays + Writing:

Grammarly subscription (checks grammar without judgment)

5 essay topics brainstormed before writing (topic ideas: special interest + strength,
failure + learning, community service, major interest, why this school)

Backup copy of all essays (Google Drive + email to self)

Financial Aid:

FAFSA ID created at fafsa.gov
2024 tax returns (parent) and your W-2 if working

CSSPROFILE login (for private colleges)

Net Price Calculator link for each college (shows estimated cost)

Interviews:




¢ Interview outfit tried on + worn (button-down shirt, dress slacks, dress shoes,

minimal jewelry)
¢ 10 common interview questions answered on paper (practice reading aloud)
e Listof 5 questions YOU want to ask about the college
Documents:
e Copy of high school transcript (order from school counselor)
¢ Accommodations letter from school (autism diagnosis documented)

e SAT/ACT scores (if submitting—test-optional is OK)

STEP-BY-STEP: EACH MAJOR TASK
Research Colleges (Weeks 1-2)
Use Niche.com, Common Data Set, or your state's college list. Write down:
¢ College name
¢ Deadline (rolling? Early Decision? Regular Decision?)
e Application fee (or fee waiver code)
¢ Accommodations office contact info
e Disability services responsiveness rating (1-10)
Quick college fit check:
1. Canlgetaccommodations? (Call/email first)
2. Isthe major | want available?
3. Isthe cost doable? (Use Net Price Calculator)
4. |sthe campus sensory-friendly? (Check tour for crowding, noise levels)
Safety/Match/Reach breakdown:

o Safety (4 colleges): Your grades/test scores are above average, accommodations

office is strong

¢ Match (8 colleges): Your grades/test scores fit their average, good program fit



¢ Reach (4 colleges): Your grades/test scores are below average, BUT strong program
fit or good disability services

Write Essays (Weeks 4-7)
Common App essays are 650 words max. Plain language, honest, specific examples.
Essay prompt 1: "Tell us about yourself"

¢ Not: "I'm a hard-working student who loves learning" (generic)

¢ Yes: "l have autism. My brain notices details others miss. In chemistry lab, |
discovered a safer way to label acid bottles after a classmate almost got hurt. That
moment showed me how my autism is my strength in problem-solving."

Essay prompt 2: "Challenge or setback"
¢ Not: "Schoolis hard" (vague)

¢ Yes: "Group projects felt impossible until senior year. My teacher let me present
data analysis alone instead of sitting in a circle. That accommodation taught me to
ask for what | need. Now | advocate for other students with learning differences."

Essay prompt 3: "Why this college?"
¢ Research the college's specific program/professor/club
¢ Not: "This college is great" (could apply anywhere)

¢ Yes: "Your engineering program has a sensory-friendly makerspace. Your disability
office blog shows real support. | want to study environmental engineering with peers
who see neurodiversity as difference, not deficit."

Essay prompt 4: "What do you want to study and why?"
e Be specific
e Not: "l like science"

¢ Yes: "l want to study environmental science. I'm drawn to data and systems
thinking. My brain helps me track patterns in climate data. | want to work on

renewable energy policy."
Essay prompt 5: "Diversity/identity"
¢ Neurodiversity counts

¢ Not: "Autism is hard" (only challenges)



e Yes: "Autismis part of who | am. | think differently. | communicate differently. | want
to attend a college that sees neurodiversity as strength."

Writing tips:
¢ Write messy first draft (no editing yet)
¢ Read aloud (catches awkward phrasing)
¢ Use Grammarly (fixes grammar without rewording your voice)
¢ Parentreads, gives feedback: "What's confusing here?" (not "rewrite this")
¢ Wait 1 week, read again, edit
Request Recommendations (Week 3)
Ask teachers in person first, then email with details.
In-person script:

"Hi [Teacher Name], I'm applying to colleges and need a recommendation letter. Would you
be willing to write one? My deadline is [DATE]. You've seen my strengths in [class subject]:
I'm [specific example: detail-oriented in lab work, thorough in projects, strong effort]. |
think you could speak to that."

Then send email with:

Teacher's name + subject they taught

¢ Deadline (give 3 weeks minimum)

College name + submission portal (Common App or college-specific)
¢ One sentence reminder of your strength they saw
Example email:

"Dear Ms. Smith, Thank you for saying yes to write my recommendation. I'm applying to
State University Environmental Science program. My deadline is December 15. Our school
uses Common App—you'll get an email to upload your letter. | remember you said my lab
reports were thorough and well-organized. That's the kind of strength | hope you highlight.
Thank you! [Your name]"

FINANCIAL AID STRATEGY (Week 5)



FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid)
Go to fafsa.gov (not fasfa.com—scams exist).
1. Create account with parent Social Security number
2. Gather: Parent tax return (last 2 years), student W-2 if working, bank account info
3. Fillout form (takes 30 minutes)
4. Submit by January 15 (federal deadline) for best aid
CSS Profile (Private Colleges)

Some private colleges use CSS Profile for additional aid. Goes at collegeboard.org. Same
info as FAFSA.

College-Specific Scholarships for Autism/Disability

Many colleges offer disability scholarships (autism-specific or general disability).
e Search: "[College Name] + disability scholarship"
e Google: "Autism scholarships 2025"
e Local: Check your city/county community foundation

Example scholarship essay (500 words):

"I have autism. | think in patterns and details. I'm applying for your Diversity Scholarship
because | believe neurodiversity strengthens college communities. I've learned to ask for
accommodations instead of struggling silently. At your college, I'll bring problem-solving
ability, different perspective, and honesty about asking for support when needed."

CAMPUS VISITS (Week 6)

Virtual first, in-person later (less sensory shock).

Virtual Campus Tour Checklist
¢ Watch college's official tour (note accommodations office location on tour)
e Look for: Quiet study spaces, noise level in dorms, cafeteria food options
¢ Note: Where is the disability office? Is it buried or prominent?

In-Person Campus Visit (If Possible)



Before you go:

« Email disability office: "I'm visiting [date]. Can | meet briefly?"

e« Map: Disability office location + quiet study spots

¢ Wear: Comfortable shoes, noise-canceling headphones ready
What to assess:

¢ Dorm noise level (visit during quiet hours if possible)

e Library sensory vibe (bright? crowded? quiet areas?)

e Cafeteria food options (are there safe foods?)

e Campus size (huge = more walking = sensory overload; small = everyone knows
everyone = social pressure)

e Shuttle/transportation (mapped? reliable? on schedule?)

During visit, meet with disability office:
"I have autism. | need [accommodations: testing room, reduced course load, notetaker,
extended deadlines]. How do you support students with autism?"

INTERVIEW PREP (Week 10)

Most colleges are test-optional but interviews matter. You can absolutely interview
well—you just need a plan.

Interview Outfit (Practice Ahead)

o Dark-colored button-down shirt

o Darkdress slacks or chinos

o Closed-toe dress shoes

¢ Minimaljewelry

¢ Wear it at least once at home (so it feels normal during interview)
10 Common Questions + Scripts
Q: "Tell me about yourself"

¢ Not: "My nameiis... I go to... | like..." (too basic)



Yes: "I'm a senior interested in environmental science. | notice patterns and details
others miss. | redesigned our school's recycling system after tracking waste for a
month. I'm looking for a college where | can study renewable energy with strong
disability support."

Tip: Pick 3 sentences max. Practice saying it aloud until it feels natural.

Q: "Why our college?"

Research first: Visit website, read about programs, check disability services
Not: "Your college is good"

Yes: "Your environmental science program partners with the state park system. That
appeals to me because | want applied field work. Plus, your accommodations office
blog shows you actively support neurodivergent students."

Q: "What's your biggest weakness?"

Be honest, show growth
Not: "I'm too perfectionist" (sounds like a humblebrag)

Yes: "Social pressure used to overwhelm me in group projects. | learned to ask for
role modifications instead of suffering silently. Now | advocate for myself, which
helps classmates understand different working styles."

Q: "Tell me about a failure"

Show learning
Not: "l failed a test" (surface level)

Yes: "l got a C in algebra sophomore year. | realized my learning style wasn't clicking
with the textbook. | asked for a tutor, switched to visual learning methods, and got
an A the next semester. It taught me to ask for help early."

Q: "What do you do for fun?"

Be real

Yes: "I'm into anime and coding. I'm part of an online gaming guild with friends from
four states. | also volunteer at the animal shelter on weekends."

Colleges like to see balance: academics, hobbies, community.

Q: "Do you have any questions for me?"



e ALWAYS say yes. Prepare 3 questions:
1. "What support does your accommodations office provide for test-taking?"
2. "What clubs or communities exist for students interested in [your major]?"
3. "What's your favorite part about studying [major] here?"
Interview Day Checklist
¢ Headphonesin car (sensory reset if overwhelmed)
e Protein snack 1 hour before (prevents blood sugar crash)
¢ Bathroom break before entering interview room
¢ Handshake: Firm grip, 2 seconds, slight smile (practice this)
¢ Eye contact: Look at nose bridge, not eyes (feels less intense)
e Deep breath: One slow in, slow out, before entering
After Interview Email
Send within 24 hours:

"Dear [Interviewer Name], Thank you for the opportunity to discuss [specific program]. |
enjoyed learning about [specific thing they said]. I'm excited about the possibility of joining
your community. Please let me know if you need any additional information. [Your name]"

MELTDOWN RECOVERY (When Deadline Stress Hits)
1. Spreadsheet check: Look at what's done vs. what's left (regains sense of control)
2. Protein snack + 20-minute walk: No screens, fresh air, body movement
3. Breakinto 15-minute chunks: "Next 15 minutes: write one essay paragraph"
4. Call disability office or counselor: External support, not parent

5. Evening debrief only: After calm, ask "What overwhelmed you? What can we
change?"



BIOMEDICAL SUPPORT DURING APPLICATION STRESS

Omega-3s: 1000 mg daily (brain focus) or fatty fish 3x weekly

B-Complex vitamins: Morning (supports stress response) Consult doctor

Magnesium glycinate: 200-400 mg evening (sleep support) Consult doctor

Protein: Every 3 hours (prevents decision fatigue and blood sugar crashes)

Caffeine: Limit or eliminate (amplifies anxiety during high-stress weeks) Consult doctor

Sleep: Non-negotiable 8-9 hours (executive function depends on sleep)

POST-APPLICATION REFLECTION CHECKLIST

e Applications submitted: __ /20 colleges

¢ Accommodations responses received: /8

¢ Essay confidence (1-10)

e Financial aid forms submitted: Yes / No

¢ Mockinterviews completed: Yes/ No

¢ Weakest area (what do you want to improve if reapplying nextyear?): ___

COLLEGE FIT MATRIX (Compare Your Options)

Use this table to compare colleges once acceptances arrive:

Disability Campus
College . . . L Cost (After Total
Services Rating ||Major Availability || . Sensory Score
Name Aid) Score
(1-10) (1-10)
Environmental
State U 8 . $12K/year ||7 23
Science
Private Environmental
9 ) ) $18K/year |6 23
College A Science + Policy
Community
9 Transfer Program |$3K/year |8 20
College

(Rate each 1-10, add up. Highest total = best overall fit.)
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