The Why, When, What, and How of Disclosure in an Academic Setting, After High School
Deciding what to do after high school is a complex decision for all youth.  For starters, it is the first time additional schooling is not compulsory. You may choose to enter the work world or obtain additional training or education. Youth with disabilities are significantly less likely to start postsecondary education than are their peers without disabilities (27% of students with disabilities transition to postsecondary education compared to 68% of their peers without disabilities).1  A "postsecondary setting" is any educational training which takes place after high school. It includes four-year university degree programs, two-year community college programs, and vocational training programs. 

If you decide to enter a postsecondary setting, you still have many choices to make: which program or school to attend; what courses to take; what extracurricular activities to be involved with; where to live, and so on.  If you are a youth with a disability, your decision to enter a postsecondary setting may be even more complex. You must also consider the supports and services that you may need to be successful in the program of your choice. When you are researching programs to attend, you should consider information about how the program provides reasonable accommodations and how well students with disabilities are treated.  It is a good idea to speak to current students with disabilities in the program.  The school's disability support services can put you in touch with current students. 

Why disclose in the postsecondary setting? 

As a student with a disability in elementary, middle, and high school, you did not need to share information about your disability to receive accommodations because the school and your parents or guardians were there to assist you with arranging accommodations.  Also, you had the support of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), a law that entitles students with disabilities to receive free appropriate public education.  Once you leave high school, the IDEA does not apply to you.  Instead, as a person with a disability, you are covered under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  Both of these laws require that covered individuals with disabilities must be provided with reasonable accommodations if the individual discloses a disability and the institution is a covered entity. These laws do not specify the process for obtaining accommodations in the same manner in which the IDEA does.  Therefore, it is up to you to share information about your disability to make sure you receive the accommodations you need.  

After high school, accommodations are usually provided by the program's disability support service only if you disclose your disability and request accommodations.  Some reasons for disclosing your disability in a postsecondary setting include: 

· obtaining information about available supports and services;

· discussing academic requirements and practical components of your course of study; and

· ensuring that faculty members implement the reasonable accommodations you require in order for you to be successful in your courses.

When to disclose your disability 

The timing of your disclosure depends upon when you need accommodations.  Generally, there are five instances where it may be important to consider disclosure. 

1. Prior to enrollment - you would disclose at this time if you needed accommodations during the application process.

2. At the time of enrollment - if you anticipate that you will need accommodations to complete your classes, it would be important to disclose at this point.  Remember, you want to disclose your disability before you have trouble in a course due to lack of accommodations. 

3. During your course of study - you would disclose at this point if you discover that you need accommodations while taking classes.

4. After being diagnosed - you want to disclose if you acquire a disability during your course of study and need accommodations to successfully complete the program.

5. Never - you may choose not to disclose your disability if no accommodations are needed, or if you have decided to accommodate your needs personally. 

How to disclose your disability 

Determine your own personal privacy boundaries concerning the amount and type of information you want to share with others.  Pick a time when you are not rushed and can thoughtfully explain your needs to others.  Remember to keep the disclosure conversation focused on your abilities and be self-determined and practical.  It is also a good idea to practice talking about your disability with someone you trust. 
What to disclose about your disability 

Programs may vary regarding the information they request from you.  Below is information that you should be prepared to share with the disability support service staff.   

· Information about your disability, including assessments and, if requested, documentation of your disability.

· Types of academic accommodations that have worked for you in the past. 

· Types of academic accommodations you anticipate needing in the postsecondary setting.

· How your disability and other life experiences can contribute to your success in your studies.

· How your disability affects your capacity to learn and study effectively.

To whom do you disclose your disability? 

Generally, you should only disclose your disability to those individuals who have a need to know because of the accommodation process.  You may consider disclosing to the program's disability support service's staff, academic advisor, directly on your application, or to an admissions officer.  Some programs discourage students with disabilities from disclosing directly to faculty and staff because of student confidentiality.  It is a good idea to begin by disclosing to the disability support services office to learn what the specific procedures are for your program. 

Resources 
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Youth, Disclosure, and the Workplace Why, When, What, and How 

Every job seeker with a disability is faced with the same decision: "Should I or shouldn't I disclose my disability?"  This decision may be framed differently depending upon whether you have a visible disability or a non-visible disability.  Ultimately, the decision of whether to disclose is entirely up to you. 

Why Disclose in the Workplace? 

When you leave school and enter the workforce, many aspects of your life change.  Among the many differences, is the requirement to share information about your disability if you want your employer to provide you with reasonable accommodations.  In school if you had an individualized education program (IEP), as required under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), information about your disability and the accommodations you needed followed you from grade to grade. When you enter the workforce, the IDEA no longer applies to you.  Instead, the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Rehabilitation Act protect you from disability-related discrimination and provide for meaningful access. The laws require that qualified applicants and employees with disabilities be provided with reasonable accommodations. Yet, in order to benefit from the ADA and the Rehabilitation Act, you must disclose your disability.  An employer is only required to provide work-related accommodations if you disclose your disability to the appropriate individuals. 

When to Disclose Your Disability 

There is no one "right" time or place to disclose your disability.  Select a confidential place in which to disclose, and allow enough time for the person to ask questions.  Do not dwell on the limitations of your disability. You should weigh the pros and cons of disclosure at each point of the job search, recruitment, and hiring process and make the decision to discuss your disability when it is appropriate for you.  Consider the following stages: 

· In a letter of application or cover letter; 

· Before an interview; 

· At the interview; 

· In a third-party phone call or reference; 

· Before any drug testing for illegal drugs;

· After you have a job offer;

· During your course of employment; or

· Never.

How to Disclose your Disability 

Preparation is essential for disclosing your disability.  Effective disclosure requires that you discuss your needs, and that you provide practical suggestions for reasonable job accommodations, if they are needed.  One way to become comfortable with discussing your disability is to find someone you trust and practice the disclosure discussion with that person.  The two of you can put together a disclosure script. It should contain relevant disability information and weave in your strengths.  Always keep it positive!   

What to Disclose About Your Disability 

There is no required information to share about your disability.  In fact, it will be different for everyone.  For example, if you have an apparent disability it is often beneficial to address how you plan to accomplish tasks required by the job. This can affirm to the employer that you are suited for the position.  Additionally, by demonstrating your own ease and comfort with the job requirements, you can relay to employers other traits that are desirable in an applicant.  A person with a hidden disability, on the other hand, will first need to decide whether to disclose the disability, and subsequently determine what information to share about the disability.  Generally, if you choose to disclose, it is most helpful to share the following: 

· General information about your disability;

· Why you are disclosing your disability;

· How your disability affects your ability to perform key job tasks;

· Types of accommodations that have worked for you in the past; and

· Types of accommodations you anticipate needing in the workplace; 

To Whom to Disclose Your Disability 

Disclose your disability on a "need-to-know" basis.  Provide further details about your disability as it applies to your work-related accommodations to the individual who has the authority to facilitate your accommodation request.  Consider disclosing to the supervisor responsible for the hiring, promoting, and/or firing of employees.  This person needs to be informed of your disability-related needs to provide the necessary supports and judge your job performance fairly.   

Disclosure Protections and Responsibilities 

As a person with a disability, you have disclosure protections as well as significant responsibilities to yourself and to your employers. 

You are entitled to: 

· Have information about your disability treated confidentially and respectfully;

· Seek information about hiring practices from any organization;

· Choose to disclose your disability at any time during the employment process;

· Receive reasonable accommodations for an interview;

· Be considered for a position based on your skill and merit; and

· Have respectful questioning about your disability for the purpose of determining whether you need accommodations and if so, what kind. 
You have the responsibility to: 

· Disclose your need for any work-related reasonable accommodations;

· Bring your skills and merits to the table; and

· Be truthful, self-determined, and proactive.

Resources 
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Advising Youth with Disabilities on Disclosure: Tips for Service Providers 

As a professional who provides services such as occupational skills training and job readiness training, you need to know how to help young people decide if they should share information about their disabilities. Disclosure is, by law, a personal decision that individuals with disabilities must make for themselves.  As a person who works with youth, you may be in a position to assist youth with apparent and non-apparent disabilities to decide if, when, and how to disclose their disabilities.  Understanding disclosure is especially important as youth transition from the K-12 education system to employment or postsecondary education systems.  In this transition, they are leaving a system where they are entitled to receive services, and entering another where they may be eligible for reasonable accommodations if they make their needs known, and they are covered by the law. 

In a disability context, "disclosure" means that people with disabilities share personal information about their disability for the specific purpose of receiving accommodations.  There is no standardized form or set of requirements regarding what people must share about their disabilities.  Thus, youth need to decide what, if anything, they want to reveal.   Disclosure of a disability can also mean different things depending upon the type of disability.  Youth with non-apparent disabilities must make the decision whether to disclose they have a disability.  These youths should decide to whom they choose to disclose to and how much information to provide. Generally, youth with non-apparent disabilities find it most beneficial to disclose information only if they need accommodations. 

To receive accommodations at work or in postsecondary school, information about disability must be shared with the relevant authorities.  An accommodation is an adjustment to an environment, which makes it possible for people with disabilities to participate equally.  While youth with disabilities may be familiar with accommodations, as they may have used them in grade school, they may not be familiar with the art of disclosure.  Unlike in grades K-12, it is a youth's responsibility to personally disclose his or her disability to someone who has the authority to provide accommodations.  

Knowledge of the specific accommodations that youth will need in a given situation can help frame what disability information needs to be disclosed.  If the youth does not require accommodations, it is generally not necessary to disclose the disability.  Here are ways you can assist young people with determining whether disclosure is appropriate: 

1. discuss the appropriateness of disclosing their disability in some situations and not in others (e.g. social, school, or work settings, or community activities);

2. evaluate the pros and cons with youth who are considering disclosure; and

3. encourage youth to practice effective communication of their disability, needs, skills, and abilities, with people whom they respect and trust, and who know their strengths well. 

People who interact with youth with apparent disabilities may be aware of some aspects of the condition without being informed.  Nonetheless, the young people must know how and what to say about their disability, and to whom.  All youth should learn the skill of emphasizing their abilities and strengths; this especially applies to youth discussing their disability. 

As you advise people with disabilities, remind them that it is not necessary to share everything about their disability and its effects.  It is most important to provide information about: 

1. how their disability impacts the capacity to learn and perform effectively; and

2. what environmental adjustments, supports, and services they will need in order to access, participate, and excel in their job, studies, community activities, etc. 

It is important to remember that only youth with disabilities can decide whether or not to disclose their disability.  It is your job to assist them in making an informed decision.  As with any decision, disclosure has both advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, disability disclosure can afford opportunities for success because reasonable accommodations can be provided.  Disclosure may also help the youth find strong support systems.  On the other hand, it may be intimidating for youth to share personal information about their disabilities, where there are no assurances that the other person will react positively.   

Also, what may seem a disadvantage in one setting or situation can be an advantage in another.  Encourage young people to reconsider the disclosure question each time they encounter a new setting, situation, or set of circumstances. 

The table below offers a few examples of the advantages and disadvantages of disclosure. 

	Advantages of Disclosure 
	Disadvantages of Disclosure 

	· Youth will be able to receive reasonable accommodations to pursue work, school, or community activities more effectively.

· It allows other professionals (educators, employment service providers, etc.) to assist the young people with learning new skills.

· It provides legal protection against discrimination (as specified in the Americans with Disabilities Act and the Rehabilitation Act).

· It can improve a youth's self-image by developing self-advocacy skills. 
	· It can lead to the experience of exclusion or being treated differently than others.

· It can lead to being viewed as needy, not self-sufficient, or unable to perform on par with peers.

· It can cause people to overlook youth with disabilities for a job, team, group, or organization. 

· It can be difficult and embarrassing.

Note: It may be helpful to make the youth aware that if he or she experiences discrimination because of the disclosure, he or she may have a right to file a complaint under the ADA or the Rehabilitation Act. 
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