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Agenda 

You will…

• Have a better understanding of special populations and how to 
identify these students in your school.

• Learn how to build support systems.

• Explore the college application and financial aid processes.

• Learn ways to help students successfully transition into education 
after high school.
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What Are Special Population Students?

Students and their families come from a variety of backgrounds and 
experiences related to ethnicities, race, country of origin, age, gender, 
religion, sexual orientation, and other identities. We will look at the 
following: 

• First-generation students

• Students experiencing homelessness

• Foster youth

• LGBTQ youth

• Students with disabilities

• Undocumented students



What Do We Mean When We Say College?

• We mean any type of education or training after high school. 

• There are many options for students after high school including 
apprenticeships, military, on-the-job training programs, 
community college certificates, 2-year degrees, & 4-year 
degrees.

• The term college includes all of these things. 



Understanding & Identification 
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Identification: Potential Indicators

• Chronic tardiness/attendance problems.

• High mobility.

• Food insecurity.

• Hygiene issues.

• Signs of physical abuse.

• Chronic exhaustion.

• Signs of homelessness (moving from 
place to place, carrying all 
belongings).

• Poor/inconsistent academic 
performance.

• Undiagnosed hearing or vision 
problems or other chronic health issues.

• Disruptive behaviors.

• Signs of substance abuse.

• Pregnancy/student is a parent.

• Incarcerated parent.

• Student is on probation or parole.

• Students with military-deployed siblings 
or parents.

• *Sample guiding identification questions 
are provided in guide. 
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Identification: Referral Networks and Support

• Parent/guardian.

• Teachers, 
administrators.

• School counselors, 
school social workers, 
school psychologists, 
school nurses.

• Community mental 
health counselors and 
social workers.

• McKinney-Vento liaison.

• Foster care liaison. 

• Attendance/enrollment 
staff.

• Coaches.

• Bus drivers.

• Administrative 
assistants.

• Cafeteria staff.

• Custodial staff.

• School safety officers.

• Extracurricular/after 

school activity staff.

• Volunteers (family or 
community).

• Special education case 
managers.

• Vocational 
rehabilitation 
counselors.

• Local immigration 
support services. 
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Strategies 
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Strategies for First-Generation Students

Students

• May not know how to prepare for 
college or for what to expect once 
enrolled. 

• May lack of support and or 
understanding from family and 
friends.

• Maybe be low-income and lack 
resources.

• May need assistance in the 
admissions process.

• May struggle to balance work, 
classes, and personal obligations.

You 
• Encourage first-gen students to apply to more than 

one school. 

• Help students determine what school is a good fit.

• Arrange for fee waivers. 

• Assist with financial aid and scholarship applications. 

• Demystify college and its lingo.

• Talk about imposter syndrome, self-advocacy, and 
growth mindset. 

• Encourage students to identify, to take advantage of 
resources, and to ask questions.

• Inform students of the TRiO program and educate 
students on how to find and apply to the program. 
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Strategies for Students Who Are Homeless

Students

• Typically at risk of dropping out.

• May face numerous barriers to 

educational success. 

• May lack transportation and school 

supplies.

• May be highly mobile. 

• May be at an academic disadvantage. 

• May lack documentation needed to 

enroll. 

• May lack support and ability to pay 

fees. 

You 

• Find out who your school’s homeless 
liaison is. 

• Learn how homeless students are 
identified and what educational 
barriers they are facing.

• Determine if the student has ever been 
in foster care after age 13. If yes, their 
college classes will likely be paid for 
at most Washington colleges. 

• Support study skills. Connect student 
with tutoring and mentoring programs. 

• Assist with obtaining fee waivers for 
such things as Advanced Placement (AP) 
exams, college entrance exams such as 
the ACT and SAT, and college 
applications.
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Strategies for Students Who Are Homeless

• Assist with college and career exploration. Discuss additional considerations that 
students may need to take into account when exploring college options such as housing 
options, including during school breaks; employment options, if needed; transportation 
options, if needed; and availability of no-cost tutoring, and academic and other student 
supports.

• Encourage them to participate in campus visits hosted by their school. 

• Assist students in completing the FAFSA or WASFA and finding scholarships for school. 
They may have difficulty completing financial aid without assistance; this is particularly 
true for UHY, who may be unable to access information on their parents’ income and assets 
or get a parent signature. 

• Provide information on specific opportunities for homeless students. If the student has 
been in foster care, there are additional scholarships that they may qualify for. 

• Assist them in securing sufficient financial resources to cover college expenses. Ensuring 
that a student has sufficient aid, including through federal and state sources, private 
scholarships, and the prudent use of loans, will reduce their work burden.
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Strategies for Students Who Are Homeless

• Help students learn how to navigate challenges and self-advocate. For 
example, if a student gets a bill for a housing deposit before their aid is 
dispersed, encourage them to ask if fees can be waived, deferred, or 
included in their financial aid application.

• Assist students in understanding award letters and next steps.

• Provide information about various supports that may be available to 
them, for example support service programs like TRiO. 

• Introduce them to the Single Point of Contact (SPOC) or an adult ally on 
the campus. 

• Encourage them to explore other areas of assistance that may be on or 
off campus such as food banks, food stamps, etc. 

• Help students make a plan for transportation and housing. 
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Strategies for Foster Youth

Students

• May enroll, then fail to make 
satisfactory academic progress.

• May have difficulty finding stable 
housing.

• May have challenges with physical and 
mental health.

• May lack of funds or employment 
commitments.

• May also be in special education 
programs (disproportionately). 

• May be very mobile.

You 

• Encourage students to take advantage and 
participate in college prep programs, such as Make 
it Happen, SETuP, and GEAR UP. 

• Explore support services. 

• Ask if the student has considered Extended Foster 
Care, Independent Living, or Medicaid to 26.

• Review the state and federal financial aid 
programs available. 

• Assist with financial aid application. 

• Assist with scholarship searches and application.

• Help student enroll in TRiO or other support 
programs.

• Explore college fit. 
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Strategies for LGBTQ Students

Students

• May be nervous about applying 
to/choosing a school.

• May have had some negative 
experiences in high school.

• Maybe looking for a school or programs 
where they will feel welcome, 
comfortable, and secure in their sexual 
orientation or gender 
identity/expression.

• May need assistance in the admissions 
process.

You 

• Help them assess the LGBTQ friendliness or climate of a 
campus and its housing options.  

• Encourage students to visit campuses (some schools offer 
travel scholarships), talk to students who don’t work for the 
admissions office about the campus climate, and reach out to 
students through the campus LGBTQ center or a dean of 
multicultural affairs.

• Help students find LGBTQ resources on campus. Does the 
school have an employee to provide resources and services 
(e.g., LGBTQ center, student groups, and organizations) to 
LGBTQ students? Does the school offer health and counseling 
services designed for LGBTQ students? 

• Learn about laws, what name and gender marker students 
should use on their college application, and FASFA/WASFA. 
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Strategies for Students with Disabilities

Students

• May lack resources for obtaining a 
professional evaluation needed to 
“document” disability for higher ed. 

• May not be used to advocating for 
themselves.

• May not be prepared for rigor of school 
or independent living. 

You 

• Assist students in exploring the 
differences between K-12 & college. 

• Explore common accommodations in 
college & how students can request 
them at college. 

• Identify and share issues related to 
students with disabilities preparing for 
and transitioning into college.

• Make sure that students with 
disabilities know their rights and 
responsibilities and self-advocate in 
order to be successful. 
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Strategies for DREAMers/Undocumented Students

Students

• Rely on school counselor first for 
information regarding financial aid. 
May have just learned of their 
status. 

• May be confused or scared about 
their future.

• Has likely lived in the U.S. for over a 
decade.

• May have DACA status. 

You 

• When planning Financial Aid Nights -
avoid using the term FAFSA nights.

• Share with students and families 
that in-state tuition and state aid are 
not the only funding available to 
undocumented students. Some schools 
even give full rides to undocumented 
students.

• Share with students and families 
how they can save money through 
dual credit if they are academically 
ready. 
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Strategies for DREAMers/Undocumented Students

• Show that you are an ally and your office is a safe space, where students can access resources. 

• Provide translated materials.

• When hosting a campus visit, visit the undocumented student center or multicultural center on 
campus.

• Normalize and be inclusive when talking about resources. Do not make assumptions about who 
is in the audience. 

• Update all pages on your websites and print materials that reference financial aid to include 
FAFSA and WASFA. WASFA often is left out of financial aid information that schools and 
departments provide; mentioning it any time FAFSA is mentioned can be a helpful to ensure students 
have all the information they need. Don’t forget to include information for foster youth and 
unaccompanied youth. 

• Create—and regularly update—an undocumented student resource page on your website, with 
links to the latest information and the resources available on your campus such as mental health 
services, healthcare, emergency funding, and legal assistance. Remember, the issues that affect 
special populations students go beyond just financial aid and college admissions . 
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Strategies for DREAMers/Undocumented Students

• Inform students/families that 
DREAMers who meet residency 
standards can get in-state tuition 
and may be eligible for state 
financial aid. 

• Promote other types of aid they 
may access like scholarships. 
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Institutional 
aid

Private 
scholarships 

• thewashboard.org 

• Beyond1079 List

Private 
loans

Federal 
aid



Encourage Dual Credit
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• Running Start—possible to earn an associate 
degree in high school.

• College in the High School.

Credit by passing a college course

• Advanced Placement (AP).

• International Baccalaureate (IB).

• Cambridge International Program.

Credit by examination

• Tech Prep.
Credit by articulation



Pre-enrollment Strategies:
Diverse Populations 

Washington Student Achievement Council
21



Pre-enrollment Strategies: Postsecondary Planning

• Learn about the specific needs of special population students in 
the postsecondary environment (e.g., what documentation is needed 
to request an accommodation or what name and gender marker 
should go on a college or financial aid application).

• Identify postsecondary institutions that offer the types of support 
needed for special students to be successful on campus. Share 
information with students and families.

• Create a plan for a campus visit with a targeted special 
population of students that you work with to introduce them to 
campus services.

• Learn how to assist special population students in selecting 
postsecondary options that will provide the best fit and support.
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Pre-enrollment Strategies: Postsecondary Planning

• Learn about or review information on accommodations and the 
fee waiver process for admissions testing for special population 
students. 

• Help students best communicate their special circumstances on 
applications and in college essays. 

• Learn or review considerations for completing financial aid 
applications for special population students and learn how to 
research financial aid, grants, and scholarship supports specific to 
special population students.

• Encourage dual credit. Dual credit is another way undocumented 
students can get college credit at a reduced cost. 
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Pre-enrollment Strategies: Fee Waivers

• If paying for the tests or college applications are 
difficult, students have options. 

• Share information via student presentations, advisory 
lessons, family workshops, and mailings (electronic 
and hard copy). 

• Make sure students take advantage before the 
registration deadlines. 

• See resource guide for details on fee waivers for AP 
exams, ACT, and SAT. 



Pre-Enrollment Strategies: Accommodations for 
Testing

• If a student needs accommodations (extra large test book, extra 
testing time), they can apply for them.

• Have students work with their school counselor to apply.

• Usually the paperwork needs to be submitted at least six months 
in advance.

• Remind students, some accommodations mean that they will be 
testing for a longer timeframe.

• There are a number of free test prep resources that can be 
found in the guide. 
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Post-enrollment Strategies:
Diverse Populations 
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Post-enrollment Strategies

• Use student alumni panels so that seniors hear from near peers. 
• Set realistic expectations.  
• Identify which students are attending the same institutions and form a cohort or support 

system for next year.
• Share accurate and timely information with students and families about expected 

knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors that are needed to be successful in college. 
• Explaining common challenges. Demystifying these issues.
• Review the differences between K-12 and higher education. 
• Share how students can find support on campus can help them be successful. Help students 

identify resources and support services on campus. 
• Address challenges of commuters and those not living on campus. 
• Help students make a plan for the summer and next steps before enrollment. 
• Use a text messaging campaign to assist students after graduation. Focus on important dates, 

actions, and problem solving. 
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On-Campus Supports

• Postsecondary campuses have multiple supports available to 
support special population students. 

• Consider some of the following found on typical campuses:

• TRiO Student Support Services Program (TRiO SSS). 

• College Assistance Migrant Program (CAMP).

• Campus Disability Service Offices. 

• First Year Experience.
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Resources

Youth Experiencing Homelessness

• SchoolHouse Connections: https://www.schoolhouseconnection.org/

• National Association for the Education of Homeless Children and Youth (NAEHCY): http://naehcy.org/higher-
education/

Youth in Foster Care

• Financial Aid for Foster Youth:  https://readysetgrad.wa.gov/fostercare

• Resources for Washington State Foster Youth: http://independence.wa.gov

• Foster Care Transition Toolkit: http://gearup.wa.gov/file/foster-care-transition-toolkit

• Fostering College Knowledge: Planning & Paying for Higher Education for Youth in Care: 
http://gearup.wa.gov/file/fostering-college-knowledge-planning-paying-higher-education-youth-care

LGBTQ Students

• Supporting Transgender Students: College Admissions & Financial Aid: http://gearup.wa.gov/file/supporting-
transgender-students-college-admissions-financial-aid-resource-guide-college-access

• Campus Pride Index: www.campusprideindex.org

• Campus Pride Trans Policy Clearinghouse: www.campuspride.org/tpc/
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Resources

Students with Disabilities

• Preparing Students with Disabilities for Postsecondary Education: 
http://gearup.wa.gov/sites/default/files/resources/preparing_students_with_disabilities_for_postsecondar
y_education_0.pdf

DREAMers

• United We Dream: unitedwedream.org

• Northwest Immigrant Rights Project: nwirp.org/DACA

Transitions

• SDP Summer Melt Handbook: A Guide to Investigating and Responding to Summer Melt.

• TransitionYear.org

• A Family Guide: Supporting Your Child After High School

• Preparing Students for the Transition to College

• Graduate Handbook 
• https://www.gearup.wa.gov/node/3553
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Thank you!
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