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Introduction
Since the mid-1980s, the US Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services
(OSERS), has stressed the importance of improving transition services nationally. The federal government has assumed a
crucial role in stimulating state and local efforts to improve transition services through a variety of policy, interagency,
systems change, model demonstration, and research efforts. Specific language on transition was included in the IDEA of
1990, and again in the IDEA Amendments of 1997. From this federal legislation, regulations were established requiring state
and local education agencies specifically to address the school and post-school transition service needs of students with
disabilities. These needs would be met through coordinated planning among special education and parents and students,
general education, and community service agencies.
Much of the rationale for establishing these new provisions was based on the recognition that many young adults with
disabilities were exiting high school unprepared for adult life. Follow-up studies conducted on former special education
students during the past two decades have consistently documented the limited outcomes achieved by young adults with
disabilities as they leave school and attempt to access employment, postsecondary education programs, and adult community
services. Predominant themes emerging from the findings of these and other studies included lower than desired academic
achievement levels; high dropout rates; substantial levels of unemployment and underemployment; economic instability,
dependence, and social isolation; and low levels of participation in postsecondary education and training programs. The
transition services requirements of the IDEA of 1990 and the IDEA Amendments of 1997 were established for the specific
purpose of addressing these and other difficulties that youth with disabilities experience as they attempt to prepare for and
make the transition to adult life.
For nearly two decades, the Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) has sponsored transition research, demonstration, and training initiatives that have resulted in a knowledge-base of essential and promising approaches and strategies for
the delivery of transition services for students with disabilities. Advances and innovations in interagency cooperation, access
to postsecondary education and training, supported employment, transition planning, student and parental involvement in
school and post-school decision making, development of adult living skills, self determination and self advocacy, and the
like, are all valued examples of previous and current efforts. These varied approaches and strategies serve as the foundation
upon which state and local education agencies, in partnership with community service agencies, parents, and students have
based the development of their transition programs and services.
This monograph presents the views of leading researchers in secondary special education and transition services for
students with disabilities. These authors were invited by the National Transition Network (NTN) at the University of
Minnesota to submit papers that identify and address key issues influencing the provision of transition programs and services
at the state and local level. The objectives were to: (a) present research findings that identify key issues influencing the
implementation of the federal transition services requirements of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
Amendments of 1997 and policies at the state and local level, (b) identify “effective” or “promising” transition practices and
strategies that promote meaningful school and post-school results for youth with disabilities, and (c) examine the impact and
implications of recent general education reform initiatives on secondary special education and transition services. NTN also
sought the authors’ recommendations for changes needed to improve state and local policies, programs, and practices.
From these articles emerged several challenges facing the future of transition services for youth with disbilities and
families across the United States. They are briefly discussed at the end of this monograph. These challenges have broad
implications for special education and its relationship with general education and a wide range of community agencies and
organizations responsible for supporting youth with disabilities as they make the transition from high school to
postsecondary education, employment, independent living options, and other aspects of adult life.

David R. Johnson
University of Minnesota
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Students with Disabilities in Transition:
A Review of Four Reforms
Brian Cobb; Jean Lehmann; Suzanne Tochterman; Sally Bomotti
Colorado State University

Abstract: This article presents a brief historical review of school reform movements from 1982 to present and an in-depth
analysis of the most recent reform initiatives (standards movement, high stakes testing, school-to-work, and charter schools) and
explores the apparent cumulative effects of these reforms on youth with disabilities in secondary school. A review of the literature
on best practices in secondary special education is provided, against which the practices, policies, and outcomes of these reforms
can be judged. Several commonalities among these educational reform initiatives are noted. These include paying attention to
increasing achievement levels, holding state and local education agencies accountable for educational results, and increasing
parental involvement. Issues concerning the inclusion and accommodation of students with disabilities are also noted. While the
findings of this review indicate that these reforms have many good intentions and features, both for students without and with
disabilities, little empirical evidence exists to date regarding the impact and benefits of education reforms for students with
disabilities. Systematic evaluations conducted at the national, state, and local levels must be undertaken to document the effects
of these reforms on the achievement and outcomes of children and youth with disabilities.
Introduction
In 1997, Congress passed the Comprehensive School
Reform Demonstration Program (Obey-Porter Program)
which included nearly $150 million annually for school
districts that emulated one or more of 17 “successful,
externally developed, comprehensive school-reform
approaches.” These 17 school reform approaches were listed
by name in the legislation, begetting a flurry of criticism
from those reform programs that were not listed (Viadero,
1999). Clearly, a thorny policy question exists as to how it
was that the 17 approaches found themselves in the legislation, and hence eligible to benefit greatly by replication
efforts by others attempting to access the Obey-Porter
dollars. Perhaps an even more basic question, however,
would focus on how so many approaches have come to exist
in the first place, and what has been the cumulative impact
on various aspects of the educational enterprise of these and
other reform initiatives (c.f. Florio, 1999).
Most contemporary educational scholars agree that the
genesis of the most recent school reform (or restructuring)
movement began in the late 1970s and early 1980s, and
reached a national visibility with the American public
through the publication of A Nation at Risk: The Imperative
for Educational Reform (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). In the 16 years since the publication of this report, it has become clear to researchers
tracking the nation’s progress on educational reform that the
“reform movement” is actually made up of several “waves”
or “stages”-each building upon the successes and failures of
earlier attempts. The first wave, dated roughly between
1982-1985, was characterized by Murphy (1990):

This approach assumes that the conditions of schooling
contributing to poor student outcome measures are attributable
to poor quality of the workers and to the inadequacy of their
tools, and that they are subject to revision through mandated,
top-down initiatives-especially those from the state. Using the
bureaucratic model to institute improvement proposals led in
turn to the emphasis in early reform efforts on policy mechanisms such as prescriptions, tightly specified resource allocations, and performance measurements. (p. 23)
Here, the emphasis was on reworking or fixing a wideranging array of educational components, such as teachers,
curriculum, accountability processes, etc.
Although the pervasiveness and impact of the first wave
of reform cannot be overstated, by the mid-1980s researchers
and policymakers were beginning to recognize that top-down,
state- and federally-mandated approaches to school reform
were not working. Farrar (1990) summarizes these concerns:
The chief difficulty with the first-wave reports is their assumption that the existing educational system is basically sound, that
schools can be improved by fine tuning and doing more of
what they do rather than by redesigning the system. (p. 10)
Murphy (1990) then characterized the second wave,
corresponding to the period from 1986-1989, as pushing the
locus of reform efforts down to the classroom level-by
empowering teachers and to a lesser extent, parents, through
power redistribution at the school level. The claim here was
that this power redistribution was necessary since during the
first wave of reform, local school districts provided state and
federal bureaucracies with compliance-oriented proposals to
acquire state and federal reform-driven dollars, but seldom
implemented those reforms with fidelity to original intent.
3
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Green (1987) summarized the difference from the first wave
of reform:
Perhaps most importantly, however, the individual
school is the focus of the second wave of reform. While
previous reports called for leadership, it was generally at
the state level; now the cry is for local involvement and
reforms that improve what happens in the classroom
itself. (p. 4)
Second-wave reformers began to view teachers more as
professionals than as technicians (Petrie, 1990). These
reform efforts were characterized more by decentralized
decision making in schools, and by restructuring initiatives
that were managed by school-site councils and parent groups
(Carlson, 1996).
The third wave of reform began in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, and by many accounts is continuing through the
end of the century. The differentiating factor from earlier
reform waves according to O’Day (1995), however, was the
focus on systemic change “combin(ing) the vitality and
creativity of bottom-up change efforts with an enabling and
supportive structure at more centralized levels of the system”
(p. 100). Murphy (1990) adds to this notion of systemic
reform an additional difference from prior reform efforts-a
direct focus on children through an “integrated,
interorganizational, interprofessional service model” (p. 29).
He states:
Unlike . . . the two earlier eras, those in Wave 3 go
beyond schooling to encompass a comprehensive system
for delivery of services to children. (p. 29)
An additional defining feature of third wave reforms is a
focus on the whole school, not just classrooms or curricula,
as the unit of change (Wasley, Hampel, & Clark, 1997). The
Goals 2000 and School-to-Work legislation are clearly
characteristic of third-wave reform initiatives, in that they
provide federal support to states and local communities for
locally identified approaches to whole school reform while
requiring a unifying vision, a coherent set of instructional
policies aligned with that vision, and restructured governance and resource allocation that places authority and
decision making at the school level (O’Day, 1995).
As third wave reform initiatives have moved from a topdown centralized orientation, through local school empowerment, and finally to a systemic coordination of services
focused on children, these transformations would appear to
successively benefit children and youth who are most at risk,
and for whom the broadest array of confusing and interconnecting services are available. The purpose of this article is
to explore the apparent cumulative effects of these waves of
reform on youth with disabilities in our nation’s secondary
schools.
4

This article contains four sections. First, a brief historical review of the school reform movement has been provided. Second, several key reforms that are currently
underway nationwide have been selected for review through
an examination of the theoretical and empirical literature.
Third, a review of the literature on best practices in secondary special education schooling has been provided, against
which the practices, policies, and outcomes of these several
reforms can be judged. Finally, a set of conclusions and
policy recommendations is provided.
Reforms
This section reviews several school reform or restructuring efforts that have dominated the educational landscape for
the past decade. These reform initiatives were selected using
several criteria. First, they had to be substantive and sustained, with a track record of several years of past history
and a reasonable likelihood of continued momentum.
Second, these reforms had to impact secondary educationnot exclusively, but inclusively. Third, they had to have
impact upon an entire school, not just programs or classrooms. Finally, these several reforms had to have had their
primary impetus in a variety of sources-particularly federal
and state (top-down) and local (more bottom-up). Hence, the
four reforms reviewed are the standards movement (as
exemplified through the Goals 2000 legislation), high-stakes
testing (treated as a separate issue from standards), the
school-to-work initiative, and charter schools.
The Standards Movement
Since the publication of A Nation at Risk, there has been
much discussion aimed at making schools more effective in
terms of how many students complete school and how well
they do on achievement measures (Gandal, 1995;
McLaughlin, 1995; U. S. Department of Education, 1995;
Waters, Burger, & Burger, 1995). Indeed, one aspect of this
discussion has been a sustained call for new standards for
student achievement and the consistent use of the districtlevel consequences when standards have not been met. This
policy strategy has emerged as the “standards movement,”
and was initiated to overcome challenges created by
America’s fragmented governance system (Firestone 1997)
where a centralized governmental approach to educational
reform would create a more consistent set of school improvements across the 50 states. Standards-based reforms seek to:
(a) establish challenging academic standards for what
students should know and be able to do; (b) align policies
such as teacher licensure/certification and professional
development, testing, and accountability to those standards;
(c) restructure governance in schools, districts, and local
communities; and (d) create specific curricula and instructional approaches to meet state standards (Consortium for
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Public Policy and School Reform, 1996). Marshall and
O’Day (1996) characterize the standards movement as the
epitome of what is meant by systemic reform in the last
decade of the twentieth century.
While the standards movement has been in existence for
more than a decade (i.e. outcomes-based education in the
1980s), it probably received its greatest and most consistent
impetus nationwide through the Goals 2000: Education
America Act of 1994. The Goals 2000 legislation generated
noncompetitive grants to participating states and districts to
support communities in the development and implementation of their own standards-based education reforms. The
authorization of Goals 2000 was based on recognition of
fundamental principles that underlie effective school change:
(a) all students can learn; (b) lasting improvements depend
on school-based leadership; (c) simultaneous top-down and
bottom-up reform is necessary; (d) strategies must be locally
developed, comprehensive, and coordinated; and (e) the
whole community must be involved in developing strategies
for system-wide improvement (Title III, Sec. 301 of the Act).
Therefore, Goals 2000 supports the development and implementation of state standards for student learning and achievement that drive systemic improvement at the various levels.
In general, states have used their Goals 2000 grants to
establish both statewide minimum content and performance
standards, along with assessment, accountability, and
professional development systems to support those two types
of standards. Content or curricular standards are broad
descriptions of the knowledge and skill students should
acquire in particular subject areas (Sec. 3[4]). Performance
standards are defined as concrete examples and explicit
definitions of what students have to know and be able to do
to demonstrate that they are proficient in the skills and
knowledge framed by the content standards (Sec 3[9]).
The quality of the development of content standards
both across states, and within states but across disciplinary
areas, has been explored as more and more states have
brought standards on line across the various disciplines.
According to a 1996 survey conducted by the Council of
Chief State School Officers, 41 states and federal jurisdictions had developed standards which were at various stages
of implementation across the grade levels in the subject
matter areas of math, science, English/language arts, history
and social studies. It appears, however, that educational
standards at the national, state, and district levels are often
inconsistent (Linn, 1997). Reviews of state content standards
show that the content standards ranged from very strong to
very weak (Raimi & Braden, 1998). A report of the National
Academy of Education (McLaughlin & Sheppard, 1995)
noted the tremendous variability among states with respect
to the conception of curriculum evidenced in the standards,
as well as how the standards would be applied. State level
studies conducted by the Center for Policy Research on the
Impact of General and Special Education investigating

educational reform indicated substantial differences in how
states were choosing to implement standards (Goertz &
Friedman, 1996).
What appear to be the effects of this national standardsbased school reform movement? Although ongoing now for
nearly a decade, there is very little outcome research
available to judge effects. Much of the ongoing research
appears to be studying the processes of developing standards
(i.e., Goldman & Conley, 1997; Massell, Kirst, & Hoppe,
1997; McLaughlin & Sheppard, 1995), the nature of those
standards (i.e., Raimi & Braden, 1998), or the best mechanisms to use to implement standards (Newman & Wehlage,
1995; Wasley, Hampel, & Clark, 1997). In fact, Massell et al.
(1997), in their study of educational reform in nine states,
found that states are continuously developing and revising
their academic content standards. This makes it extremely
difficult to establish point-in-time or longitudinal effects of
standards-based reform efforts, either within or across states.
Students with Disabilities. More germane to this article,
however, would be the question of what effects appear to be
occurring for youth with disabilities as a result of the
national standards movement. Again, we could find no
specific outcome studies that have been published documenting how standards-based reforms affects students broken out
by disability status. Indeed, McLaughlin, Henderson, and
Rhim (1998) began their conclusion by stating: “A major
question raised, but not answered, by this research is whether
or not standards-based reform is working for students with
disabilities (p. 20).” It appears to be just too early to tell.
There have been, however, some researchers who have
examined how standards-based reforms have fared from a
general equity perspective. For example, Massell et al.
(1997) characterized attention to equity issues as “episodic
and weak” (p. 9). Most states in their study had not involved
the disability community in discussions about adopting
standards, nor in their development. They concluded:
If the goal of achieving higher standards for all students
is not to be hollow rhetoric, resources and attention must
be focused on how to best serve all students in a
challenging academic environment. (p. 10)
Roach & Caruso (1997) recently concluded that despite
the vast array of statewide education reforms occurring in
virtually all the states, most states have yet to consider
special education and students with disabilities an integral
part of their overall reform efforts. All too often, students
with disabilities are maintained in separate, segregated
special education systems. Students with disabilities are
often absent from discussions of systemic reform. When they
are considered, they are sometimes treated as an afterthought
or seen as having less potential than do their peers without
disabilities. Yet the data suggest that systemic policy reform
that addresses the needs of all students can lead to improved
5
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outcomes for students with disabilities. Kentucky and
Vermont are two states where special education is being
conducted as part of the states’ total reform effort. In these
states content-based reform policies are driving new classroom practices resulting in enhanced outcomes for students
with disabilities (Roach & Caruso, 1997).
High Stakes Testing
High stakes assessment is a top-down driven, school
performance accountability system created in order to
monitor the progress of educational reform initiatives
(Oldham, 1993). According to Linn (1998), current largescale high stakes testing in schools is directly tied to the
standards movement and assessment results are directed at
the accountability of schools and educators. The current
widespread implementation of high stakes testing is a
response to President Clinton’s 1997 State of the Union
Address during which he urged:
Every state should adopt high national standards and by
1999, every state should test every fourth grader in
reading and every eighth grader in math to make sure
the standards are met. . . . Good tests will show us who
needs help, what changes in teaching to make, and
which schools to improve. They can help us to end
social promotion. For no child should move from grade
school to junior high, or junior high to high school until
he or she is ready.
The term high stakes refers to the fact that test results
lead to consequences including rewards such as financial
benefits and/or sanctions against schools. These tests are
used to make “high stakes” decisions regarding students,
schools, and/or staff (Madaus, 1988). Heubert and Hauser
(1999) describe several ways that large scale high stakes test
results are used by policymakers. Results are typically used
to effect change for individual students, educators, and
schools. For students, test results are used to make instructional decisions about how to track students according to
learning ability and to provide valid evidence of students’
progress towards standards. Test results are used to motivate
educators to make instructional and curricular change
decisions. Most recently, however, test results have been
used as a mechanism for reporting about the general status of
the educational system to parents and lawmakers and the
general public. This program evaluation information
indicates the educational system’s success or failure in
teaching students and thus holds schools accountable for
education.
The call for improving students’ learning of reading and
math and for more school accountability is not new. Historically, the use of large scale testing began in the 1970s as a
result of federal legislation such as Goals 2000: Educate
6

America Act of 1994, and Title 1 of the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act of 1965. According to Linn (1998),
what is unique about the current wave of high stakes testing
is that using the results as accountability measures relating to
school performances is the predominate purpose of the test.
This purpose is not only contrary to the President’s stated
beliefs about testing but also contrary to the Department of
Education’s position. According to Deputy Secretary of
Education, Marshall Smith, the purpose is to “change the
odds for kids in the two critical areas of basic skills, reading
and mathematics” (U. S. Department of Education, 1997).
Smith suggested that test results will lead to interventions for
students to help them attain standards.
One of the major benefits of using high stakes testing is
that it is influential in promoting school reform (Taylor,
1994). As a lever for reform, testing is relatively inexpensive
particularly when compared to other initiatives such a
reducing class size. High stakes testing allows public
scrutiny-results are found on the front pages of newspapersbecause results can be reported quickly and in a manner
generally understood by the public (i.e. quantitative terms).
Responses to the results and concomitant changes in
education can also occur in a relatively short period of time
(according to Linn, 1998, response can be made within a
politician’s term of office). In other words, high stakes
testing can facilitate school reform that is quickly implemented and with immediate gains shown (Linn, 1998).
Most research on the effects of high stakes testing
addresses curriculum and instruction. Studies show that high
stakes tests are reported by teachers to narrow the curriculum
focus (Corbett & Wilson, 1991). Teachers teach to the test
content, with basic skills being emphasized (Shepard &
Doughty, 1991). This same conclusion has also been drawn
by Mehrens (1998) from his recent review of the literature.
He concluded that if the consequences are high enough and
teachers agree that the content being measured is important,
then teachers will narrow the focus of curriculum in their
classes and alter their instruction to match the format of the
test in order to improve their students’ scores. Noble and
Smith (1994) noted that much class time can be consumed
by preparing for the test. Teachers’ sense of professionalism
and autonomy may be affected negatively when their
professional knowledge and beliefs about teaching are
changed to match testing requirements (Shepard &
Dougherty, 1991; Smith & Rothenberg, 1991). In a more
positive light, Baker and her colleagues (1992) found that
instruction designed to prepare students for tests was
improved. The question that remains, however, is: does the
narrowed curriculum improve the education of students?
Concerns surrounding the use of high stakes testing
appear to outweigh the positive factors and fall into two
related categories: (a) technical properties of the tests, and
(b) use of scores by policymakers. In terms of design, several
authors have questioned the trustworthiness of high stakes
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tests. For example, Heubert and Hauser (1999) discuss the
dilemma that expectations for test utility far outstrip the
technical capacities. Specific concerns include reliability of
test scores, development of clear performance criteria, and
the need for informed judgments of student performance
from judges who are knowledgeable about standards content.
An additional issue is test scoring, particularly because of the
need for clear rubrics (Taylor, 1994) and because scores do
not provide information that leads to the development of
individual remediation plans (Koretz, 1987). Also of concern
is that test results are being used for a multitude of purposes
simultaneously. The question that must be answered is: What
exactly is the test designed to do?
Concerns about use of the scores are directed at the use
of the test as an accountability tool. Noble and Smith (1994)
pointed out that consequences of tests are related to scores
and not to actual mastery of the standard. Scores are only an
indication of students’ performance on the test and do not
reflect actual knowledge of the content area. Further,
Heubert and Hauser (1999) question the fairness of using one
test as a sole factor in classifying students and they argue
that high stakes tests may be inappropriately used for many
other purposes. This position is a reiteration of Stake’s
(1995) earlier contention that one test does not provide a
complete picture of subject matter mastery. Further, comparisons drawn on a single variable between schools or any other
system ignore the influence of a number of important
variables such as poverty, family, and community. In light of
all of these concerns, Linn (1998) stated unequivocally that
high stakes tests have not been found to improve learning.
There is no evidence that the student learning sampled by
high stakes tests is maintained or useful. Additionally,
generalization of results to other tests or to the broader
content area does not occur (Linn, 1998). Shepard (1991)
also noted that these tests have far too many unintended
outcomes such as the negative effects for school and teachers
to be of great value for improving education.
Students with Disabilities. There are two major issues
associated with the use of high stakes tests with students
labeled as having a disability: (a) including students with
disabilities in testing and (b) reasonably accommodating
students who take the test. Accommodations are made in test
administration (e.g., reading test directions aloud) or in how
the test is taken (e.g., extended time) but do not alter the
content of the test.
Federal mandates including Goals 2000 and Title 1 of
the Improving America’s School Act of 1994, Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), and Section 504 of
the Rehabilitation Act address the inclusion of students with
disabilities into high stakes testing. Specifically, IDEA
1997’s amendments mandate that students with disabilities
be included in district and school test processes with necessary accommodations provided. The accommodation process
is tied to the Individual Education Planning (IEP) process for

which a team is convened to determine appropriate accommodations assuring the success of the student; specific
modifications the student needs in order to participate in
assessment programs must be listed in the IEP. If it is
determined by the IEP team that the student should not
participate in the testing, the IEP must contain a statement
about why participation in testing is not warranted. States
must develop an alternative assessment for nonparticipating
students by year 2000 (this presumes that alternative student
performances can measure the same standard construct).
IDEA also mandates that states establish policies and
procedures specifying how testing information is reported.
Forty-three states have guidelines for including student
into high stakes testing (National Research Council, 1997).
According to Heubert and Hauser (1999), however, few of
these states include very many students. Students with
disabilities are not and traditionally have not been involved
in high stakes testing because of questions related to the use
of accommodations in test administration and scoring and
due to concerns regarding school composite scores. For
example, McLaughlin et al., (1998), in their case studies of
five districts’ struggles with standards-based reforms, found
that four of the five districts exempted all students with
disabilities from taking high stakes tests. The 1997 reauthorization of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act has
mandated a change in this behavior, requiring students with
disabilities to be included in all state and district assessments.
There are several questions related to the use of reasonable accommodations with students. There is the question
about “what is reasonable?” Further, someone must be
knowledgeable about creating test modifications and
understand the effects of accommodations on the reliability
of the test scores. Heubert and Hauser (1999) suggest that
tests that have been modified be “flagged” in order to alert
scorers that the test has been altered in some way. There
seems to be little research regarding on the validity of
accommodated test scores (National Research Council,
1997). In fact, McLaughlin et al. (1998) found that for many
teachers the notion of validity with respect to inter- and intradistrict accountability comparisons was far less of a concern
than other functions associated with the testing process.
These researchers stated:
Because teachers and principals had varied understandings
of assessments as well as some wariness about the
usefulness of large-scale assessments for students with
disabilities, accommodations were frequently guided by
the desire to help the student do as well as possible on the
test or to just participate in the testing event. The notion
that it might be important to have a valid indication of
where a student with a disability is achieving relative to
other students was not a particularly important goal. . . .
No one questioned whether a high score was meaningful
to a teacher or student, or if it would change expectations
and programs. (p. 15, italics original)
7
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Schools have excluded students with disabilities for many
reasons. Given the high stakes attached to tests and public
scrutiny of this information, schools have not included students
in order to raise their school average score. Given the capricious nature of the special education labeling process that leads
to differences in how students are labeled from district to
district, the practice of exempting students distorts the accuracy
of the data and compromises comparisons made between
schools, or other educational systems. Another concern about
the use of high stakes testing is that the curriculum (which
might be functional and not academic) offered to students with
disabilities is not aligned with the standards being assessed. But
if students are not included, the message sent is that they
cannot achieve high standards or that they are receiving a
second and unequal curriculum. One reason to include students
is to assure that they and their teacher and the schools are being
held to the same high standards for learning that is being
mandated for all students. It may also drive regular and special
education teachers to work more closer together in order to
align curriculum for all students.
School to Work
In 1991, the Office of Vocational and Adult Education in
the U. S. Department of Education published a report entitled
Combining School and Work: Options in High Schools and
Two-Year Community Colleges and drawn from earlier work
by David Stern (Stern, 1990). This report discussed expanding work experiences in schools through apprenticeships,
cooperative education, and school-based enterprises. It also
made a strong case for a program model called “vocational
academies,” which would enhance the integration of vocational and academic education; and it recommended strengthening tech prep programming as well as business-school
linkages. These recommended components very clearly
formed the basis of the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of
1994 (P. L. 103-239) (STWOA), and were built on several
studies of the California Peninsula Academies in the 1980s
(Stern, Dayton, Paik, Weisberg, & Evans, 1988; Stern,
Dayton, Paik, & Weisberg, 1989), as well as a series of
studies decrying the preparedness of American workers upon
leaving high school (Bailey, 1991).
The STWOA was initiated as a joint initiative between
the Departments of Education and Labor. The STWOA was
part of a broader national initiative for comprehensive
educational reform in 1994, which also included the Goals
2000: Educate America Act, and the National Skill Standards
Act of 1994. The purpose of the STWOA, similar to the
Goals 2000 legislation, was to establish a national framework
within which all states could create statewide school-to-work
systems (Policy Update, Summer 1994). As stated in Section
3 (a), the major purpose of this act was to “offer opportunities to all students to participate in a performance-based
education and training program that will enable students to
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earn portable credits, prepare the students for first jobs in
high-skill high-wage careers and increase their opportunities
for further education.” Ideally, this would result in the
creation of an expanded pool of qualified workers, thus
developing a reliable source for a high-skilled workforce,
reducing turnover of entry-level employees, promoting
curriculum development to meet industry requirements, and
increasing the competitive edge in the international market
(Petteway, 1998). The STWOA included a variety of schoolbased learning, work-based learning, and connecting
opportunities throughout high school to achieve this ideal,
including: (a) career exploration and counseling, (b) academic and occupational instruction that was integrated and
focused on high standards of achievement, and (c) a variety
of structured work experiences that taught broad transferable
workplace skills (Goldberg, Kazia, & O’Flanagan, 1994; U.
S. Department of Labor, 1991).
The STWOA also made several specific references to
students with disabilities. As further referenced in Section 3,
additional purposes of the act were:
to motivate all youths, including low-achieving youths,
school dropouts, and youth with disabilities, to stay in or
return to school or a classroom setting and strive to
succeed, by providing enriched learning experiences and
assistance in obtaining good jobs and continuing their
education in postsecondary educational institutions; and
to increase opportunities for minorities, women and
individuals with disabilities, by enabling individuals to
prepare for careers that are not traditional for their race,
gender or disability.
These statements emphasize the act’s specific purposes
in addressing the national dropout rate among students,
including students with disabilities (National Transition
Network, Summer, 1994).
The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development
(1995) stated that school-to-work programs should help all
students, especially those with disabilities, address the full
range of issues they will confront as they transition from
school to adult life. The transition process involves “change
in status from behaving primarily as a student to assuming
emergent adult roles in the community. These roles include
employment, participating in postsecondary education,
maintaining a home, becoming appropriately involved in the
community and experiencing satisfactory personal and social
relationships” (p. 117).
Students with Disabilities. What are the interim effects
of the school-to-work initiative thus far? How do those
effects appear to relate to students with disabilities? On the
first of these questions, the evidence is beginning to accumulate, although it is still extremely limited and largely centered
on procedural and organizational developments across the
country. For example, Medrich, Ramer, Merola, and
Moskovitz (1998) reported on the school-to-work progress
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measures, a component of the national evaluation of the
school-to-work initiative. Their report, however, outlined the
numbers of partnerships that have emerged in the past few
years, the general percentages of schools and students
participating in some aspects of school-to-work, indicators of
employer involvement, and longevity of the partnerships.
Indeed, half of the sixteen tables in the report focused on the
percentage of possible partnerships that actually reported
these progress measures in different areas. Virtually no
student outcome data, either for students with our without
disabilities, appeared in this report.
Using U. S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor
Statistics data (National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
[NLSY]1996-97), Visher, Lauen, Merola, and Medrich
(1998) also studied the types and prevalence rates of schoolto-work activities in high schools across the United States, as
well as how those rates varied by community and school
characteristics. These authors were able to formulate some
student outcome estimates, however, but the data were based
upon school-level rates generated by a composite index
measuring school-to-work involvement. These authors found
that in those schools with “high school-to-work scores”
(versus those with “low school-to-work scores”), there were
slightly lower graduation rates (85% vs. 90%), slightly lower
attendance rates (92% vs. 94%) and slightly lower percentages of students taking college entrance tests (53% vs. 59%).
On the other hand, Visher et al., (1998) also found that high
school-to-work schools had slightly higher percentages of
students who actually enrolled in four-year colleges (41% vs.
40%), and in two-year colleges (24% vs 20%).
Two other national-level reports appeared more recently
(National Employer Leadership Council, 1999; National
School-to-Work Learning Center, 1999), although both
reported data produced by others. Citing local evaluations in
Philadelphia and Boston, both reports asserted that students
in school-to-work programs had higher academic achievement, lower dropout rates, better attendance rates, better
college preparation, and improved graduation rates. These
student outcomes seem to contradict several of the trends
seen in the NLSY data by Visher et al. (1998).
Perhaps the most comprehensive national study of the
school-to-work initiative to date was published by Hershey,
Silverberg, Haimson, Hudis, & Jackson (1999), which is the
first report of the national evaluation of the school-to-work
initiative by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. Again,
however, almost no student outcome data were included in
this report-only participation rates and other school-to-work
component prevalence information. A comparison of
participation rates in three school-to-work components
(comprehensive career development, workplace activity
linked to school, and career-related academics) across both
1996 and 1998 cohorts is broken out for students with and
without disabilities (Table C.1, p. 167). No statistically
significant differences appeared in the data for any compo-

nent or cohort group. Students with disabilities participated
slightly less frequently in comprehensive career development
components, slightly more frequently in workplace activity
linked to school, and about equally in career-related academics. For the 1996 cohort, students with disabilities who
participated in all three component activities did so at
slightly lesser rates than their nondisabled counterparts.
However, by 1998, the participation rate for students with
disabilities had nearly doubled that of students without
disabilities.
Several states have also published evaluation studies of
the school-to-work initiative in their respective states. Most
of these reports, however, are process-oriented, with very
little outcome data (i.e., Bernier, Lopez, Miller, & Partin,
1998; Woloszyk, 1997). One exception is the state of New
York. In an evaluation of New York’s state implementation
grant (Westchester Institute for Human Services Research,
1998), a number of student outcomes were reported. In that
study, students who participated in school-to-work activities
was found to have greater interest in school and studies,
better work experiences (including problem-solving activities, situations requiring creativity and teamwork skills, and
opportunity to learn new skills), better connections between
school and work, and better career direction. The study also
concluded that school-to-work programming does not steer
students away from postsecondary education nor does
academic learning for school-to-work students decline.
One aspect of the Woloszyk (1997) study of interest in
this monograph, however, is his conclusion concerning
school-to-work processes for youth at risk. Results from
qualitative data indicated that at-risk advocacy groups had
little or no membership on regional workforce development
boards, and minimal “official” decision-making authority.
Few staff were explicitly responsible for ensuring access for
all students, seemingly belying the intent of the legislation in
its language mandating coordinated services for all children.
Charter Schools
Charter schools are one of the fastest-spreading,
dynamic, and controversial educational reform movements to
emerge in response to widespread demands for better public
schools and more school choice. A majority of states have
now passed legislation allowing parents, teachers, and
community members to start these more autonomous
schools, which receive public funds but operate unfettered by
most state and local school district regulations governing
other public schools. Charter schools attract a diverse array
of people who advocate reform of the current public school
system for a variety of reasons. But at the heart of the charter
school concept is a shared set of assumptions about how and
why such schools will improve public education (Corwin &
Flaherty, 1995; Garcia & Garcia, 1996; RPP International,
1998; Wells and Associates, 1998).
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Supporters claim that, in exchange for freedom from
burdensome rules and regulations, charter schools will be
more accountable for student learning. Vandersall (1998), for
example, speaks to the need to decentralize large city
systems, engage the public in decision making at the schools
and district levels, and enhance community control of
schools, again suggesting that increased accountability will
occur.
In addition, charter school advocates assert that charter
schools infuse a healthy competition into a bureaucratic and
unresponsive public system by providing more educational
choices to parents and students. Because of their enhanced
autonomy, charter schools will encourage educational
innovation, provide more professional opportunities for
teachers, and operate more efficiently than regular public
schools. For these reasons, charter schools are also expected
to serve as educational research and development laboratories and as a spur to reform of the public education system as
a whole. The appeal of these ideas is apparent in the speedy
rate at which new charter schools are opening. Although
counts vary, it is conservatively estimated that, during the
1997-1998 school year, more than 1,000 charter schools
were in operation in 23 states and the District of Columbia,
serving more than 100,000 students (RPP International,
1998). The majority of the schools are at the elementary
level and federal funding has increased from $6 million in
1995 to $51 million in 1997. President Clinton has called for
quadrupling the number of charter schools by the year 2002.
Proponents of charter schools suggest that charter schools
combine the best aspects of a public school system-public
support, public access, and accountability-with the increased
flexibility of private schools.
Charter school laws passed in many states explicitly
intend to empower teachers to become more self-directed
professionals by providing them with the autonomy, flexibility, and authority they need to design new and innovative
approaches to teaching and learning (Contreras, 1995;
Mulholland & Bierlein, 1993; Wells and Associates, 1998).
Advocates suggest that such empowerment means that
teachers in charter schools will be encouraged to take on
aspects of a more “professional” role outside the classroom.
Examples of this more professional role could include
exerting greater influence over school-wide decisions, and
having more say in how they organize their day and how
they structure relationships with colleagues (Corwin &
Flaherty, 1995). Ultimately, according to this theoretical
perspective, these more empowered teachers would be better
able to serve their students by creating educational environments that will lead to improved student outcomes (Marks &
Louis, 1997).
Early studies of charter schools have provided preliminary evidence about who teaches in charter schools. Charter
school teachers are often younger than their counterparts in
traditional schools, have less teaching experience, hold fewer
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advanced degrees, and are mostly-but not always-certified,
although charter school legislation generally does not require
certification (Center for Applied Research and Educational
Improvement [CAREI], 1997; Colorado Department of
Education, 1996; 1998; Finn, Manno, Beirlein, & Vanourek,
1997a). Teachers report going to work in charter schools for
a variety of reasons, including more freedom and flexibility,
family teaching and learning atmosphere, increased decision
making, dedicated staff, and enhanced accountability
(Beirlein, 1996). The research suggests that charter school
teachers are generally quite satisfied so far with their
experiences despite what appear to be some fairly common
concerns, such as heavy workloads, inadequate facilities,
relatively low salaries, and tenuous job security (Beirlein,
1996; Corwin & Flaherty, 1995; Finn, Manno, Beirlein, &
Vanourek, 1997; Wells and Associates, 1998).
Students with Disabilities. As with the other three
reforms discussed earlier, the existence of good-quality
outcome data on the effects of charter schools on students
with disabilities is extremely limited. Part of the problem is
that only about one quarter of charter schools are 8th-12th
grade or 9th-12th grade schools, and those that are were
created most recently in the movement as a whole. Too,
while the charter school movement is nine years old now,
most charter schools are less than three years old-much too
young and immature to have good-quality outcome data that
sort out effects for an adequate sampling of students who
have attended a charter school long enough to demonstrate
accurately differential effects. Nonetheless, there have been
several large-scale studies of charter schools and a handful of
smaller data-based studies of charter schools, and the
remainder of this section will draw from those sources.
The earliest of the large-scale studies was conducted by
the Hudson Institute’s Educational Excellence Network
(Finn, Manno, & Bierlein, 1996). This series of case studies
of charter schools in several states has no student achievement data, but did put forth some estimates of the proportion
of students with disabilities being served by charter schools.
Finn et al. (1996) asked administrators in the 35 schools in
their sample to tell them:
The number of “students with a formal special education
individualized plan (IEP),” the number “who do not have a
formal special education IEP but who would have had one
in their former public school,” and the number of “other
students with serious learning impediments.” (p. 56)
The responses these researchers received generated an
estimated 8% special education eligible students, and about
11% in the remaining two categories. In a subsequent
publication of the same research (Vanourek, Manno, Finn, &
Bierlein, 1997a) these researchers estimated 12.6% of their
sample was students with disabilities. Vanourek, Manno, Finn,
& Bierlein, 1997b) break out those numbers even further:
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According to data reported by the charter schools in our
sample, 7.7% of their students had an IEP, 3.5% did not
now have an IEP but probably would have had one in
their former public school, and 1.4% were students with
other serious learning impediments. . . . According to
parents, 9.1% of their children had a learning disability
and 1.8% had a physical disability. . . . (p. 8)
By comparison, the RPP International (1998) national
study of charter schools set the estimated percentage of
students with disabilities at approximately 8%, the CAREI
(1998) study estimated 25%, and Wells and Associates
(1998) found less than 5%.
Several observations seem appropriate here concerning
the prevalence of students with disabilities in charter schools.
First, “conversion” schools (charter schools which simply
convert from regular public school status but whose student
population changes very little) seem to have a greater
percentage of students with disabilities than “start-up”
charter schools (new schools that begin as a charter school).
Second, in states like California and Minnesota where
there are large numbers of charter schools and large statewide percentages of students with disabilities served by
those schools, the aggregated state data are somewhat
misleading since a number of schools in both states have
“magnet” type schools designed for students with disabilities. These schools’ enrollments artificially inflate the
perception of widespread enrollments across all schools in
those states. For example, the SRI International (1997) study
of California charter schools found that fully one quarter of
these schools had no students receiving special education
services in them. Similarly the West and Associates (1998)
study of 17 charter school in California found that 10 out of
those 17 schools reported 2% or less prevalence rate, and 7
or those 10 have no students or no data about special
education students.
Finally, those charter schools which do enroll students
with disabilities, but which are not “magnet”-type schools
appear to be selective about which types of students with
disabilities they do allow into their schools. For example,
Vanourek et al. (1997b) reported only students with learning
and physical disabilities in their study (at least by parental
information). Becker, Nakagawa, & Corwin (1997) in their
study of parent contracts (required involvement of parents)
in charter schools suggest the possibility of school administrators’ use of such contracts as a selectivity mechanism to
avoid enrolling difficult to serve students. They state:
Two possibilities suggest themselves: (1) the schools
did not have the information to exclude people ahead of
time, and it was interpersonally difficult to do so later
on; and (2) parents not interested in the parent-involvement requirement knew enough not to apply in the first
place. We suspect that both elements are involved. (p. 531)

Similar fears were cited by RPP International (1998)
who stated: “we received reports that some charter schools
seemed to counsel parents [of students with disabilities] to
send their children to other public schools where they could
receive better services” (p. 3 of 5, http://www.ed.gov/pubs/
charter/chap3bl.html). Even Finn and his colleagues from the
Hudson Institute, who are zealous supporters of charter
schools, hint at this kind of selectivity potential in a policy
paper subsequent to their initial study report (Finn, Manno,
Bierlein, & Vanourek, 1997b). They state: “Charter schools
live in fear that one day a ‘$50,000 kid’ will arrive on their
doorstep-for example a youngster who needs a full-time
attendant of his own-and bankrupt them” (p. 11).
Beyond the aforementioned studies concerning access to
charter schools for students with disabilities, there is little
information about outcomes for any students-typical or
disabled. Virtually every one of the studies reviewed for this
monograph cited a host of reasons why such data were not
available, including less well established evaluation processes
in charter schools, lack of involvement by charter schools in
state testing programs, the existence only of aggregated rather
than student-level data, lack of adequate comparison groups,
and the like (c.f. Anderson & Marsh, 1998).
Best Practices
Introduction
The purpose of this section is to identify educational
practices based upon empirical studies that improve the
future success of students with disabilities. Thus the basis of
this section is four appropriate pieces of literature that
address recommended practices for students with disabilities
at the secondary level. These four publications were selected
after a literature search that included reviewing Career
Development for Exceptional Children and Exceptional
Children journals and following a computer search of the
NTA database. The primary selection criterion for including
literature in this review was that the articles must have
included compilations of research conducted over the last 15
years focusing on recommended secondary practices for
students with disabilities. Therefore, Kohler (1993), who
reviewed 17 research studies to determine which transitionrelated practices were substantiated by data, was selected.
Similarly, Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) synthesized
research and evaluation studies pertaining to secondary
educational practices linked to desired outcomes for students
with disabilities and/or to students considered to be “at risk.”
In a third article, Hughes, Hwang, Kim, Killian, Jarmer, and
Alcantara (1997) identified transition-related, empirical
studies from which they derived a list of strategies. The list
of strategies was validated by a national survey of researchers in the field of secondary transition.
11
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All three of these articles refer to the longitudinal study
conducted by Wagner (1989) that reported student outcomes
after exiting high school. Although Wagner’s article is not a
research synthesis but rather a single empirical study, its
comprehensiveness in studying student outcomes suggested
its importance to the discussion.
One of the assumptions about successful practices
inherent in these four articles was that success must be
related to student achievement of positive futures. The
question was then: “What constitutes desirable outcomes and
how do they occur?” Wagner’s (1989) study addressed this
question by defining outcomes that were desirable and
identifying practices that led to those outcomes.
Additional positive outcomes for students were defined
by Wagner (1989): (a) students’ productive engagement
following high school in employment or postsecondary
education; and (b) students’ quality of life (also suggested by

Halpern [1992]) in terms of financial and residential independence, and students’ development of positive social
affiliations. These outcomes were dependent upon students
being able to meaningfully participate in educational
opportunities (Phelps & Hanley-Maxwell, 1997). Table 1
provides a framework for discussing the educational practices/
opportunities reported in the articles as having an empirical
basis. The major headings/categories are derived from the
analytic framework presented by Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell
(1997). Within each cell are elements identified by the authors
of the four articles in this review. According to Phelps and
Hanley-Maxwell, “Such comprehensive frameworks, which
examine broadly the variables and factors that could potentially
influence student learning and post-school outcomes, are an
essential beginning point for documenting the effects of
practices on attainment of valued outcomes” (p. 209). Each of
these elements is briefly described.

Table 1. Secondary Recommended Practices

Reference
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Program
Administration

Curriculum
and
Instruction

Hughes,
Hwang,
Kim,
Killian,
Jarmer, and
Alcantara
(1997)

Choice making and
decision making
Self-management and
independence

Kohler (1993)

Vocational training
Paid work
Social skills training

Support
Services
Co-worker, peer,
family &
environment support
Student preferences and
decision-making
identification
Support matched to
student needs
Social acceptance
assessed and
monitored

Formalized
Articulation and
Communications
Independence
objecties identified
objectives

Parent involvement
Interagency
collaboration and
service delivery

Phelps and
HanleyMaxwell
(1997)

Leadership
Resources
Staff development
Evaluation

Integration of vocational
and academic curricula
Work experience
opportunities
Cooperative education

Career guidance and
counseling
Job placement
Assessment of interests
and abilities

Wagner
(1989)

Leadership in
school policy

Vocational training
Work experience

Group affiliations

Parent involvement
Early notification
of vocational
opportunities
Vocational and
regular
educator involvement
in planning
Interagency
collaboration

Cobb et al: A Review of Four Reforms

Descriptions of Secondary Education Practices
Program Administration. Program administration greatly
influences what educational practices are implemented and
the degree to which they are supported. Two sources noted
the importance of program administration to educational
practices-Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) and Wagner
(1989). Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) highlighted
several elements which appear to contribute to student
success. For example, program administrators’ ability to lead
is related to their understanding of and support for the
appropriate placement of students with disabilities in
inclusive academic and vocational settings. In addition,
leaders must be willing to budget and spend adequate
amounts of money to support students with special needs. In
other words, facilitating the learning of students with special
needs must be a priority with leaders if positive outcomes are
going to occur for these students. Given that students with
disabilities, on average, spend over 70% of their educational
time in inclusive settings (U. S. Department of Education,
1998), leaders must also support the staff development,
specifically concerning how to accommodate students with
special needs in their instruction, and how to implement
various programmatic aspects of transition including
assessment, evaluation, referral, and job placement.
Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) also found program
evaluation to be an important element in this category.
Evaluation in this context refers to the need for ongoing
reviews relating to the quality of school programs, their
compliance with accreditation requirements, and the need to
conduct follow-up studies regarding post-school outcomes
of students.
Wagner (1989) is the only other researcher who noted
these aforementioned programmatic administrative elements
as critically important to positive student outcomes. She
stated that “ the educational experiences of students in
special education are shaped not only by the nature of their
courses but by the environment in which they were taken”
(p. 320). Specifically, she identified the importance school
policy plays in enabling students to access a variety of
different programs including vocational and academic
courses, and how grading occurred for these students.
Curriculum and Instructional Settings. In our review, we
consistently located eleven elements within the broad rubric
of curriculum and instruction that were found to be important
to positive student outcomes. Curriculum and instruction
refers primarily to the interrelationships between the types of
classes in which students enroll and the types of curricula
they receive. For example, Wagner (1989), Kohler (1993),
and Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) found much
supporting evidence regarding the importance of vocational
education while in school. Additionally, both Kohler, and
Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell referred to studies that highlighted the importance of community-based work experi-

ences that often occur as the result of cooperative education
programs. Because students must typically make a choice
between vocational and academic education, Phelps and
Hanley-Maxwell argued that the integration of academic
concepts into vocational education courses was critically
important to the long-term successes of students. Wagner
(1989) also noted the difficulties for students that mutually
exclusive dual tracks offered, and suggested that students
take courses most related to their futures-taking academic
courses to prepare for postsecondary education and taking
vocational courses to access postsecondary vocational
training or the job market.
The broader sense of the appropriateness of student
placement into regular education (i.e., inclusive) settings is
dealt with less directly by all of these researchers. Wagner
(1989), for example, did not conclusively find that inclusion
led to better outcomes, but that placement of students into
either inclusive settings or into special education settings had
a profound effect on the curriculum students received, their
friendships, and their overall socialization skills. Placement
of students also affected the expectations by teachers of the
likelihood that students with disabilities would achieve to
similar standards as their non-labeled peers. Phelps and
Hanley-Maxwell (1997) concurred that placement decisions
are critical and cited the National Center on Educational
Outcomes concerning the value of equal opportunities for all
students. Both Wagner, and Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell
mentioned the need for age appropriate placements. Hughes
et al. (1997) did not separate inclusive practices from the
strategies they identified. Instead they used the concept of
integrated settings as one criterion for selecting research
articles in their validation of transition support strategies.
In addition to the integration of academic and vocational
content, social skills training, life skills training, and skills
associated with self-determination were also identified as
important to positive student outcomes. Both Kohler (1993)
and Hughes et al. (1997) cited research highlighting the
importance of social skills. Hughes et al. defined social skills
as “social behaviors that facilitate interactions” (p. 5).
Hughes et al. also cited research supporting the need to teach
skills such as functional household tasks and extended the
concept of independence to include skills associated with
self-determination such as how to make choices, and
decisionmaking. Similarly Wagner (1989) highlighted
studies documenting the importance of life skills training,
also defined as daily living skills in the literature.
Support Services. The notion of support services refers
to services provided by schools that are not generally part of
curriculum or instruction. Both Hughes et al. (1997) and
Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) reported the importance
of support services. In some cases support services were
brought to the classroom to improve the success of students,
as in the case of assistive technology or teacher aides. In
other instances the support occurred outside of the class13
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room, such as guidance counseling and job placement
services. Some services, such as assessment, were conducted
in a variety of locations-in an assessment laboratory, in
classrooms, on jobs, or in the community.
Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) found three support
services to which they attributed successful student outcomes. These were career guidance, assessment activities,
and job placement. Assessment of students’ interests and
abilities was found to be critical to future successful outcomes. Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell highlighted the use of
one particular assessment strategy-the informal assessment
strategy called ecological assessment. In terms of career
guidance and job placement, Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell
noted the importance of having students directly receive
information about potential careers, followed by assistance
in obtaining the jobs.
Hughes et al. (1997) concurred with Phelps and HanleyMaxwell (1997) relative to the importance of career-related
student assessment. According to Hughes et al, empirical
evidence showed the benefits of assessing student interests
and choices for the express purpose of identifying students’
decision-making skills. Like Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell,
these researchers found informal and ecological approaches
to assessment to be the most empirically sound. Their
description of how to assess workplace independence, for
example, stated: “Survey the student’s environments (i.e.,
home, community, school, work) through observation and by
interviewing the student and significant others and to
identify the areas in which the student’s performance is not
consistent with expectations” (p. 5).
Both the Hughes et al. (1997) and the Phelps and
Hanley-Maxwell (1997) syntheses found an important
characteristic of the assessment process-that it must be a
continuous or ongoing process. For example, according to
Hughes et al., monitoring students’ social appropriateness
over time and across settings was an important strategy.
Furthermore, there was agreement regarding the importance
of inextricably linking services to students needs.
Formalized Articulation and Communication. This
domain refers to the people and agencies that must join
together in their efforts to promote students’ pursuit of
successful outcomes during the transition from school to
post-school activity. The process of formal transition
planning is highlighted here because it is the formal mechanism for communicating activities that must be accomplished
and for bringing various parties together in order to decide
upon and articulate those activities. Collaborative planning
depends upon communication between parents of students,
adult service agencies, and teachers. According to Kohler
(1993), interagency collaboration and parental involvement
were cited in over half of the research and follow-up studies
she reviewed as important to positive student outcomes.
Additionally, Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) found
research supporting the need for vocational and academic
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teachers to collaborate with each other, because that collaboration increased the likelihood that formalized transitional
plans were implemented. Specifically, the manner in which
students’ goals are developed was an equally important issue
as were the specific goals themselves (Hughes et al., 1997).
Multiple sources of information such as teachers, peers,
employers, and families, are needed in defining expectations
for students’ positive future outcomes.
As noted earlier, families were found by several researchers to play a major role in promoting positive student
outcomes. In the literature syntheses by Kohler (1993) and
Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997), family input into
programming was mentioned, although the exact role and
nature of that input by families was not specified in either of
those syntheses. According to Hughes et al. (1997), parents
or other significant family members have unique and
important information that they can communicate with
professionals about the student that will aid in the transitionrelated process. Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell (1997) also
document the importance of schools in notifying parents
(and students) about available vocational courses in their
districts.
While there was some overlap in the domains identified
by these four researchers, there is not as much commonality
between elements found in each of the articles. For example,
neither Hughes et al. (1997) nor Kohler (1993) reported
administrative elements as significant in best practices; the
two reports that did identify administrative support (Phelps
and Hanley-Maxwell, 1997; Wagner, 1989) differed from
each other in the nature of that administrative support.
Conclusions
The variation in these syntheses is likely to be related to
differences in the procedures and orientations of the researchers when they approached the process of identifying
research articles on which to base their syntheses. Hughes et
al. (1997) applied the lens of socially validated transitionrelated strategies; Kohler (1993) examined transition
practices that had been substantiated in the literature as being
beneficial to students; finally, Phelps and Hanley-Maxwell
(1997) synthesized research linking secondary practices to
positive student outcomes.
Beyond these differences in orientation to synthesizing
research, perhaps the most interesting finding is in what is
missing from their reviews, rather than what is present
within and across the reviews. There were no studies
reported about pedagogy-only the curricular content that
would appear to improve student outcomes. It may well be
that certain content such as vocational education has been
found to increase students’ outcomes because this content is
delivered in a way that is different from traditional academics. For example, more cooperative and contextual learning,
and problem-based and “hands-on” teaching and learning
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approaches typically occur in vocational education classrooms. Further, the ability of teachers to accommodate or
adapt instruction is mentioned only by Phelps and HanleyMaxwell (1997) and then only in the context of actions that
enable the student to participate in educational opportunities
and not in terms of their analytic framework regarding
services that promote effective students outcomes. Possible
interactions between placement of students and curriculum
content are not described by any of the authors. Nor is there
any mention made regarding school standards and assessments associated with student mastery of standards.
Conclusions
What conclusions and policy recommendations can be
gleaned from these four reforms for their impact on students
with disabilities and the best practices that are used with
them? Perhaps the first, most salient but disappointing
conclusion is that it is too early to tell. Although the five- to
eight-year history that encompasses all of these reforms
seems like a long time-adequate time-for which to draw
some solid conclusions, in fact it is not. Perhaps in another
five to eight years the evidentiary base will be well enough
established to shed light on the nexus of these reforms and
the special education community. Perhaps, not even then.
Until then, though, this article will have to function primarily
as a baseline paper from which to make future comparisons.
Given this limited perspective, there are some patterns
or themes that emerged from the reforms and best practices
reviews that seem to stand out. First, there is both good and
bad news that seems evident. The good news is that with a
few exceptions, the reforms we examined have many good
intentions and features, both for typical students and for
those with disabilities. It cannot be bad that the cornerstones
of these reforms include increasing accountability and
achievement, increasing the relevance or context of the
learning environment, increasing the institutionalization of
parental involvement in the schools, reducing school and
class size, and tying schools more closely to the community
in which they are found. These are some of the most salient
features and goals of these reforms and must be considered
positively.
But even these laudable goals can become clouded and
distorted when one looks at them through the lens of the
special education community. At the risk of over-simplification, the two most prominent facets of this lens that can
produce these distortions are the omnipresent issues of
access and equity-or more contemporarily-inclusion and
accommodation. And on these two issues alone, there is
much to be worried about from the perspective of the
disability community. In every one of the four reforms
reviewed in this article, there are significant issues of
inclusion. They take on a different shape and form depending
on the reform, but they are there, from lack of presence in

state-level planning for the standards and school-to-work
reforms, to situational exclusions in some districts’ high
stakes testing, to exclusions from many charter schools (see
also Vanderwood, McGrew, & Ysseldyke, 1998).
There is a paradox about this inclusion/exclusion issue,
however, that makes it all the more important and refracts its
image directly back on the special education community.
Without exception, the numerous theoretical and (much less
numerous) empirical writings that were reviewed for each of
the four reforms contained abundant references to special
education and students who were disabled and at risk. These
writings, unfortunately, contained very little outcome data
(and not always the most inclusive perspective) but did
contain ample attention to these students as an issue in need
of attention. It is clear that those researching and describing
these reforms were acutely aware of disability issues. That
was not the case of the special education literature we
reviewed for the best practices component of this article.
Seldom was the language of school reform prominent in
these writings, and when it was, it was school reform in
special education, not general education. It seems likely that
the extent to which the professional disability community
finds itself excluded from the processes driving mainstream
reforms is as much a by-product of its own separatist cultural
evolution over the past 40 years as it is capricious behavior
by the general education community. A similar point was
made recently by Halpern (1999), and our reading of both
sets of literature (general and special education) bears it out.
There is also another interesting paradox that emerged
from our readings. When we looked at what researchers in
general education reform said were the most important steps
in making whole school reform work, arguably the most
consistently appearing step, guideline, or clue was the
presence of parents in the schools (i.e., Lane, 1998). But it is
not just their presence that matters-rather the form and
structure of that presence. It seems the presence of parents, in
the aggregate, must be centered as much or more on a wider
agenda of school improvement than it is on a narrow agenda
of advocacy for their own children (Wasley, Hampel, &
Clark, 1997).
Now if there is a segment of the school culture that has
dominated parental involvement in the schools, it is special
education, although its involvement has historically and
appropriately centered on child advocacy. Nonetheless, it
may well be that evolutionary building blocks at the microlevel which define the current perception of parents of
children with disabilities-grounded in child advocacy and
pushing the system for appropriate services-has worked, in
some measure, at cross-purposes to integrating their influences with mainstream parents in the reform of whole
schools (Bagdi, 1997; Harry, Allen, & McLaughlin, 1995).
To conclude, the reforms reviewed herein cannot yet be
evaluated for their effects on youth with disabilities. These
reforms appear to be grounded in good intentions (or at least
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their rhetoric is), but their potential effects on students with
disabilities are at best extremely worrisome, since these
intentions appear heavily weighted on the side of improvements for higher ability students.
Implications and Policy Recommendations
Assuming these reforms continue long enough to allow
a good evidentiary base to be established about their efficacy,
what would be the most likely findings of those studies
relative to students with disabilities? In theory, the schoolto-work movement would seem to hold the most promise
since its focus and practices are so closely linked to many of
the best practice elements we identified in the literature.
Conversely, the standards and high stakes assessment
initiatives, because of their orientation towards aggregated
high performance in traditional academic areas (standards)
and because of the intensely political and economic contexts
associated with high stakes testing, do not bode well, in our
estimation, for students with disabilities. Some consideration
for the momentum and long-term potential for these reforms
must temper these estimations, however. On this criterion,
the school-to-work initiative seems the least likely to sustain
its momentum, a scenario that does not bode well for youth
with disabilities in transition. For once the school-to-work
initiative is eliminated from the long-term reform agenda,
one is hard-pressed to find any mention whatsoever of the
concepts and best practices of transition in the language of
standards, high stakes testing, and charter schools. We know
from years of research and practice in special education
transition that youth with disabilities need the curricular and
instructional elements we have highlighted earlier, yet these
elements appear nowhere on the radar screens of these three
remaining reforms.
Of the four reforms we reviewed, charter schools are the
most interesting and purely “third wave” (in a perverse kind
of way) in that their most fundamental feature-their raison
d’etre-is whole school reform. The perversion of “third
wave” reform philosophy, though, has to do with the
“systemic” characteristics of charter schools-that is, their
relationship to a comprehensive system of the delivery of
services to children. On this “third wave” characteristic, one
could argue there is a clear move away from a systemic
approach to education. Indeed, an anti-systemic perspective
appears to be the animating force behind charter schools.
As such, the most probable effect of the charter school
movement on students with disabilities is still very much in
doubt. As Wells, Grutzik, Carnochan, Slayton, and Vasudeva
(1999) suggest, there are a variety of motives underlying
why some groups of individuals initiate a charter school, and
in many cases those motives do not include serving the entire
array of students who populate traditional schools.
At a much broader level, it ultimately takes caring,
compassionate, and competent teachers to make whole
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school reform work. But these teachers must work in schools
whose climate sustains and fosters these attributes. Such
climates, in turn, are nurtured by parents and professionals
who are motivated by long-term, whole school improvement.
As Vinovskis (1996) seems to suggest, third-wave
reformers may have finally gotten it right by setting the level
of reform at the whole school, their empowerment of parents,
and their interest in a systemic scope. But although necessary, these third-wave reform features may not be sufficient
since none of these features factor in or control for the varied
motives of those most powerful individuals who lead the
reform efforts at each and every school. Whole school
reform will not work for students with disabilities unless it
works for all students in the school. And it will not work for
all students unless the underlying motives for school reform
are characterized by an apolitical and pure interest in whole
school advocacy.
In the final analysis, whether or not third-wave, whole
school reform works is ultimately an empirical question, not
a theoretical one. As such, whether it works or not must be
assessed by measuring its varied impacts on all who teach
and learn within the context of a reformed school. It appears
that the more reforms at the whole school level conform to
the “systemic” nature of the third wave, the more difficult it
is to design studies that unambiguously measure its effects.
Such studies take long periods of time and will rely heavily
on mixed-method (perhaps case study) designs which are
labor intensive and expensive to conduct.
Until such studies are conducted, school-level and
community policymakers will have to continue their reliance
on applying the templates of known best practices for youth
with disabilities at the secondary level as an overlay for each
new reform they encounter. At the same time, it is incumbent
upon agencies with resources and capacities to encourage and
support the kinds of studies that will build the accumulation of
evidence that is needed to measure these reforms’ effects.
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Implementing the IDEA Transition Mandates
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Abstract: A policy study initiated in 1996 investigated implementation of the transition mandates of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in nine sites across the United States. Five sites were identified as model sites because they
had a national reputation for effective implementation of transition policies and practices, while four were identified as representative sites demonstrating progress in the face of challenges typically associated with local level implementation. Visits to each
site included in-depth interviews, observations, and document reviews. Following the visits, procedures associated with qualitative inquiry were used to prepare individual summary reports and conduct a cross-case analysis. Results of the cross-case analysis
are presented, including factors supporting and posing challenges to implementation.

Introduction
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
Amendments of 1997 (Public Law 105-17) mandate that the
Individualized Education Programs of students with disabilities include a statement of transition needs related to
students’ courses of study beginning at age 14, and a
transition services component for students with disabilities
age 16 and older. The initial passage of the federal mandate
for transition planning occurred in the context of at least a
decade of attention to the need to develop transition policies,
programs, and services for youth with disabilities that would
allow them to make successful transitions from school to
adult life (DeStefano & Wermuth , 1992; Wehman, 1992).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act emphasizes
the importance of including students and parents as active
participants in Individualized Education Program and
transition planning, and using collaborative and interagency
approaches to developing outcome-oriented plans based on
students’ needs, taking into account their preferences and
interests.
Much of the research occurring prior and subsequent to
the legislative mandate for transition planning has focused
on identifying promising practices related to achievement of
positive adult life outcomes such as employment, independent
living, and participation in postsecondary education and
community life (Stowitschek & Kelso, 1992). These promising
practices include utilizing the transition planning process and
related instruction as vehicles for fostering self-determination and self-advocacy skills among students with disabilities (Field, 1996; Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer,
1998; Martin & Marshall, 1996; Martin, Marshall, &
Maxson, 1993; Ward, 1996; Wehmeyer, 1996; Wehmeyer &
Schwartz, 1997; Wehmeyer & Ward, 1995), incorporating

diverse family and cultural perspectives in transition planning (Boone, 1992; Harry, 1992; Sontag & Schacht, 1994;
Turnbull & Turnbull, 1996), and using person-centered
planning processes to create a more responsive and family
centered meeting context (Forest & Pearpoint, 1992;
Salembier & Furney, 1994; Salembier & Furney, 1997;
Turnbull et al., 1996).
Along with growing attention to the concept of transition and related promising practices , the literature identifies
a number of systemic challenges that appear to have resulted
in uneven implementation of transition mandates, including
barriers to effective interagency collaboration and a lack of
appropriate services and community networks for youth and
adults with disabilities (DeStefano & Wermuth, 1992;
Furney, Hasazi, & DeStefano, 1997; Szymanski, 1994). In
addition, the nature of policy implementation poses its own
set of challenges. Recent studies portray policy implementation as a complex and multidimensional process that is
characterized by variability among implementing sites and
communities (Argyris & Schon, 1996; Fullan, 1991).
Implementation may be positively or negatively affected by
factors such as the degree to which systems have the capacity
and will to implement specific policies (Elmore, 1996;
Spillane & Thompson, 1996); the presence or absence of
positive relationships among policymakers, administrators,
and practitioners (Elmore & McLaughlin, 1988); the nature
of the implementation strategies used by policy makers
(McDonnell & Elmore, 1987); and the extent to which the
core values and beliefs of schools, human service agencies,
and communities are consistent with one another and the
underlying assumptions of a given policy (Argyris & Schon,
1996; Stone, 1997).
These challenges are real and complex, but they have
been dealt with in numerous ways and with relative success
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in some areas of the United States. In order to understand the
meaning of and processes associated with effective policy
implementation, we conducted an earlier study of the ways
in which the transition-related policies and practices had
been implemented at the state level during the first few years
following the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act’s
1990 mandate to include transition services in the Individualized Education Program process (Furney et al., 1997). The
study focused on three states considered to be exemplars
with respect to implementation of transition policies and
practices; thus, its findings described the characteristics of
effective state-level implementation. In an effort to move
from this statewide perspective to a focus on the local level,
we initiated a second study in which we explored implementation efforts in nine sites located throughout the country.
The purpose of this study was to describe local implementation of transition policies, practices, and procedures, and to
identify factors that either supported or inhibited implementation across the sites.
Method
Our primary data collection activities occurred through
in-depth visits to each of the nine sites, and included interviews, observations, and document reviews. In order to gain
an understanding of the contextual and evolutionary nature
of implementation , sites were purposefully selected to
represent varying degrees of progress in their efforts to
implement the transition services requirements of IDEA.
Five sites were identified as “models,” while four were
identified as “representative” sites in which initial implementation efforts had occurred but were at times inhibited by a
variety of challenges typically associated with the change
process. Given our belief that the implementation of the
transition requirements of IDEA constituted a multidimensional and complex process, it seemed appropriate to utilize
qualitative research methods that would encourage inquiry
into local context, values, and beliefs, and the perceived
successes and challenges associated with policy implementation (Furney et al., 1997; Hasazi, Johnston, Liggett, &
Schattman, 1994; Maxwell, 1996; Moustakas, 1990; Rist,
1994). Data-gathering and analysis procedures were derived
from a theoretical foundation of naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985), ethnography (Glesne, 1999) and grounded
theory (Glazer & Strauss, 1967), and utilized cross-case
analysis procedures (Miles & Huberman, 1994) in the final
phase of analysis.
Site Selection
The identification of model and representative sites
constituted one of our initial research activities. Model sites
were nominated by a panel of national experts in transition,
based on the sites’ reputations for providing quality services
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and practices related to transition. Panel members included
university professors involved with transition and policy
implementation, parent advocates, U.S. Department of
Education personnel, state special education directors, and
representatives of private foundations. All were knowledgeable of and had experiences with secondary schools and
transition programs throughout the country. As such, they
were able to nominate local sites meeting the following
criteria for model site designation: (a) demonstration of the
use of best practices related to the individual transition
planning process and delivery of transition services; and (b)
evidence of collaborative relationships among school and
community agencies. The four representative sites were
described as being committed to appropriately implementing
the transition components of IDEA; however, we hypothesized that their programs, services, and associated challenges were fairly typical of those that might be observed at
the local level elsewhere in the country. In addition to the
aforementioned criteria, we purposefully selected sites across
four geographic regions (i.e., Northeast, South, Midwest, and
West) and urban, suburban, and rural locations . Table 1
depicts characteristics present among participating model
and representative sites.
Data Gathering and AnaIysis
The authors conducted three- to five-day site visits to
each of the nine selected sites for the purpose of completing
interviews, observing selected transition -related programs,
and reviewing relevant documents. One or two key informants at each site (usually the special education administrator or transition specialist) assisted us in identifying 20 to 25
knowledgeable and experienced persons to be interviewed,
including general and special education teachers, transition
specialists, central office and building administrators,
parents, and adult service providers. The interviews were
guided by the use of a semistructured interview protocol
designed to explore the interviewees’ perceptions of how
transition practices and services had evolved, and what
strengths and challenges were associated with implementation of transition policies. Most interviews lasted about on
hour and were audiotaped with permission of the
interviewees. Additional site visit activities included five to
10 observations of selected transition programs and services,
and reviews of relevant documents, including interagency
agreements and local policies and procedures related to
transition.
Following each site visit, all interviews were transcribed
and coded along with notes of observations and document
reviews. We then reread the coded data to identify specific
transition practices and services present at each site, as well
as emerging patterns and themes related to implementation
(Glesne, 1999) . Draft versions of summary reviews of each
site visit were forwarded to selected interview participants
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Table 1. Characteristics of Participating Model and Representative Sites

Sites

Urban, Suburban
or Rural Designation

General Education
Population (K-12)

Special Education
Population (K-12)

Geographic Location
U.S.

Model
1

Suburban/urban

140,000

18,000

2

Rural

I ,300

130

Northeastern

3

Suburban

4,600

425

Northeastern

4

Rural

3,600

540

Northeastern

5

Rural

18.000

1,800

6

Rural

I ,000

110

7

Urban

140,000

14,000

Western

8

Urban

25,300

2,600

Western

9

Urban

6,000

660

for their comments, with feedback obtained through this
process being used to inform final revisions to the reports.
Finally, a cross-case analysis (Huberman & Miles, 1994;
Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1990) of the nine summary reviews was conducted to identify themes emerging
across the sites.
Findings
The findings reported in this article focus on the
outcomes of the cross-case analysis of the nine summary
reviews. One theme that emerged clearly across all nine sites
was the positive impact of the federal transition mandate.
Most of the sites had initiated at least some form of transition
planning and practices prior to IDEA 1990, but they viewed
the mandate as critical in terms of validating and extending
their previous efforts. In addition, many of the interviewees
believed that the federal mandate provided the “legal clout”
necessary to ensure implementation.
Beyond this finding, the cross-case analysis revealed
substantive differences between model and representative
sites with respect to themes associated with the implementation of transition policies and practices. The narrative that
follows summarizes factors supporting and challenging
implementation of transition policies at the model and representative sites. For the model sites, six themes related to
effective implementation are presented, while a remaining
section presents challenges and proposed solutions identified
across the sites. Three factors indicating support for implementation, as well as three factors related to challenges and future
directions are summarized for the representative sites.

Eastern

Western
Southern

Midwestern

Implementation in Model Sites
Implementation at the model sites was characterized by
the presence of a number of factors that tended to support the
adoption and continuation of transition-related policies and
practices. These factors included (a) incorporation of
systemwide, student- and family-centered strategies; (b)
fostering of effective and substantive interagency collaboration; (c) facilitation of systemic professional development;
(d) a visionary, supportive, and inclusive form of leadership;
(e) coordination of an integrated set of reform efforts; and (f)
emergence of connections among a variety of local and
federal transition initiatives. Of critical importance was the
fact that these six factors were present throughout the various
systems present in the model sites. That is, practices and
strategies related to the six factors had been intentionally
introduced and sustained over time in schools and human
services agencies for the purpose of promoting the implementation of transition-related policies and practices.
The model sites were not, however, without challenges
to implementation. Three primary concerns were identified
across the five sites, including the need to increase student
participation and leadership in the IEP/transition planning
process, extend opportunities available to youth labeled
emotionally disturbed, and improve and expand processes
for using post-school outcome data to evaluate and improve
programs. Each of the factors supporting and challenging
support for implementation is described in the sections that
follow.
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Incorporating Systemwide, Student- and FamilyCentered Srategies. Throughout the five model sites, the
interviewees articulated a clear and common set of values
and beliefs that resulted in systemic attempts to promote the
development of students’ self-determination skills and
increased student and family participation. Underlying these
values and beliefs was a sense of caring for students and a
related commitment to support them in engaging in meaningful experiences during and after high school. The commitment to care for students was demonstrated through concerted and systemic attempts to keep the planning process
focused on their personal goals, interests, and needs. Meetings were structured specifically to promote the participation
of students and parents and to ensure that their voices were
central to the planning process and evaluation of student
outcomes. A majority of the students received specific
instruction in self-determination and self-advocacy skills
and/or participated in preplanning meetings to help them
organize their ideas for upcoming transition planning
meetings. Many teachers in the model sites were skilled in
the use of person-centered planning processes designed to
enhance student and parent participation in the IEP/transition
planning process, and an increasing number were implementing curricula designed to teach students how to lead
their own IEP/transition planning meetings.
Fostering Effective and Substantive Interagency
Collaboration. The sense of caring for students and families
within the five model sites was frequently described as being
connected to a strong belief in the necessity and power of
collaborating within and across schools and community
agencies to enhance transition-related services for students
with disabilities. Examples of sustained and systemic
interagency collaboration included establishing key positions
funded jointly by education and adult service agencies (e.g.,
transition coordinators and job placement specialists cofunded through education and vocational rehabilitation),
written agreements articulating policies and procedures
regarding students’ transition from school to adult service
agencies or postsecondary education, monthly interagency
planning meetings, cross-agency training opportunities, and
the use of a variety of practices associated with collaboration
and team-building. One site was noted especially for its
focus on developing and utilizing interagency approaches to
serving students with emotional disturbance, including its
establishment of an interprofessional office within the high
school guidance department housing representatives from a
variety of local social service agencies.
Positive student outcomes associated with successful
interagency collaboration included high percentages of
students participating in employment and other community
programs during high school, high rates of students participating in co-funded career assessment and development
opportunities, increasing rates of concurrent enrollment in
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high schools and community colleges, and increasing
numbers of students with disabilities being referred to and
served by a variety of adult service agencies following high
school. Three model sites with established post-school data
collection systems also reported longitudinal data indicating
increasing rates of post-school employment and attendance
at post-secondary education and training institutions.
Facilitating Systemic Professional Development.
Administrators, teachers, and providers throughout the five
model sites recognized the importance of professional
development as a means to build local capacity for promoting systemic changes related to transition. As such, educators, adult service providers, employers, and other community providers codeveloped or participated in a variety of
interagency and cross-agency training opportunities, including workshops, conferences, summer institutes, inservice and
preservice education, and graduate level courses. Each of the
five model sites employed a person with specific responsibilities for facilitating the implementation of transition
policies and practices, and in each case, this person coordinated professional development activities for educators,
service providers, and employers who were both new to and
experienced in their professions. Many professional development activities were held in conjunction with institutions
of higher education or state level transition systems change
projects in order to ensure that capacity building and
technical assistance activities would be ongoing and linked
to the development, evaluation, and dissemination of
promising transition practices. In several sites, these linkages
also resulted in the establishment of a variety of research and
evaluation efforts involving university personnel as well as
local administrators, teachers, and community providers.
Leading in Visionary Supportive and Inclusive Ways.
Interviewees throughout the model sites described how
regional, central office, and building level administrators in
education and adult services had provided leadership critical
to the implementation of federal transition policies and
related promising practices. These individuals, including
superintendents, principals, special education administrators,
directors of adult service agencies, and coordinators of
transition services, were credited with helping to establish a
vision for transition and a structure to support its implementation. They had helped to promote initial awareness of
transition policies and practices and to ensure that educators,
service providers, employers, parents, and other community
members were provided ample opportunities and resources
to learn about and implement innovative practices and
services. Central office administrators and regionally based
adult services administrators were credited with having
convinced their governing agencies of the need to provide
funding for local personnel implementing transition-related
services and for ensuring that newly established positions
were maintained over time.
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In addition, interviewees across the five sites noted that
administrators in education and adult services had facilitated
inclusive and participatory forms of leadership in which
teachers and service providers felt empowered to take the
initiative to introduce promising transition practices. With
assurance and support from their administrators, these
“front-line” individuals advocated for new programs and
services, developed and implemented new curricula, created
partnerships with members of the business community, and
worked on a daily basis to ensure that the needs of students
and parents were being met. Implementation of transition
policies and practices occurred in both a “top-down” and
“bottom-up” fashion; as a result, it was effective and farreaching.
Coordinating and Integrating Educational Reform
Efforts. At the model sites, educational reform was typically
viewed as an integrated process. Specific initiatives in
special and general education were not separate or polarized;
rather, potential reforms were developed and implemented
with careful attention to their potential impact on all students. The result of this multidimensional approach was that
the implementation of transition policies was connected to
initiatives such as block scheduling, interdisciplinary
curricula, applied learning, career development, and the
implementation of state and local curriculum standards and
assessment measures. For example, one site had recently
shifted to using block scheduling designed in part to support
implementation of its community-based learning option. The
interviewees reported that in a given year, at least 50% of the
entire student population participated in one or more
community-based learning experiences designed to facilitate
achievement of their career and transition goals. Learning
outcomes associated with these experiences were directly
linked to the attainment of state and local curriculum
standards; thus, community-based learning was perceived as
a valued educational component that contributed to students’
achievement of personal academic goals and high school
graduation standards.
Making Connections Between Local and Federal
Transition Initiatives. Closely related to the use of integrated
approaches to educational reform was emerging evidence
that special education transition initiatives were being linked
to local implementation of the School-to-Work Opportunities
Act (STWOA). While the model sites were in different
stages with respect to the levels of integration they had
achieved between the two initiatives, the interviewees at
each site agreed that such a connection was necessary and
potentially beneficial to students both with and without
disabilities. Persons associated with both initiatives participated on many of the same advisory board and transitionrelated committees and action groups. In some cases, high
school positions associated with the provision of employment and applied learning opportunities to students were co-

funded by special education, vocational rehabilitation, or
other local funds earmarked for implementation of the
STWOA. A majority of the interviewees in the model sites
believed that the partnerships being formed between schools
and businesses through local implementation of STWOA
initiatives had the potential to promote expanded post-school
opportunities for all students, including those with disabilities.
The Road Less Traveled. The interviewees at each of the
model sites were proud of their accomplishments with
respect to the implementation of transition policies and
practices; still, they saw a continuing need to address certain
issues that sometimes challenged their implementation
efforts. Across the sites, three primary concerns were
identified. The first of these was the need to continue to
implement strategies de signed to allow increased numbers
of students to play an active leadership role in their IEP/
transition planning meetings. Many of the educators interviewed believed that more needed to be done to ensure that
students with a range of abilities and needs would have
opportunities to lead or take a greater leadership role in their
IEP/transition planning meetings. They were particularly
interested in promoting practices that would enhance the
ability of students with severe disabilities to identify their
choices for the future.
Second, many of the interviewees believed that their
schools, local agencies, and communities needed to continue
to expand the opportunities available to students labeled
emotionally disturbed to ensure these students’ full participation in school and community life and to promote positive
adult life outcomes. Most often, the interviewees perceived a
lack of progress in this area to be related to an insufficient
number of appropriate opportunities and services for these
students both during and following high school. One model
site, however, had devoted significant resources to the
establishment and continuation of services to students
labeled emotionally disturbed and students at risk for
academic failure.
Finally, while all five of the model sites had some postschool outcome evaluation processes in place, most
interviewees believed that these processes had the potential
to become more comprehensive and better utilized in
program evaluation and improvement efforts. Some noted
that while their connections allowed them to keep track of
students accessing adult services such as vocational rehabilitation, they were less able to evaluate the degree to which
students were gaining access to support services in postsecondary education and training institutions. Two sites had
procedures in place to collect anticipated needs data on
students with disabilities and to share this data with adult
service agencies for the purpose of informing future service
delivery. Even so, all five sites looked forward to a time
when post-school outcome and satisfaction data would be
routinely used by schools, adult service agencies, and post25
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secondary education institutions to plan for future service
needs and to improve the quality of services being offered.
Implementation in the Representative Sites
The results of the cross-case analysis suggested that
while a number of promising practices related to transition
were identified in the representative sites, they were fewer in
number and less widespread than they were in the model
sites. Three factors indicating support for implementation
included a sense of caring on the part of the teachers for
individual students and their families, the establishment of
selected programs involving schools and adult services
agencies, and the provision of professional development
activities focused on specific transition issues. Interviewees
across the representative sites were well aware of the need to
continue their implementation efforts to ensure that they
would become more pervasive and connected. As such, they
described a series of challenges and future directions,
including the need to expand comprehensive transition
services for students with a range of needs, provide interagency models to support students ages 18 to 21, and resolve
perceived tensions among various reform initiatives.
Indicators of Support for Implementation Common
Among Representative Sites. Although the representative
sites lacked systemic examples of the implementation of
student and family centered strategies related to transition,
many of the interviewees described a related indicator of
support for implementation in their sense of caring for and
being committed to the futures of students with disabilities
and their families. They gave numerous accounts of the ways
in which their advocacy efforts had resulted in the creation of
some innovative practices and the identification of positive
outcomes for individual students and family members.
Second, while the representative sites had not developed
comprehensive models of interagency collaboration, the
interviewees provided several examples of the ways in which
school and agency personnel worked together to implement
specific shared initiatives that had resulted in positive
student outcomes and the establishment of selected programs. For example, one site had established a student
apprenticeship program co-funded by the schools and
vocational rehabilitation, while another had developed a
comprehensive transition curriculum for students with
disabilities in grades 9-12 which was co-taught and supported by teachers as well as adult service providers.
Third, the implementation of federal transition mandates
in the representative sites was enhanced through a variety of
professional development activities around various transition
issues, such as the development of IEP/transition plans.
Some of these activities were provided across schools and
agencies, while others were specific to schools or agencies.
In general, professional development opportunities had been
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provided most intensively following the passage of the 1990
IDEA and less frequently in recent years. As such, a number
of the interviewees commented that they had not been as
successful as they had hoped in building systemwide
capacity to implement the transition mandates of IDEA.
Challenges and Future Directions. Interviewees across
the representative sites described a number of future plans
and directions which were intended to expand current efforts
and address challenges and unresolved issues. First, all four
representative sites indicated a need to increase their capacity
to provide a comprehensive set of services to students with a
range of disabilities both during and following high school.
Each site could identify well-established programs meeting
the needs of specific groups of students (e.g., student
apprenticeships for students with mild disabilities and
community-based programs for students with significant
disabilities), but each also identified the need to expand
services to a wider range of students. It appeared that
resources, opportunities, and services were especially lacking
for students labeled emotionally disturbed. A second and
related challenge centered on the needs of students in the 18to 21-year-old range. Some sites identified a lack of adequate
services for these students, while others struggled with
questions regarding the appropriate source of financial
responsibility for services. To some, it seemed that the
educational system was being asked to support a disproportionate percentage of the financial burden for students ages
18-21, and they looked forward to greater levels of interagency collaboration and support.
Third, the representative sites identified several challenges falling under the umbrella of educational reform.
Many of the interviewees identified emerging tensions
between the academic focus of standards-based reforms and
the more applied nature of activities and curricula associated
with transition. In some schools, students were being asked
to choose between either pursuing a standards-based academic program potentially leading to a diploma, or a
community-based program focused on gaining experiences
related to employment and transition. For some students, the
latter course of studies led to a certificate of completion
rather than a standard high school diploma. This choice was
especially problematic for students with mild disabilities
who wished to include vocational and transition components
in their curriculum, yet preferred to obtain a standard high
school diploma.
Discussion
In summary, the results of the cross-case analysis of site
visits to the five model and four representative sites indicated
that the federal mandate for transition planning and services
had played a critical role in promoting the establishment and
continuation of promising transition practices. Within this
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policy context, however, we found that the model sites
exhibited more indicators of support for implementation than
did the representative sites, and that their implementation of
transition policies had resulted in widespread and systemic
use of promising transition-related practices. In contrast,
while the representative sites were actively engaged in
implementing the transition requirements of IDEA, they
continued to face a number of challenges that at times
inhibited their efforts. Innovative practices initiated in the
representative sites tended to be limited to individual
students or programs and had not been extended to or
absorbed by the system as a whole. Table 2 summarizes and
compares factors supporting and challenging implementation
in the model and representative sites.
Implications for Improving Practice
Given the qualitative methods used in the study and the
relatively small number of participating sites, caution must
be utilized in interpreting and generalizing the results to

other contexts. At the same time, the study suggests that
there may be a set of emerging practices associated with
“model” implementation, and as such, that these practices
and their implications ought to be considered at the local,
state, and federal levels. The following set of implications
for improving practice is offered to those concerned with
continued and effective implementation of the transition
mandates of the IDEA Amendments of 1997.
Promote Self-Determination Through Instruction and
Student-Centered Planning Processes. A distinctive feature
of the model sites was their systematic approach to promoting skills and beliefs related to self-advocacy and selfdetermination. A combination of strategies used in this
regard including the use of curricula specifically designed to
teach self-determination skills and student leadership of IEP/
transition meetings, and the use of person-centered planning
strategies designed to promote student and parent participation may constitute a holistic approach to promoting selfdetermination that could be adopted in other settings. In

Table 2. Summary and Comparison of Factors Supporting and
Challenging Implementation
Factors Supporting Implementation in
Model Sites

Factors Supporting Implementation in
Representative Sites

1 .Incorporation of system-wide, student and
family-centered support strategies.

1. Caring for and commitment to students with
disabilities and their families.

2. Fostering of effective and substantive
interagency collaboration.

2.Specific programs jointly funded by schools
and agencies.

3. Facilitation of systemic professional development.

3. Tar geted professional development activities.

4. Visionary and inclusive leadership.
5. Coordinated and integrated educational
reform ef forts.
6. Establishment of connections between local
and federal transition initiatives.

Challenges and Future Directions
for Model Sites

Challenges and Future Direotions
for Representatiue Sites

1. Increase studentsl participation and
leadership role in IEP/transition planning.

1. Increase school and post-school services for
students with a range of disabilities.

2. Expand opportunities for students labeled
emotionally disturbed.

2. Expand services for students ages 18-21.

3. Expand use of postschool outcome measures
for program evaluation and improvement.

3. Address perceived tensions between reforms in
general and special education.
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terms of future policy development and related research, it
appears important to continue to support model demonstration and research initiatives associated with promoting selfdetermination and student-led IEP/transition meetings. In
addition, it seems appropriate to consider ways in which to
incorporate these practices earlier on so that students at the
elementary and middle school levels have increased involvement in the IEP planning process.
Develop Substantive Approaches to Interagency
Collaboration. The presence of sustained interagency
collaboration emerged as a defining characteristic among the
model sites. In this regard, it appears important for schools,
adult service agencies, and communities to continually
evaluate the degree to which interagency collaboration
occurs and is effective, and to make improvements as
necessary. Interagency approaches need to be supported at
the state and federal levels through the use of incentives and
flexible funding options and the elimination of policies that
inhibit the development of collaborative practices. As
schools and communities expand their collaborative approaches to serving students with disabilities and their
families, opportunities to conduct and disseminate the results
of related post-school outcomes-based research need to be
increased.
Develop and Systematically Monitor Professional
Development Opportunities. The model sites were characterized by their attention to providing ongoing, systemic, and
cross-agency professional development activities which were
frequently conducted in conjunction with institutions of
higher education and in response to needs identified through
post-school outcomes research. Local and state administrators, as well as federal level policymakers, need to continue
to promote the use of processes for evaluating post-school
student outcomes and using their results to determine
strategies for systemic improvement and related professional
development needs. Incentives, financial resources, and in
creased opportunities for research are needed to ensure that
schools and communities are able to engage in an ongoing
and coordinated cycle of evaluation, program improvement,
and professional development.
Maximize Transition Outcomes by Fixing Roles and
Responsibilities. In each of the model sites, one or more
persons known as transition facilitators or specialists were
designated to carry out responsibilities associated with
implementation of the transition mandates of IDEA. Some of
these positions were funded by the schools, while others
were funded through vocational rehabilitation or a combination of funding sources. Here too, central office support and
leadership was critical in the initial establishment and
continued funding of such positions. School districts and
communities lacking transition facilitators may want to
explore the possibility of adding personnel or shifting current
roles and responsibilities to ensure that transition issues are
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addressed by one or more designated individuals. At the
federal level, model demonstration and systems change
projects related to transition could be encouraged to examine
the ways in which organizational changes might be made at
the local and state levels to accommodate the need to assign
specific responsibility for the implementation of transition
policies and practices.
Expand School and Post-school Options for Specific
Populations of Students. Throughout the study, the
interviewees articulated the need for expanded high school
and post-school opportunities for specific populations of
students with disabilities. In particular, they identified needs
related to expanding opportunities for developing selfadvocacy and self-determination skills among students with
severe disabilities, increasing options for learning in the
community for students with mild disabilities, and improving
and expanding both high school and post-school options for
youth labeled emotionally disturbed. The last issue appears
especially critical and requires attention at the local, state,
and federal levels. The federal government may play a key
role in expanding services to students with emotional
disturbance by focusing research and evaluation efforts on
related promising practices and promoting widespread
dissemination of such practices among state and local
audiences.
Promote Integrated Approaches to Educational Reform.
Finally, the results of the study suggest that educational
reform initiatives are most effective when they are conceptualized in an integrated and holistic way. The processes of
change observed in the model sites indicated that such an
approach is possible, as long as the developers and
implementors of transition and related educational initiatives
make an effort to (a) consider the ways in which various
initiatives are related to one another and/or are in potential
conflict, (b) consider the impact of various reforms on
students with a variety of strengths and needs, and (c)
address the transition needs of students with and without
disabilities.
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Analysis of Local Education Agency Efforts to
Implement the Transition Services Requirements
of IDEA of 1990
David R. Johnson; Michael N. Sharpe
University of Minnesota

Abstract: A survey was administered to 548 special education administrators across the U.S. to obtain information
regarding local efforts to implement policies and practices related to the transition service requirements of IDEA of
1990. Designed as a descriptive study, the central purpose of this research is to describe the range and variation of
this implementation effort by identifying the most and least “likely to be used” practices in four main areas: (1)
parent notification, (2) participation in meetings, (3) content of the IEP, and (4) agency responsibility. While the
findings of this study illustrate that progress has been made, there remains a considerable distance to go to achieve
the purposes and intent of transition requirements. Recommendations to improve local implementation efforts in the
future include creating a more meaningful role for parents, expanding curriculum options for students, and securing a
greater level of participation of community service agencies in the provision of transition services.

For more than a decade, research, demonstration, and
advocacy interests have given rise to a powerful consensus
on the benefits of assisting young people with disabilities
and their families during their critical transition years.
Building on a variety of interdisciplinary and programmatic
perspectives, the field of secondary special education,
vocational rehabilitation, vocational education, and other
disciplines have been actively developing a knowledge base
that posits and tests alternative approaches to the delivery of
transition services for students with disabilities. The federal
government has supported the development of this knowledge base through a variety of policy, interagency, systems
change, model demonstration, and research efforts that
eventually culminated in the passage of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA). For the first time
since the passage of the Education of the Handicapped Act in
1975, Congress established legislative provisions to specifically address the school to adult life transition needs of
young people with disabilities.
Much of the rationale for establishing these new
provisions was based on the recognition that many young
adults with disabilities exit high school unprepared for adult
life. Post-school follow-up and follow-along studies conducted over the past two decades provide substantial
documentation concerning the difficulties these young adults
with disabilities experience upon leaving school (DeStefano
& Wagner, 1991; Halpern, 1990; Hasazi, Gordon, & Roe,
1985; Hasazi, Hasazi, Gordon, Hull, & Johnson, 1989;
Johnson, McGrew, Bloomberg, Bruininks, & Lin, in press;
Wagner, 1993). These and other studies uniformly report
high levels of unemployment and underemployment,
economic instability, dependence, social isolation, and low
levels of participation in postsecondary education and
training programs. The final regulations for IDEA, published

in 1992, were intended to improve the post-school outcomes
of youth with disabilities by requiring state and local
education agencies to develop and implement formal
procedures and strategies to address this critical period of
transition. Even though the regulations focusing on transition
services will help to alleviate post-school problems experienced by youth, there nevertheless remains some concern
about consistency and perhaps even the vigorousness with
which state and local education agencies (LEAs) are
implementing these transition service requirements.
In order to obtain information regarding the nature and
status of state and local efforts to implement the federal
requirements, the Office of Special Education Programs
(OSEP), U.S. Department of Education made funds available
to support a national implementation study. This study
entitled: State and Local Efforts to Implement the Transition
Service Requirements of IDEA, was jointly conducted by the
Universities of Vermont, Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, and
Minnesota; and the National Association of State Directors
of Special Education (NASDSE). This national policy
implementation study was conducted during the period
1995-1999. This study involves several national- and statelevel quantitative and qualitative sub-studies designed to
document and describe state and local implementation
policies, procedures and practices associated with the
transition requirements of IDEA 1990. This article presents
the findings and results of one of the project’s major substudies, a national survey of local special education directors, supervisors, and coordinators concerning the range and
variation in the practices and strategies used to implement
the transition service requirement of IDEA across the United
States.
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National Perspective on Transition Policy
Implementation
IDEA of 1990 contained several important statutory
provisions intended to guide state and local actions when
addressing the needs of youth with disabilities and families
in the transition from school to adult life. IDEA of 1990
mandated specific transition services for youth with disabilities 16 years of age and older. The overall intent of the
federal legislation was to promote “effective” transition
programming by: (a) providing a definition of transition
services, (b) listing the set of coordinated activities that
comprised transition services and detailing the basis for
determining which activities are appropriate for an individual
student, (c) specifying the process by which a statement of
needed transition services is to be included in the student’s
IEP, and (d) determining agency responsibilities in the
monitoring and provision of transition services.
The final regulations for IDEA were published in the
September 29, 1992, Federal Register (Vol. 57, No. 189, pp.
44794-44852) and revised in the October 27, 1992, edition
(Vol. 57, No. 208, pp. 48694-48704). While the regulations
added clarity to the original statutory language, there remains
sufficient latitude for varying implementation approaches to
occur at the state and local levels. The most highly prescriptive aspect of the regulations, however, can be observed in
four major transition services requirements. These include:
(1) parent notification, (2) student and agency participation
in meetings, (3) content of the IEP, and (4) agency responsibility. Documenting state and local responses to these
regulations is critical to better understanding the relationship
between federal and state policy and state and local implementation practices. The reauthorization of IDEA in 1997
expanded the transition services requirements of the 1990
Act. In addition to transition services beginning at age 16, a
statement of transition service needs is required at age 14. At
age 14 and annually thereafter for updates, the IEP team
looks at the child’s courses of study (such as advanced
placement courses of vocational education programs) and
determines whether or not those courses of study are leading
the student to where the student needs to be upon graduation.
This places additional responsibilities upon state and local
education agencies to begin IEP planning with a focus on
transition earlier, and engage students in discussions concerning the appropriateness of course work leading to
graduation. Federal regulations for IDEA of 1997 that were
finalized in 1999, in addition to the aforementioned changes,
continue to focus on the four major transition services
requirements..
Method
Conducting this study required the use of the so-called
“Bottom-Up” approach (Linder & Peters, 1987; Maynard32

Moody, Musheno, & Palumbo, 1990); that is, one whose
basic premise is that implementation issues are often best
studied from the perspective of those who are actually
responsible for implementing policy at the service delivery
level. A key assumption made by researchers who favor this
perspective is that the “success” of a program is largely
determined by those who must interpret policy so that it can
be implemented at the “street-level.” Also, the information
obtained from employing this type of approach is likely to be
more sensitive with regard to identifying the range and
variation of transition practices and policies within LEAs.
For this reason, data collection activities were aimed at
obtaining information from special education directors,
coordinators, and other supervisory personnel largely
responsible for the implementation of such policies and
practices within their LEAs.
Participants
The participants in this national study included 548 local
special education directors, coordinators, and supervisors
who were selected from the membership list of the Council
of Administrators of Special Education (CASE), a subdivision of the Council of Exceptional Children. To increase the
likelihood that a representative sample was obtained, the
selection process was stratified by U.S. population criteria
based on the four geographic regions established by the U.S.
Bureau of the Census: Northeast, Midwest, South, and West.
To reach the initial goal of obtaining survey information
from 500 special education directors across all 50 states,
1,500 names were drawn at random by region from the 199495 CASE membership list (N=4,537). Because CASE
membership is not always found to be equally distributed
throughout states within each census region, a criterion was
established for minimal representation of each state by five
survey respondents.
Approximately one-third of the initial 1,500 names
randomly selected were ineligible because they were not
local special education directors, supervisors, or coordinators
(e.g., university faculty, SEA staff, teachers, parents, others).
A total of 1,000 surveys were mailed. Based on the total
returned surveys, the overall response rate was 54.8%.
Approximately 71% of the respondents identified
themselves as either a director, assistant director, supervisor,
or coordinator of special education at the local level. The
remaining 29% identified as “other” included persons who
were responsible for supervising or coordinating local
transition programs and services. Of the total sample, 96%
were administering special education programs in local
education agencies or independent school districts, 2% in an
intermediate school district or special education cooperative,
1% in state-operated programs, and 1% indicated a response
of “other.”
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Based on the analysis of returned responses (n=548), it
was confirmed that the study sample included directors,
supervisors, and coordinators from all 50 states, representing
urban and rural localities and regions consistent with the
demographic profile of the U.S. population used by the U. S
Bureau of the Census. By locality, 70% of the respondents
were administrating special education programs in urban
settings and 30% in rural areas. Based on the census regions,
the sample was represented by 32% from the Midwest, 28%
South, 21% Northeast, and 19% from the West.
Respondents and nonrespondents were examined to
identify differences between the two groups that may
indicate a response bias. A series of independent t-tests were
conducted comparing the groups on demographics (i.e.,
degree level, gender, urbanicity, ethnicity, others). The
results of this analysis revealed no significant differences

between study respondents and nonrespondents. The reader
is also cautioned not to over interpret the results of this study.
Survey responses were requested directly from individuals
(special education administrators) who were the principal
individuals responsible for the implementation of the federal
transition requirements. As responsible parties, the respondents of this national survey may be biased toward favorable
responses regarding current implementation activities.
Instrumentation
A structured survey was developed and used to collect
standardized information from special education directors,
supervisors, and coordinators representing local education
agencies across the United States. Specific questions were
developed for each of the four major transition service

Table 1: National Transition Implementation Evaluation Questions
Section II: Parent Notification
1. How are parents notified of the transition IEP meeting?
2. What alternative steps are taken if communication is not established after the first notice?
3. How is a mutually agreed-upon time and location arranged for the meeting?
4. How are contacts with parents documented?
5. What methods are used to involve parents in planning when they cannot attend?
6. How do districts prepare parents to participate in the transition IEP meeting?
7. How do staff become knowledgeable about the parent notification process?
Section II: Participation in Meetings
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

How are students invited to transition IEP meetings?
What strategies are used to enhance student decision making and student participation?
How are students’ preferences and interests incorporated into the IEP?
How do staff become knowledgeable about facilitating student participation?
How frequently do students participate in their transition IEP meetings?
How are agencies encouraged to participate in the transition process?
What steps are taken when an agency representative does not attend the meeting?
How do staff become knowledgeable about facilitating agency participation?

Section III: Content of the IEP
16. What strategies are used to determine needs in the four transition areas?
17. What strategies are used to address employment and other post-school adult living objectives?
18. What strategies are used to address daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation objectives?
19. What strategies are used to address relating to community experiences?
20. What strategies are used to meet student transition instructional needs?
21. How do staff become knowledgeable about developing transition goals?
Section IV: Agency Responsibilities
22. How is agency involvement and follow-through fostered?
23. What happens when a participating agency fails to provide services contained in the IEP?
24. How do staff become knowledgeable about promoting participation
25. How frequently do community agencies participate in transition IEP meetings?
26. What types of agency personnel participate in transition IEP meetings?
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requirements for IDEA: (1) parent notification, (2) participation in meetings, (3) content of the IEP, and (4) agency
responsibility. These key questions are illustrated in Table 1.
This survey was jointly developed by research staff at
the University of Minnesota, the University of Vermont, and
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. A significant
amount of item content for the survey was based on the
specific rules contained in the federal transition service
requirements published in the October 27, 1992, Federal
Register (Vol. 57, No. 208, 48694-48704). In addition, items
were also derived from: (a) individual interviews and
discussions with several local special education directors in
Minnesota, Vermont, and Illinois, (b) a review of the state
plan language addressing the Part B transition service
requirements, (c) a review of selected federal monitoring
reports concerning state implementation of the transition
service requirements, (d) input from OSEP staff, and (e) the
earlier policy evaluation research experience of the study
team at the Universities of Minnesota, Vermont, and Illinois.
The final survey, the National Survey of the Implementation of IDEA Transition Requirements, consisted of 83 total
items addressing each of the major federal requirements of
Part B of IDEA. Of this total, 26 items were targeted to
obtain information concerning the range and variation in
local implementation policies and practices specific to the
evaluation questions in the four major transition requirements. The remaining items included those designed to
collect demographic information about participants, sample
practices about “what’s working,” and identifying barriers
related to implementation. This version of the survey was
distributed to approximately 25 local special education
directors in Minnesota and Vermont for a final round of
feedback and field recommendations. With the exception of
minor editing and rewording of several items, all original
items were retained.
Procedure
A letter explaining the purposes of the study and
intended uses of the results accompanied each survey
instrument. Special education directors, supervisors, and
coordinators were asked to rate the frequency of practices or
policies related to local efforts to implement the federal
transition requirements. Ratings of practices within each of
the four transition service requirements were made using a
Likert-type scale consisting of four points. The scale is
described below:
1=Almost Never (used with less than 10% of the intended
audience, i.e., students, parents, or agencies)
2=Sometimes (used with less than 50%, but more than 10%,
of the intended audience)
3=Frequently (used with 50% to 75% of the intended
audience)
34

4=Almost Always (used with more than 75% of the intended
audience)
Within sections of the survey instrument that address the
content of the IEP and agency responsibility, respondents
were requested to make independent ratings for students with
mild disabilities and those with moderate to severe disabilities. The research team considered this important because of
the variations often noted in relation to IEP content as well as
the expected differences that occur in relation to agency
responsibility. Results are reported separately for practices
concerning students with mild disabilities and those with
moderate to severe disabilities.
Results
Descriptive and cross-tabulation methods were used to
analyze the data. For each item the percentage of respondents
who selected a particular category (i.e., Almost Never,
Sometimes, Frequently, and Almost Always) was reported.
Frequency categories were combined for all options that
accompanied each item to provide a general sense of how a
particular item was rated and to highlight important differences among respondents. In this case, the categories of
Frequently or Almost Always were combined and reported in
order to describe practices and procedures which are being
implemented most often. Combinations selected by the
highest percentage of respondents were deemed practices
most likely to be implemented. A similar method was
employed using the Sometimes and Almost Never combinations for each option; once again, combinations selected by
the highest percentage of respondents were deemed those
least likely to be implemented. By combining and selecting
those options rated by the highest percentage of respondents,
it was then possible to generate tables to summarize information about practices and policies for the 26 key items
included on the survey.
The findings and results of the study are grouped into
sections representing parent notification, participation in
meetings, content of the IEP, and agency responsibility. In
the section Student and Agency Participation in Meetings,
results are reported separately for items pertaining to student
and agency participation in IEP meetings. In addition,
separate analyses were conducted and reported for students
with mild disabilities and those with moderate and severe
disabilities for the Content of the IEP and Agency Responsibility sections of the survey.
Section I: Parent Notification
Table 2 summarizes survey results by highlighting the
most and least frequently used strategies for notifying
parents about IEP meetings when transition goals and

Johnson & Sharpe: Results of a National Survey on Transition

Table 2. Parent Notifiction Strategies
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Notifying parents of the
transition IEP meeting

mail a standard form
letter or memo (82%)

mail a personalized
letter (75%)

Contacting parents when the
initial notification attempt was successful

call at various
times—evenings (80%)

contact parent through
another service provider (91%)

Reaching a mutually agreed upon time and
location for the transition IEP meeting

contact parent by telephone
prior to sending the initial notice (66%)

mail a notice that offers time
and location choices (55%)

Documenting contacts to reach a meeting
time and location agreement with parents

attach a standard form to document
contacts to the student’s file (72%)

attach a personal note or log
of contacts to the student’s file (36%)

Involving parents in the planning process
when they are unable to attend the meeting

mail a draft of transition IEP goals
for parental review (54%)

encourage parents to send a friend
or advocate (83%)

Preparing parents to participate in the
in the transition IEP meetings

notify parents prior to meeting
(e.g., telephone, mail—91%)

provide formal workshops
to parents (76%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about the parent notification process

participate in training offered by the
LEA or professional association (87%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (89%)

objectives are to be discussed. The following examines
survey results in relation to each item presented in the table.
How are parents notified of the transition IEP meeting?
The most common practice used to notify parents of the
transition IEP meeting was to mail a standard form or memo,
a procedure 82% of the survey respondents indicated was
used Frequently or Almost Always. Mailing a standard form
far exceeded all other alternative options selected by
respondents, although 60% of the sample indicated they
Frequently or Almost Always notified the parent by making a
telephone contact. These procedures are similar to those
currently used by LEAs in informing parents of IEP meetings in general. Mailing a personalized letter to the parent
was the least preferred option, with 75% of the respondents
reporting either Sometimes or Almost Never to this survey item.
What alternative steps are taken if communication is not
established after the first notice? Approximately 80% of the
respondents indicated that calling parents at various times
(e.g., nights, weekends) was the method used Frequently or
Almost Always to establish communication with parents in
the event the initial notice was not successful. Less frequently used alternatives included: attempting to contact the
parents through another agency, attempting to contact
parents through a relative, making a home visit, or mailing a
new notice to a different address. More than 85% of the

respondents indicated that these practices were used Sometimes or Almost Never.
How is a mutually agreed upon time and location
arranged for the meeting? Most respondents (66%) indicated that contacting the parent prior to sending the notice
was a practice that was Frequently or Almost Always used.
More than half (55%) reported that offering a parent a choice
concerning the time and location of the meeting was only
Sometimes or Almost Never to occur.
How are contacts with parents documented? Documenting contacts with parents involved two options: (1) attaching
a standardized form to the student’s file, a practice used by
72% of the respondents who indicated Frequently or Almost
Always, or (2) by attaching a personal note or log to the file,
an option in which 36% of the respondents indicated
Sometimes or Almost Never.
What methods are used to involve parents in planning
when they cannot attend? Based on survey responses, 54%
of the sample reported they Frequently or Almost Always
either: (1) conducted a telephone conference call with the
parent, or (2) mailed a draft of the goals for the parents to
review. Further, half of the respondents (50%) reported they
Frequently or Almost Always held an individual meeting
(independent of the IEP meeting) with the parent to review the
proposed education program. Encouraging an advocate to
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Table 3. Student Participation Strategies
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Inviting students to attend the
transition IEP meeting

provide the student with a verbal
invitation by a staff member (87%)

send a formal notice to the
student (47%)

Promoting student participation and
knowledge in the development of the
transition plan

interview or talk to the student
about future goals (89%)

use MAPS or other studentcentered planning strategies (74%)

Incorporating student interests and
preferences in the transition IEP

verbally verify with student that
interests and preferences are
included on IEP (85%)

facilitate a student-led
IEP meeting (92%)

Incorporating interests and preferences
when the student is unable to attend the
transition IEP meeting

use indirect methods (e.g. survey)
to obtain interest and preference
information (79%)

have someone else attend to
represent student interests (32%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about strategies that can be used to notify
and promote student participation

participate in training offered
by the LEA or professional
association (84%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (90%)

attend the meeting in lieu of parents appeared to be a practice
used with much less frequency. Most (83%) of the respondents
indicated this practice Sometimes or Almost Never occurred.
How do districts prepare parents to participate in the
transition IEP meeting? Most respondents (91%) indicated
that notifying parents prior to the transition IEP meeting by
phone or mail was the most frequent means to prepare
parents for participation in the planning process. A second
method was to send information to parents about the transition planning process. Approximately 64% of the survey
respondents indicated this approach was used Frequently or
Almost Always. The least frequently used strategy was to
provide formal workshops to help parents prepare for the
transition planning meeting (76% responded Sometimes or
Almost Never).
How do staff become knowledgeable about the notification process? Most (87%) of the special education directors,
supervisors, and coordinators reported that in-service
training provided by the LEA or professional association was
Frequently or Almost Always used to help staff become
familiar with the parent notification process. Other frequently used methods to promote staff knowledge were the
informal sharing of information among educators and
distribution of state and federal information on notification
36

requirements to staff. Seldom were staff responsible for
becoming knowledgeable about these requirements themselves.
Barriers
Barriers that impede the process of scheduling and
notifying parents of upcoming IEP meetings included lack of
parental response, scheduling difficulties, and other difficulties that occur in attempting to reach parents by telephone
(i.e., wrong numbers and disconnected phone lines). These
difficulties have been recognized as problematic in the field
of special education for many years. These findings suggest,
however, that alternative methods to actively involve parents
in transition planning decision making must be identified.
Section II: Student and Agency Participation
in Meetings
Student Participation
Table 3 reports on the most and least frequently used
practices and strategies for facilitating the participation of
students in IEP meetings concerning transition.
How are students invited to transition IEP meetings? A
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verbal invitation was identified as the most frequently used
strategy to encourage students’ attendance at transition IEP
meetings. Approximately 87% of the respondents indicated
that this method was Frequently or Almost Always used. This
practice was followed in frequency by sending a formal
notice (e.g., letter) to the student: 53% of the respondents
indicated that this strategy was employed Frequently or
Almost Always.
What strategies are used to enhance student decision
making and student participation? Four strategies were
identified as being commonly used to involve students in the
transition planning process. These include: (1) interviewing
or talking with the student about future goals, (2) offering a
verbal invitation to the meeting, (3) engaging students in the
discussion during their IEP meeting, and (4) promoting selfdetermination goals in instructional programs. Survey
respondents indicated these four strategies were used either
Frequently or Almost Always at the rate of 89%, 87%, 85%,
and 64%, respectively. These were also viewed as the most
effective strategies for promoting student participation in
meetings. In contrast, the three least likely-Sometimes to
Almost Never- methods include the use of MAPS or other
person-centered planning strategies (74%), offering specific
classes or training in the area of decision making skills
(62%), and sending information home that is aimed at
helping the student prepare for their participation in the IEP
meeting.
How are students’ preferences and interests incorporated into the IEP? The most common methods of incorporating student interests and preferences into the IEP involve
verbal verification of preferences expressed by the student
(85% indicated Frequently or Almost Always) and/or
obtaining information about the student from knowledgeable
adults (80% Frequently or Almost Always). The least
practiced strategy was to have students lead the meeting
themselves. Most (92%) of the respondents indicated that
this practice occurred Sometimes or Almost Never. When the
student does not attend the transition IEP meeting, survey
respondents reported that educators will either try to use
available information obtained from assessments, or have
someone else present to represent the interests and preferences of the student. Most respondents (79%), indicated that
information from assessments was used Frequently or Almost
Always, and somewhat fewer (68%) indicated that student
preferences and interests were addressed by having someone
represent the student.
How do staff become knowledgeable about facilitating
student participation? Formal in-service training by the
LEA or a professional association, along with the informal
sharing of information among educators at the local level,
appear to be the primary means by which staff become
knowledgeable about facilitating student participation in
transition IEP planning meetings. In-service training is the
most common approach, with approximately 84% of the

respondents indicating that this method was Frequently or
Almost Always employed. Gaining knowledge through
information shared at the local level was also selected
frequently by most respondents; 79% indicated that this
method was used Almost Always or Frequently.
How frequently do students participate in their transition IEP meetings? This question was intended to provide an
overall estimate of how frequently students with disabilities
participate in their IEP transition planning meetings. Eightytwo percent (82%) of the survey respondents reported
students are participating in meetings Frequently or Almost
Always.
Barriers
Several barriers that limit student participation were
identified. First among these is concerns is that students are
unprepared to represent themselves in large group, adultdominated discussions. Other barriers included a lack of
response or interest from students to participate, and the
acknowledgement that student involvement may not be a
priority in some school districts. These findings suggest that
while progress is being made by LEAs nationally, additional
efforts must be undertaken to ensure that students participate
and are prepared to do so.
Agency Participation
The most and least frequently used strategies to promote
the participation of community service agencies in IEP
meetings are shown in Table 4.
How are agencies encouraged to participate in the
transition process? The majority of respondents reported
they Frequently or Almost Always used three approaches to
encourage agencies to participate in IEP meetings: (1)
maintaining regular contact with agency representatives
(76%), (2) inviting agency representatives by telephone
(73%), and (3) inviting agency representatives through a
standard form or memo (73%). These were also among the
three highest ranked “what’s working” items. In contrast,
78% of the respondents indicated they either Sometimes or
Almost Never drafted a customized letter to invite other
agency representatives, and 71% of the group reported the
same on an option that probed whether students and parents
were expected to contact an agency representative to
participate in IEP meetings.
What steps are taken when an agency representative
does not attend the meeting? Approximately 62% of the
respondents indicated they Frequently or Almost Always
made a follow-up contact with the agency via mail or
telephone to secure their agreement to provide services. Half
(50%) of the respondents reported that they Frequently or
Almost Always forwarded a copy of the student’s IEP to the
agency (with student and parent approval) following the
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Table 4. Agency Participation Strategies
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Encouraging agency representatives to
attend the transition IEP meeting

maintain regular contact with
service agencies over time (76%)

send an individually drafted
letter or memo (78%)

Steps taken when an agency representative
does not attend the transition meeting

contact the agency via telephone or
by mail to secure an agreement
to provide services (62%)

arrange a subsequent meeting with an
agency representative to discuss
student needs (54%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about strategies to facilitate agency
participation

participate in training offered by LEA
or professional association (78%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (89%)

meeting. The least frequently used method was to arrange a
subsequent meeting: 54% of the respondents reported they
only Sometimes or Almost Never arranged for another meeting.
How do staff become knowledgeable about facilitating
agency participation? Most respondents indicated the
methods used most often to obtain information on facilitating agency participation include: (1) formal in-service
training through the LEA or professional association (78%),
(2) informal information sharing among educators (76%), (3)
dissemination of state and federal policies (67%), and (4)
distribution of procedural guidelines designed to promote
agency participation (60%). The majority of respondents
(89%) indicated staff were Sometimes or Almost Never
responsible for informing themselves about the requirements
concerning agency participation in the transition process.
Barriers
Problems that impede agency participation included
scheduling conflicts, insufficient numbers of agency personnel to cover a given community or region, and the fact that
job descriptions of agency representatives do not include
participation in student IEP meetings. These findings place
into question the degree to which formal steps are being
taken by LEAs to secure the involvement of agencies, whose
role is critical in supporting the post-school service needs of
students with disabilities.
Section III: Content of the IEP
Tables 5 and 6 summarize the practices and strategies
most and least frequently used when determining IEP
transition goals and objectives for students with mild
38

disabilities (Table 5) and those with moderate to severe
disabilities (Table 6).
What strategies are used to determine student needs in
the four transition areas? For students with mild disabilities, the most frequently used strategy by LEAs is to obtain
suggestions and recommendations from the student, family,
or other knowledgeable persons regarding future goals. Most
survey respondents (94%) indicated this practice was used
Frequently or Almost Always. While this option was selected
most often, respondents also frequently reported using other
strategies as well. These include: preference and interest
inventories (89%); reviewing student records to obtain
information about academic history and work experience
activities (89%); and informal observations of the student to
obtain information on performance and behavior (88%). The
strategy selected least often for students with mild disabilities was the use of functional vocational assessments.
Approximately 40% of the respondents reported that this
type of assessment was Sometimes or Almost Never used to
determine transition needs.
Based on the survey findings, a variety of methods are
Frequently or Almost Always used to determine the needs of
students with moderate/severe disabilities in the four major
content areas of the IEP. These include: using informal
observations of student performance behavior (95%),
obtaining suggestions and recommendations from the
student and other family members (93%), conducting a
review of school records to obtain information about the
student’s academic history and previous work experience
activities (87%), and conducting a functional vocational
assessment (81%). Interest inventories and standardized tests
also appear to be used by school staff, but somewhat less
often. More than half of all respondents (55%) indicated
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Table 5. Content of IEP - Students with Mild Disabilities
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Determining student needs in the
four transition areas

obtain suggestions and
recommendations from the student,
family, and other knowledgeable
persons (94%)

conduct a functional
vocational assessment (40%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
employment and post-school adult living

provide school-based vocational
course work (90%)

provide students with non-paid
community-based work training (54%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
daily living skills and functional
vocational needs

provide functional community living
skills instruction and experience
(e.g., managing money, mobility—66%)

conduct a community-based
assessment (62%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
community experience needs

access information from community
service providers; then inform students
and families about options (62%)

provide community-based
instruction (62%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to the
transition instructional needs of
students

provide instruction in general
academic skills (93%)

provide instruction in daily
living skills (e.g., dressing,
cooking—64%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about strategies for developing goals and
objectives in the four transition areas

share information informally through
lead teachers or other
knowledgeable personnel (84%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (88%)

interest inventories were used Frequently or Almost Always,
and 46% provided a similar response concerning the use of
standardized assessments.
What strategies are used to address employment and
other post-school adult living objectives? The strategy most
often used to address the employment and other adult living
needs of students with mild disabilities involved instruction
in school-based vocational programs. Most (90%) of the
respondents reported that this practice was used Frequently
or Almost Always. This was closely followed by strategies
that involved instruction and experience in employability
skills (e.g., filling out a job application, interviewing) (89%),
use of career vocational assessments (83%), and providing
guidance counseling and instruction to prepare students for
entering postsecondary education (78%). The least frequently used practice was to provide unpaid communitybased work training opportunities to students: 54% reported
using unpaid work experience Sometimes or Almost Never.
The majority of respondents indicated they Frequently
or Almost Always utilized the following strategies to identify

employment and adult living needs for students with
moderate and severe disabilities: paid community employment experiences (66%), unpaid community-based work
training (64%), instruction in the area of work competencies
and employability skills (63%), and career vocational
assessments (58%). However, 74% of the respondents
reported that guidance counseling was Sometimes or Almost
Never used to identify employment and adult living needs for
students with moderate and severe disabilities.
What strategies are used to address daily living skills
and functional vocational evaluation objectives? The
options selected most frequently by survey respondents were
to provide functional community living skills instruction
(e.g., money management, mobility) and community-based
assessments for students with mild disabilities. Approximately two-thirds of the respondents reported they Frequently or Almost Always used these strategies. Approximately 62% of the respondents indicated they Sometimes or
Almost Never utilized community-based assessments, and
61% reported limited use of daily living skills programs
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Table 6. Content of IEP - Students with Moderate/Severe Disabilities
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Determining student needs in the
four transition areas

conduct informal observations of
student performance and
behaviors (95%)

use standardized tests to assess
academic, social, and behavioral
skills (54%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
employment and post-school adult living

provide students with paid community
and supported employment
experiences (66%)

provide guidance counseling to
prepare students for postsecondary
education (74%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
daily living skills and functional
vocational needs

provide instruction in daily living
skills (e.g., dressing, cooking—93%)

conduct a community-based
assessment (23%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to
community experience needs

access information from community
service providers; then inform students
and families about options (86%)

provide education and training
regarding housing and support
options (53%)

Meeting IEP objectives related to the
transition instructional needs of
students

provide instruction in daily
living skills (95%)

provide instruction in general
academic skills (89%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about strategies for developing goals and
objectives in the four transition areas

share information informally through
lead teachers or other
knowledgeable personnel (87%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (86%)

(e.g., dressing, cooking, personal hygiene) for students with
mild disabilities.
Providing students with daily living skills programs was
selected as the method Frequently or Almost Always used to
address daily living skills and vocational needs. Most (93%)
of the respondents indicated they relied on this approach to
meet the transition needs of students with moderate/severe
disabilities. This strategy was closely followed by providing
students instruction in functional living skills (e.g., money
management, mobility). Again, most (88%) reported that this
was Frequently or Almost Always used in working with
students with moderate/severe disabilities.
What strategies are used to address IEP goals relating
to community experiences? The strategy most widely used
to meet IEP goals of students with mild disabilities related to
community experiences was to access community service
programs and inform students and families about their
options. Sixty-two percent (62%) of the respondents reported
this strategy was used Frequently or Almost Always. Other
strategies used less frequently (Sometimes or Almost Never)
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included training in self-advocacy skills (including the use of
accommodations) (46%), training regarding housing and
support options (e.g., availability of low cost rental, Section
8 housing, types of support, how to choose a place to live)
(60%), providing community-based assessment (61%), and
community-based instruction (e.g., riding bus routes, visiting
a recreation center) (62%).
For students with moderate to severe disabilities, the
majority of survey respondents (86% reported Frequently or
Almost Always) reported accessing community service
programs and informing students and parents of their
options. In addition, 79% of the respondents reported that
providing students with community-based instruction
Frequently or Almost Always occurred, and 72% used
community-based assessment strategies. Half of the respondents (50%) indicated education and training in the area of
self-advocacy and use of accommodations was used to
identify IEP goals relating to community experiences. The
least frequently used strategy was to provide students
training on housing and support options. Based on the survey
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results, 53% reported that this was Sometimes or Almost
Never practiced.
What strategies are used to meet the transition instructional needs of students? Most respondents (93%) indicated
they Frequently or Almost Always provided instruction in
general academic skills as the primary means of meeting the
transition needs of students with mild disabilities. Other
frequently used practices included the provision of instruction through vocational education programs (88%) and
instruction in regular education and college preparation
course work (81%). Instruction in daily living skills was the
least frequently used strategy, with more than half (64%) of
the respondents indicating that daily living skills instruction
was Sometimes or Almost Never used with students with mild
disabilities.
Approximately 95% of respondents reported that
instruction in daily living skills was Frequently or Almost
Always used to meet the transition needs of students with
moderate to severe disabilities. Similarly, instruction in
functional community living skills was also cited as being
frequently used by LEAs. Most (89%) reported this strategy
was used Frequently or Almost Always for students with
moderate and severe disabilities. In contrast, 89% of the
respondents indicated that instruction in the regular education and college preparation course work occurred only

Sometimes or Almost Never. Instruction in general academic
skills also received a relatively low frequency rating, with
69% of the respondents reporting that this Sometimes or
Almost Never occurred.
How do staff become knowledgeable about developing
transition goals? Based on survey results, more than 80% of
the special education administrators reported that staff
Frequently or Almost Always acquire knowledge and skills
about developing transition goals through informal information sharing with other educators. A similar percentage
indicated that formal in-service training through the LEA or
professional association was also used frequently. Approximately three-fourths of the respondents indicated staff
Frequently or Almost Always gain knowledge by receiving
information about procedural guidelines and through the
distribution of information by state and federal sources. Less
than half reported that preservice training and education
Frequently or Almost Always accounted for their knowledge
concerning the federal requirements. The least frequently
used method was to make staff responsible for informing
themselves. Most of the respondents (88%) reported Sometimes or Almost Never to this survey item.

Table 7. Promoting Agency Responsibility - Students with Mild Disabilities
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Fostering agency involvement and followthrough responsibilities in the IEP process

communicate routinely with
community agencies regarding
transition services (58%)

distribute a written description
to agencies outlining their financial
and service responsibilities under
IDEA (79%)

Steps taken when a participating agency
fails to provide agreed-upon transition
services contained in the IEP

reconvene the IEP team to identify
alternative strategies and, if necessary
to revise the IEP (62%)

ask a different agency or
representative to deliver the
needed services (73%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about promoting agency involvement
in the IEP process

share information informally through
lead teachers or other knowledgeable
personnel (71%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (85%)

How often community service agencies
attend transition IEP meeting for students

attend the IEP meeting (36%)

attend the IEP meeting (64%)

Types of agency personnel who participate
in transition IEP meeting for students

receive participation from vocational
rehabilitation staff (44%)

receive participation by residential
services staff (88%)
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Barriers
Efforts to develop transition goals and objectives within
students’ IEPs were influenced by several limiting factors
and barriers. These barriers included the discrepancy in the
expectations of parents, students, and educators regarding
the types of transition services schools and community
service agencies can provide; limit in access or opportunity
in the school, community, or home settings for students to
meet transition goals and objectives; and the difficulties
often encountered in staffing community-based experiences.
These are common problems that impede the development
of transition goals and objectives for both students with
mild and moderate/severe disabilities.
Section IV: Agency Responsibility
Tables 7 and 8 report on the most and least frequently
selected implementation practices and strategies for promoting agency responsibility. Table 7 summarizes study findings
for students with mild disabilities and Table 8 summarizes
findings for students with moderate to severe disabilities.
How is agency involvement and follow-through fostered? Among the practices used Frequently or Almost
Always for students with mild disabilities, 58% of survey
respondents reported that they consulted agency representa-

tives about the development of student’s transition goals and
objectives prior to the IEP meeting (with parent and student
approval); 57% reported routinely communicating with
community agencies regarding transition services for youth
with disabilities (with parent and student approval); 54%
routinely check on the implementation status of agreed-upon
transition services with the student, parent, and participating
agencies; and 53% reported clearly stating and documenting
each local education agency’s and participating agency’s
responsibilities and linkages. The least frequently used
method was to distribute to agencies a written description of
the IDEA requirements that define agencies responsibilities
to provide and/or pay for agreed upon transition services. A
total of 79% of the survey respondents indicated that this
Sometimes or Almost Never occurred.
Most respondents (74%) indicated routine communication with community agency representatives was Frequently
or Almost Always used to promote involvement in transition
IEP meetings for students with moderate to severe disabilities. In addition, 62% of the respondents reported that staff
Frequently or Almost Always consulted with agency representatives prior to IEP meetings, clearly documented agency
roles and responsibilities, or routinely checked that agreed
upon services actually had been delivered to students with
moderate or severe disabilities.

Table 8. Promoting Agency Responsibility - Students with Moderate/Severe Disabilities
Transition Implementation Strategy
Most likely to...

Least Likely to ...

Transition Objective

(Percent Indicating
Frrequently” or “Almost Always”)

(Percent Indicating
“Sometimes” or Almost Never”)

Fostering agency involvement and followthrough responsibilities in the IEP process

communicate routinely with
community agencies regarding
transition services (74%)

distribute a written description
to agencies outlining their financial
and service responsibilities under
IDEA (77%)

Steps taken when a participating agency
fails to provide agreed-upon transition
services contained in the IEP

reconvene the IEP team to identify
alternative strategies and, if necessary
to revise the IEP (68%)

modify or remove the transition IEP
goal if no agency can provide the
service (73%)

Helping staff to become knowledgeable
about promoting agency involvement
in the IEP process

share information informally through
lead teachers or other knowledgeable
personnel (82%)

assume that staff must take
responsibility for informing
themselves (84%)

How often community service agencies
attend transition IEP meeting for students

attend the IEP meeting (63%)

attend the IEP meeting (38%)

Types of agency personnel who participate
in transition IEP meeting for students

receive participation from vocational
rehabilitation staff (60%)

receive participation by postsecondary
education staff (91%)
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What happens when a participating agency fails to
provide services contained in the IEP? For students with
mild disabilities, approximately two-thirds (62%) of the
respondents indicated IEP teams were typically reconvened
by the LEA for the purposes of identifying alternative
strategies to meet the transition objectives and, if necessary,
revise the students’ IEPs. Less than half (46%) Frequently or
Almost Always developed an alternative plan with the same
agency representative for meeting the identified needs of
students. The least used practice was to modify or remove
the IEP goal or objective in question (with parent or student
approval) because no other agency was available to deliver
the service. Based on survey results, 73% of the respondents
indicated that this practice was Sometimes or Almost Never
used in their LEA.
When an agency fails to provide the services indicated
in the IEP for students with moderate to severe disabilities,
68% of respondents indicated that education staff Frequently
or Almost Always reconvene the IEP team to consider
alternative strategies. However, more than half (54%) of the
respondents reported that an alternative plan is only Sometimes or Almost Never developed with the same community
agency. In addition, 73% of respondents indicated that
modification or removal of the transition IEP goal or
objective is Sometimes or Almost Never employed as a
strategy, and 68% indicated that requesting a different
agency was also a strategy that was Sometimes or Almost
Never used as an option by the IEP team.
How do staff become knowledgeable about promoting
participation? Most respondents (79%) indicated staff
Frequently or Almost Always acquire knowledge and skills
about promoting agency participation through two principal
means: (1) formal in-service training offered by a professional association, or (2) informal information sharing with
other educators. Also, the majority of staff Frequently or
Almost Always gain knowledge about involving community
agency representatives through the distribution of information by state and federal sources and procedural guidelines
describing policies concerning agency involvement distributed by their LEA. More than half of the respondents
reported that preservice training and education Sometimes or
Almost Never accounted for the development of skills among
staff.
How frequently do community agencies participate in
transition IEP meetings ? Approximately two-thirds (64%)
of the respondents reported that community service agencies
Sometimes or Almost Never participated in transition
planning meetings of students with mild disabilities. Of this
response, 22% indicated that representation and attendance
from outside agencies Almost Never occurred.
The majority of survey respondents (63%) reported that
community service agency representatives Frequently or
Almost Always attend IEP meetings for students with moderate

to severe disabilities. Of this response, 25% indicated that these
personnel attended meetings Almost Always.
What types of agency personnel participate in IEP
meetings? When asked about participation of different
community service agency personnel participate in transition
IEP meetings for students with mild disabilities, the personnel identified most frequently were vocational rehabilitation
staff. Approximately 44% of the respondents indicated that
vocational rehabilitation staff participated Frequently or
Almost Always in the planning process. Other community
service agency professionals participating Sometimes or
Almost Never include parent advocacy staff (88%), residential services staff (87%), postsecondary education staff
(87%), and social service agency staff (69%).
Barriers
The study identified the following factors as impediments or barriers to effective agency provision of transition
services: lack of agency personnel to attend meetings; lack
of formal interagency agreements or memorandums of
agreement at the local level; lack of informal networking
among schools and agency personnel; and the fact that
agencies are resistant to participate because of concerns over
associated financial responsibility. These barriers were
consistently reported in relation to both students with mild
and those with moderate/severe disabilities.
Discussion
Parent Notification
The federal requirements are clear-parents must be
notified when the purpose of the IEP meeting is the consideration of transition services. The federal regulations do not
require, however, that the education agency provide a
separate notice to parents for this purpose. Rather, procedures that have been standardized by LEAs for the purposes
of notifying parents of the IEP meeting can be used so long
as the notice to parents indicates that a purpose of the
meeting is to consider transition services and that the student
and representatives from other agencies will be invited. This
practice appeared to be followed by most LEAs participating
in the national study.
Parents were most frequently mailed a standard form
letter or memorandum of notification. If communication
could not be established through this means, school personnel attempted contacting the parents by phone. These
strategies were also viewed by survey respondents as the
most effective informal notification of parents. Less clear
were the specific strategies used by LEAs if parents were
unable to attend the transition IEP meeting. Respondents
reported using a range of strategies that included holding an
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individual meeting with a parent, conducting an informational conference over the phone, mailing a draft of the
student’s transition goals home for review and feedback by
the parent, or inviting the parent to submit comments
regarding the plan in writing. These strategies, however,
were reported to be infrequently used by LEAs.
Student and Agency Participation
Student Participation. The field of special education
and related advocacy interests have, for many years, stressed
the importance of involving students in discussions and
decisions regarding future goals and plans. The importance
of student participation is further reinforced by emerging
practices in public schools emphasizing the core values of
self-determination, personal choice, and shared responsibility. The IDEA regulations are explicit and require that all
special education students, age 16 or older, are to be invited
to the IEP meeting when transition services are being
discussed. Further, if the student does not attend the meeting,
the public agency shall take other steps to ensure that the
student’s preferences and interests are fully considered.
The respondents in this study reported that students with
disabilities generally do attend their IEP meetings. Students
are most often extended a verbal invitation to the meeting by
a school staff member. Students were less frequently sent a
written notice, i.e., letter or memo, concerning the meeting.
While it is apparent from results of the study that many
students are currently attending their IEP meetings, there
remains a significant number who are not involved. This
raises obvious concerns as to whether students are not being
extended opportunities for involvement, or whether they are
simply choosing not to attend. It is difficult, however, to
imagine conditions under which a student would not attend
his or her IEP meeting other than by personal choice.
Addressing students’ participation in meetings remains a
major goal and challenge of the IDEA amendments of 1997.
As students are increasingly involved in IEP meetings,
they must be prepared to assume a meaningful role in
discussions concerning their future goals. For many students,
this will mean that well before the IEP meeting, both in and
out of school, they must participate in activities designed to
enhance their knowledge base in decision-making and
communication skills. Students and families must be
prepared before the IEP meeting; opportunities must be
created for the parent and student to engage in discussions
concerning future goals prior to the meeting; and students
must receive instruction, counseling, and other support
necessary to make their participation meaningful. While
survey results document a range of “frequently” used
strategies to support student participation (i.e., interviewing
students about future goals, engaging students in the dialogue during IEP meetings, and promoting self-determination
in the high school curriculum), other important strategies
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were not as frequently used. These included offering classes
specifically designed to enhance decision-making skills,
sending information home to assist parents in preparing their
child for the transition IEP meeting, and using personcentered planning strategies.
Agency Participation. The requirement to involve
community service agencies that are responsible for providing or paying for student services reflects one of the most
critical concerns of transition nationally. Achievement of the
anticipated goals of post-school employment, postsecondary
education participation, and independence in community
living often requires the financial support of community
service agencies. The federal requirements, however, do not
specifically stipulate when an agency should be involved
during a student’s public education experience, the method
the LEA should use to invite agency representatives, or the
steps the LEA should take to obtain the participation of
agencies when they are unable to attend.
The special education directors, supervisors, and
coordinators participating in this survey reported that the
most effective strategies for gaining agency participation
include: (a) extending agency representatives a verbal
invitation over the phone, (b) maintaining regular contact
with the agencies over time, and/or (c) inviting agencies by
means of a form letter or memo. When an agency representative is unable to attend the IEP meeting, however, it was
uncertain, based on survey results, what actions LEAs were
taking to ensure their participation and commitment.
Subsequent meetings were only infrequently arranged with
the agency to discuss students transition service needs.
Further, it was reported that a copy of the IEP plan is seldom
forwarded to the agency for review. Also in question was the
frequency with which LEAs contact agencies via telephone
or mail to secure their agreement to provide transition
services.
Content of IEP
The federal regulations require that, at a minimum, the
IEP team must address the transition service areas of
instruction, community experiences, employment, and postschool adult living objectives, and, if necessary, acquisition
of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation.
This survey examined the range of strategies within each of
the four IEP content areas with a corresponding interest in
determining differences between students with mild versus
moderate/severe disabilities.
The findings of this study illustrate, for example, that
several formal and informal assessment practices are used in
determining the “statement of needed transition services.”
Frequently used strategies for both students with mild and
moderate/severe disabilities include obtaining suggestions or
recommendations from the student, family, and other
knowledgeable persons regarding the student’s future goals;
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conducting informal observations of student performance
and behavior; and reviewing the student’s school records.
Several differences in the strategies used for students
with mild versus moderate/severe disabilities were noted.
For example, the transition service needs for students with
mild disabilities were more frequently determined by means
of standardized tests of academic, social, and behavioral
skills as well as formal preference and interest inventories.
The strategy viewed as most effective for both groups,
however, was to obtain suggestions and recommendations
from the student, family, and other knowledgeable persons
regarding the youth’s goals for the future. Students with
moderate/severe disabilities were less likely to receive
instruction in regular education and college preparatory
course work, receive guidance counseling and instruction to
prepare for entering postsecondary education, and receive
instruction in general academic skills than were students
with mild disabilities.
Overall, the most effective strategies for facilitating the
development of the four transition service areas for students
with mild disabilities included instruction and experiences in
employability skills (e.g., filling out applications, interviewing) and school-based vocational course work (e.g., typing,
computers, auto mechanics). These strategies were reported
to occur more frequently than paid community employment
experiences or non-paid community-based work training for
these students. In contrast, study findings revealed a difference in the practice used for students with moderate/severe
disabilities. The strategies reported as most effective in
addressing the transition needs of these students included
involvement in daily living skills programs (e.g., dressing,
cooking, personal hygiene) and functional and community
living skills instruction (e.g., money management, mobility).
Further, students with moderate/severe disabilities were more
likely to receive this instruction in community-based
settings.
Findings of this study suggest a need to expand parent
and professional awareness and reach consensus on the range
of curricular and instructional strategies that need to be put
into place to address the transition service needs of students
with disabilities. Also suggested by these findings is the need
to formalize planning at the local level to examine concerns
over limited access and opportunity for students to meet their
transition goals and objectives through a wider range of
school, community, and/or home learning experiences. For
more than a decade, the Office of Special Education and
Rehabilitative Services (OSERS) has supported numerous
research and demonstration projects all focused on the
design, development, and validation of innovative and
exemplary transition services and practices. This existing
knowledge base needs to be reviewed by LEAs to identify
additional school and community-based approaches and
strategies.

Further, the IDEA amendments of 1997 are now placing
additional requirements upon schools concerning the content
of IEPs. Beginning at age 14, the IEP team must look at a
child’s courses of study which include the full range of
academic course offerings, advanced placement courses and/
or vocational education programs. The IEP team must make
determinations as to whether or not those courses of study
are leading the student to where the student needs to be upon
graduation. This includes assisting students in addressing and
meeting state graduation requirements and exit exams.
Agency Responsibility
In addition to inviting outside agency representatives to
the transition IEP meeting, IDEA requires that “the IEP
should contain, if appropriate, a statement of each public and
participating agency’s responsibilities and linkages (or both)
before the student leaves the school setting.” The LEA is
responsible for ensuring that this occurs. This study examined several procedures used to encourage agency responsibility in the provision of transition services.
Overall study findings reveal a limited level of participation by community service agency representatives in
transition IEP meetings. As noted in the results of this study,
participation does vary as a function of disability level. A
somewhat higher rate of agency participation is found for
students with moderate/severe disabilities than for students
with mild disabilities. For both students with mild and those
with moderate/severe disabilities, vocational rehabilitation
staff participate most often in transition IEP meetings. As
also noted in Table 8, students with moderate/severe disabilities are more likely to experience the involvement of other
agency personnel, i.e., social service agency personnel and
residential services staff. While the expectation of the federal
transition requirements regarding agency participation is
clear, these findings suggest concern over the type, nature,
and extensiveness of their actual involvement.
Based on study results, the most effective strategies for
promoting agency involvement included: (a) routinely
communicating with community agencies regarding transition services for youth with disabilities (with parent and
student approval), (b) clearly stating and documenting each
LEA’s and participating agency’s responsibilities and
linkages, (c) consulting with agency representatives about
each student’s transition goals and objectives prior to the IEP
meeting, and (d) routinely checking on the implementation
status of agreed-upon transition services with the student,
parent, and participating agencies.
Less clear, however, were the specific procedures LEAs
used if a participating agency failed to provide the transition
services agreed upon in the IEP. Reconvening the IEP team
was cited as the practice most often used; however, based on
survey findings, this does not frequently occur. Other
strategies, such as developing an alternative plan, modifying
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IEP goals and objectives, or pursuing a different agency to
provide the services needed were identified as seldom used.
It is evident that a number of procedural difficulties remain
concerning: (a) how and when agency commitments to
provide transition services are reviewed by LEAs, (b) what
procedures are used for identifying alternative strategies to
meet transition objectives (and, if necessary, revising the
student’s IEP), and (c) what the responsibility of the LEA is
if outside agencies fall to provide agreed upon services.
While schools cannot compel other agencies to provide
agreed upon services, opportunities for networking and the
development of interagency agreements may increase the
likelihood that agencies reach consensus on the actions that
must be taken when addressing the transition needs of youth
with disabilities. It is necessary to create opportunities for
open discussion and dialogue among schools and agency
personnel regarding staffing limitations, financial responsibility, policies, and procedures for reconvening the IEP
meeting, or defining service alternatives.
Recommendations
Overall, this study has documented the range and
variation in policies, procedures, and practices used by LEAs
in implementing the federal transition service requirements.
The remainder of this article offers recommendations on the
steps that need to be taken to support LEA efforts in fully
implementing the transition service requirements of IDEA
nationwide.
Parent Notification
• When parents are unable to attend their child’s IEP
meeting where transition goals and objectives are being
discussed, alternative strategies and systematic methods
must be used to obtain their participation and input on
identified goals and objectives. Because of the critical role
that parents often play in assisting their child in making the
transition from school to adult life, additional attention must
be given to establishing the strategies and methods needed to
actively engage them in discussions and decisions concerning school and post-school options. This may include
offering workshops and sharing information on school and
post-school service options, providing individual consultations, establishing more convenient meeting times and
locations, and other strategies.
Student and Agency Participation
• When the student is unable or chooses not to attend their
transition IEP meeting, an approved series of steps must be
taken to ensure that their preferences and interests are fully
considered and used in the determination of transition goals
and objectives. Students need to be formally invited, and
decisions not to attend should be based on personal choice.
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In those instances when a student does not attend, an
approved series of steps must be taken to collect information
from the student and informed family members, friends, and
professionals, and to present that information at the meeting.
Further, if the student cannot attend, it is important that an
advocate of the student (i.e., family member, teacher,
counselor, others), be present at the meeting to represent and
communicate the interests and preferences of the student.
• LEAs must create the curricula and individual support
services to ensure that students develop the decision making,
communication, and self advocacy skills necessary to assume
a leadership role in transition IEP meetings. This must
include offering classes specifically designed to enhance
decision making, increasing efforts to promote self-determination and goal setting throughout the curriculum and
instructional approaches, sending information home to assist
parents in preparing their child for participation, and using
person-centered planning strategies. Investing in these
strategies also helps to support opportunities for students to
lead discussions concerning their future goals and make
decisions regarding their school and post-school involvements.
• LEAs must assume responsibility for establishing the
procedures and strategies essential to ensure the active
participation of community service agencies in the planning
of transition services. While a number of strategies are being
used by LEAs to invite agencies to participate in transition
IEP meetings, there remains a concern over their actual
levels of involvement and the steps taken by LEAs to gain
commitments from these agencies to participate in transition
services. School personnel must become more knowledgeable about the services and policies of community service
agencies and their role in supporting the transition service
needs of youth with disabilities. Community service agencies, in turn, must examine current policies and their role and
responsibilities with students while still in school as well as
to support their post-school goals and service needs. Varied
strategies that need to be considered in formalizing agency
responsibilities might include revising job descriptions of
agency representatives to include participation in student
transition IEP meetings, developing interagency agreements,
and formalizing follow-up procedures and actions when
agencies are unable to attend.
Content of the IEP
• LEAs are encouraged to institute an organized system of
training and information sharing to ensure that school staff
and other personnel are aware of current “best practices”
on curriculum and instruction to meet the transition needs of
youth with disabilities. An organized system of training and
information sharing is needed to establish the critical link
between the IDEA requirements and “effective” or “best
practices” for their implementation. Based on the survey
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results, LEAs were using a range of school and communitybased strategies to facilitate the development of IEP goals
and objectives across each of the four transition service
areas. For more than a decade, OSEP has sponsored numerous research and demonstration projects all focused on the
design, development and validation of innovative and
exemplary transition services and practices. This existing
knowledge base needs to be reviewed by LEAs to identify
additional school and community-based approaches and
strategies.
• Parents and professionals must be well informed and
reach consensus on the range of curricular and instructional
strategies necessary to address the transition service needs
of students with disabilities. There currently exists a discrepancy in the expectations of parents, students, and educators
in the types of transition services that schools and community service agencies can provide. IEP team discussions must
continue to focus on the full range of school, community, and
home settings that can and should be used for student
learning and development.
Agency Responsibility
• An interagency agreement delineating financial and
legal responsibilities concerning the provision of post-school
services must be developed and followed by LEAs and
community service agencies. Resolution of this concern is
contingent upon: (a) the awareness and understanding of
school staff on the critical importance and need to involve
outside agencies in these discussions, (b) the quality of the
relationship between schools and agency staff, and (c) the
existence of local and state interagency agreements that
clearly delineate the financial and legal responsibilities of
agencies involved in transition services. Opportunities must
be created, if not required, for school and agency staff to
meet for the purposes of discussing their shared responsibility in the development of transition goals and objectives and
provision of services as mutually agreed upon. Improved
interagency coordination and collaboration must be viewed
as the primary means by which these issues are resolved.
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Transition: What We’ve Learned and
Where We Go From Here
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Mountain Plains Regional Resource Center

Abstract: Public Law 101-476, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990, required states and
entities to design a statement of needed transition services for all students with disabilities, beginning no later than
age 16. Since 1992, with the promulgation of implementing regulations, the Office of Special Education Programs
(OSEP) has monitored the implementation of the transition services provisions of the act by States and entities
receiving IDEA-Part B monies. This article (1) analyzes the monitoring findings for the transition services requirements of IDEA for the 1993-94 through 1996-97 monitoring cycles; and (2) offers extensive recommendations for
policy changes needed to ensure that states and entities provide the required transition services in a manner consistent with the statutory and regulatory provisions.
Introduction
The genesis for ensuring that youth with disabilities are
provided with the transition services necessary for moving
from the school to post-school activities consistent with their
needs, preferences, and interests can be traced to Public Law
98-199, Education of the Handicapped Act Amendments of
1983 (EHA). With the enactment of this legislation, the
federal government introduced its initiative to address the
needs of transitioning youth with disabilities and announced
a number of competitive grant opportunities to assist states
with achieving the following goals: (1) strengthen and
coordinate education, training, and related services for
handicapped youth to assist in the transitional process to
postsecondary education, vocational training, competitive
employment, continuing education, or adult services; and (2)
stimulate the development of programs for secondary
special education (Education of the Handicapped Amendments of 1983, Public Law 98-199, 1983).
In 1984, the government’s initiative to support programs
for transitioning youth with disabilities to postsecondary
experiences was expressed in Madeline Will’s seminal paper,
OSERS Programming for the Transition of Youth with
Disabilities, Bridges from School to Work (Will, 1984). Six
years later, in 1990, with the reauthorization of the Education
of the Handicapped Act (Public Law 101-476, or the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of
1990 (IDEA), monies to support this initiative were appropriated by Congress for one-time, five-year State systems
change grants for transition services. Between 1991 and
1996, 45 states received these state systems grants which
were financially substantive, with awards of approximately

$500,000 per year for five years. One of the purposes of
these grants was to “develop effective strategies and procedures for implementing the new transition service requirements contained within Part B of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act of 1990” (U.S. Department of
Education, 1997).
Additionally, in the IDEA of 1990, transition services
became formally recognized and mandated as part of
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs). The statute
defines transition services as—
a coordinated set of activities for a student, designed
within an outcome-oriented process, which promotes
movement from school to post-school activities
including post-secondary education, vocational
training, integrated employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult education,
adult services, independent living, or community
participation. The coordinated set of activities shall
be based upon the individual student’s needs, taking
into account the student’s preferences and interests,
and shall include instruction, community experiences, the development of employment and other
post-school adult living objectives, and when
appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and
functional vocational evaluation.
Promulgation of the implementing regulations in
September 1992 reiterated the definition of transition
services and required that the—
IEP (Individualized Education Program), beginning
no later than age 16 (and at a younger age, if
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appropriate), must include a statement of needed
transition services, including, if appropriate, a
statement of each participating agency’s responsibilities or linkages, or both, before the student leaves the
school setting [U.S.C. 34 CFR 300.346(b)(2)].
The 1992 regulations reiterated the statutory requirement that transition services must be addressed in the IEP of
every student 16 years of age and older or younger, if
appropriate. This new regulation required IEP teams to
become familiar with the purpose of transition services,
identify the transition services needed by the student, and
develop a statement describing the needed transition services. The statement of needed transition services also
required schools to identify, link, and stipulate the responsibilities of other agencies in the provision of needed transition
services.
The regulations specified that the statement of needed
transition services must address instruction, community
experiences, development of employment and other postschool adult living objectives, and, if appropriate, daily
living skills and functional vocational evaluation. The
regulations further stated that if the IEP team determined that
services were not needed in any of the three areas that must
be addressed in the statement of needed transition services
(instruction, community experiences, or the development of
employment or other post-school adult living objectives), the
IEP must include a statement to that effect and the basis upon
which the determination was made [U.S.C. 34 CFR
300.346(b)(2)].
In addition, the regulations required each public agency
(school) to invite (a) the student and (b) a representative of
any other agency that is likely to be responsible for providing or paying for transition services if a purpose of the IEP
meeting is the consideration of transition services for the
student [U.S.C. 34 CFR 300.344(c)(1)]. A note following
the regulation reminds readers that for students 16 years of
age and older (or younger, if appropriate) one of the purposes
of the IEP meeting will always be the consideration of
transition services. The regulations also provided guidance in
the event that the student or other agency personnel cannot
attend the IEP meeting. The regulations state that if the
student or the invited representative from another agency did
not attend the meeting, the public agency must take steps to
ensure that (a) the student’s preferences and interests were
considered in the design of the statement of needed transition
services; and (b) other steps are taken by the school to obtain
participation of other agencies in the planning of any
transition services [U.S.C. 34 CFR 344(c)(2) and
300.344(c)(3)].
Beginning in 1993, the Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP), began monitoring the implementation of
the transition services provisions of IDEA. The monitoring
activities included the following: (1) review and approval of
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the transition services provisions of the IDEA-Part B State
Plan submitted by each state and entity receiving Part B
monies; (2) review and approval of state and territorial
legislation, policy guidance, and monitoring procedures
relative to transition services; and (3) on-site monitoring of
the State’s policies and procedures. The on-site component
included (1) conducting public meetings to gather information from constituents; (2) visiting local education agencies
to conduct student file reviews (e.g., IEPs, parent notices,
and other data) and interviews (with parents, advocates,
school, district, and state personnel, disability and advocacy
organization representatives, and other interested parties);
and (3) interviewing SEA personnel to validate the implementation of their policies and procedures. Findings were
made when an absence of documentation of a requirement
(e.g., no written statement of needed transition services) is
corroborated through interview data.
On March 3, 1995, OSEP issued Memorandum 95-13,
Monitoring Procedures of the Office of Special Education
Programs. This memorandum stated that OSEP would direct
its monitoring efforts toward the requirements that have the
greatest impact on student results. OSEP identified four
requirements on which to concentrate. One of the four was
“the development of a statement of needed transition services
no later than age 16” (U.S. Department of Education, 1995).
The memorandum said that OSEP would direct its monitoring efforts on this requirement, as well as the other three, and
expected the states and entities to do the same.
In the 18th Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of IDEA, OSEP reiterated its position declaring—
OSEP places the highest priority on compliance with
those IDEA requirements that have the strongest
relationship with improved services and results for
students with disabilities and their families. . . .
Based in large part on the results of the National
Longitudinal Transition Study1, OSEP has determined that the requirements with the strongest links
to results and general supervision include those
addressing: “Statements of needed transition
services for students with disabilities beginning no
later than age 16 (and younger if determined
appropriate) (U.S. Department of Education, 1996).”
Continuing with the initiative to ensure that federal
monitoring occurs for provisions that are likely to result in
improved outcomes for students, the OSEP Continuous
Monitoring Process Document (Office of Special Education
Programs, 1998) indicates that future monitoring procedures
will include gathering data on (1) whether the student
participates in his or her IEP meeting; (2) whether the IEP
addresses post-school activities; and (3) whether the IEP
addresses transition needs. During its 1999 Monitoring
Academy, OSEP disseminated its Continuous Improvement
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Monitoring: 1999-2000 Monitoring Manual (U. S. Department of Education, 1999). During the academy and throughout the document, OSEP continues to emphasize that its
monitoring process is premised on ensuring improved results
for infants, toddlers, children, and youth with disabilities.
Appendix A identifies Secondary Transition as a critical
component of its monitoring process. The document lists the
objective that “all youth with disabilities, beginning at age
14 and younger when appropriate, receive individualized,
coordinated transition services, designed within an outcomeoriented process which promotes movement from school to
post-school activities.” The two components cited to meet
this objective are the following: (1) appropriate services are
provided to prepare youth with disabilities for employment,
postsecondary education, independent living, community
participation, and life skills; and (2) youth with disabilities
are actively involved in appropriate transition planning. It is
clear that OSEP has continued to place significant importance on transition services in its monitoring efforts.
However, implementation of the provisions of IDEA,
including the transition services requirements, continues
to be problematic (after 24 years, IDEA still lacks teeth,
says NCD, 1999; National Council on Disability, 1995,
1999, in press).
Since the promulgation of the regulations in 1992, much
has been written regarding key components for providing
efficacious transition services. The literature has included
much research regarding the value of, and many practical
suggestions for, designing quality transition programming to
prepare each student with skills and competencies necessary
for successful post-school outcomes. Four major studies
have identified the characteristics most likely to result in
effective transition outcomes for students.
Kohler’s (1993) analysis of 49 articles and studies listed
vocational training, parent involvement, interagency collaboration and service delivery, social skills training, paid work
experience, individualized transition planning, employability
training, and participation in general education programming
as the practices consistently identified as most likely to result
in improved post-school outcomes. Three later studies-a
policy study by Furney, Hasazi, and DeStefano (1997), a
follow-up study by Colley and Jamison (1998), and a survey
of experts in the field of transition services conducted by
DeStefano, Heck, Hasazi, and Furney (1998)-substantiated
Kohler’s findings. Furney, Hasazi, and DeStefano (1997)
suggested the following elements as key to ensuring quality
transition services: (1) students with disabilities are included
in general education settings; (2) interagency collaboration is
operational; (3) capacity building initiatives are supported by
ongoing technical assistance; (4) the state’s transition
initiative is linked to general education reform and restructuring issues as well as to the school-to-work initiative; and
(5) high school curriculum focusing on community experiences, self-advocacy and problem-solving skills, vocational

and technical education, and authentic assessment is in place.
Colley and Jamison (1998), in their follow-up study of
720 graduates with disabilities from New York’s public
schools, reported that paid or unpaid work experiences
during high school resulted in higher wages, longer hours,
and more continuous employment. Similarly, taking courses
in occupational education resulted in finding competitive
employment and working full-time. Consistent with the
findings of Furney et al. (1997), Colley and Jamison found
that (1) students who had received their special education
services in integrated settings, rather than in segregated
settings, were more likely to obtain competitive employment,
and (2) students who reported that transition planning was
helpful were more likely to have graduated and to be
working than those who did not believe transition planning
to be helpful. Colley and Jamison also recommended that
transition planning be an integral component of standardsbased reform efforts, and staff development relative to
transition services be part of a comprehensive plan for
personnel development.
In an attempt to identify elements critical for ensuring
that the transition services components of the IDEA were
implemented consistent with the law’s requirements,
DeStefano et al. (1998) invited field experts to a national
forum. The elements identified as key to successful transition
planning were the following: (1) formulating post-school
goals beginning during the early grades as part of the IEP
process; (2) conducting professional development activities
regarding transition services for all school personnel, not just
special educators; and (3) providing extensive dissemination,
technical assistance, and monitoring activities that focus on
outcomes for all students, not just students with disabilities.
Three studies have specifically investigated the compliance of statements of needed transition services with federal
and state laws. Lawson and Everson (1994) reviewed
transition statements of 61 deaf-blind students from across
the United States. Their results indicated that (1) the major
components of statements of needed transition services
(instruction, community experiences, the development of
employment and other adult living skills) and interagency
linkages were not present; and (2) IEP meetings did not
include the required participants. The authors recommended
intensive personnel training activities regarding transition
services, utilizing exemplars of quality statements of needed
transition services. deFur, Getzel, and Kregel (1994) analyzed the transition plans of 100 students with learning
disabilities in 14 school districts in Virginia. They found that
(1) students were present at only 48% of the IEP meetings
for students in grades 10-12; (2) few interagency linkages
had been established between the school and adult service
providers; and (3) IEP teams had not identified the postschool activity to which the student would be transitioning;
hence the IEPs that were developed did not contain a
coordinated set of activities designed to promote movement
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to the desired post-school activity. Grigal, Test, Beattie, and
Wood (1997) analyzed the transition components of the IEPs
of 94 students, ages 18-21, who were categorized as having
mild and moderate mental retardation, learning disabilities,
and emotional/behavioral disorders. Their sample included
students who were attending either senior high schools or
separate schools in a large southeastern city. Results indicated that (1) the student attended his or her IEP meeting
approximately 64% of the time; (2) the only adult service
agency mentioned in the IEPs was vocational rehabilitation,
and a representative of that agency attended only 17% of the
meetings; (3) statements of needed transition services were
not reviewed annually; (4) only a few IEPs in the sample
listed any post-school outcome; and (5) the category of
disability, rather than the needs, preferences or interests of
the individual student, dictated the kind of post-school
activity identified on the IEP. The authors echoed Lawson
and Everson’s (1994) recommendation for intensive personnel preparation efforts to actualize the transition services
provisions of the IDEA.
Williams (in progress), in a study of 70 charter schools
in Arizona serving students in grades 9-12, found that
administrators were generally unfamiliar with the transition
services provisions of IDEA. For instance, approximately
75% of the respondents stated that there were no procedures
in place to make an individual determination of any agency
or agencies that were likely to be responsible for providing
or paying for transition services; thus no other agencies were
identified nor interagency linkages included as part of a
student’s IEP. Consistent with the recommendations from the
Lawson and Everson (1993) and Grigal et al. (1997) studies,
the majority of school administrators indicated that they, and
their staff, were in need of personnel preparation activities
relative to the transition services provisions of IDEA.
Finally, the results of one part of a multipart study
provide data relative to the consistency with which practices
of state and local education agencies conform to the transition services requirements. Based on data obtained via a
questionnaire completed by state and local education agency
administrators throughout the country, Johnson, Sharpe,
Sinclair, Hasazi, Furney, and DeStefano (1997) found that
(1) students generally attend their IEP meetings, though
some students are not adequately prepared to participate in
their IEP meetings and student attendance is not a priority for
some districts; (2) a representative of a participating agency
routinely does not attend IEP meetings and few districts have
interagency agreements with adult service providers; and (3)
parents and professionals are in need of professional development activities regarding appropriate instructional and
curricular strategies to include in statements of needed
transition services. Another part of the study reviewed 147
IEP/transition plans. The results indicated that the IEPs
generally did not contain transition-related information,
including linkages and responsibilities with outside agencies
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or service needs after the students graduated. Their data also
suggested, however, that while students were engaged in
transition-related activities, their IEPs did not adequately
reflect the activities or services being provided (Hasazi,
Furney, DeStefano, and Johnson, 1999).
While these studies provide a glimpse of the status of
implementation of the transition services requirements of
IDEA since the regulations were issued in 1992, to date no
systematic examination has been made of the OSEP’s
findings with regard to implementation of the transition
services provisions of the IDEA by all entities receiving
IDEA-Part B monies between 1993 and 1997. The researchers hypothesized that there should be a change-that is, an
increase-in the number of states or entities for which there
was no finding for each of the transition services provisions
over the course of the four years. The researchers reasoned
that this change should occur because of the following
factors: (1) the amount of policy guidance issued by the
Office of Special Education Programs, including monitoring
reports and policy letters relative to transition services; (2)
the technical assistance provided by OSEP personnel through
its review of state plans, annual monitoring academies,
teleconferences with State Education Agency (SEA) personnel, and secretarial reviews; (3) the efforts of the technical
assistance and dissemination providers funded by the Office
of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS);
(4) the development of numerous model programs and
personnel preparation programs in the area of transition
services funded through the OSERS’ discretionary monies;
and (5) the contributions of the 45 state systems change
grants projects.
Therefore, this study was designed to investigate the
following three research questions:
1. To what extent are states and entities implementing
each of the transition services provisions?
2. Was there a difference in findings between monitoring cycles one and four?
3. Was there a difference in findings between states that
did and did not have a state systems change grant?
Method
This study began with the identification of the states and
entities for which the OSEP provided Part B monies during
the 1993-1994 monitoring cycle. The 1993-1994 monitoring
cycle was selected as the first cycle for analysis because it
was the first monitoring cycle after the issuance of the
implementing regulations for the IDEA, Public Law 101476.2 The 1996-1997 monitoring cycle was selected as the
last year for analysis for two reasons: (1) it was the first
monitoring cycle after which the OSEP notified states that
the transition service provisions was one of the four areas on
which it would focus its monitoring efforts; and (2) it was
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Table 1. States and Entities Utilized for Data Analysis
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the last cycle prior to the reauthorization of P.L. 101-4763
which included new transition requirements. This population
of states and entities, stratified by four monitoring cycles,
provided a basis for determining the extent to which states
and entities were implementing the transition service
provisions of the IDEA of 1990 and for comparing changes
in the status of implementation of the transition services
requirements over a four-year period. The data also permitted
insight into the accomplishments of one of the purposes of
the state systems change grants-that is, developing effective
strategies and procedures to assist states with the implementation of the transition services provisions.
Data Sources
Sixty states and entities were identified as receiving
IDEA-Part B monies beginning with the 1993-94 monitoring
cycle. Table 1 presents the 60 entities, the date of visit, date
of report, monitoring cycle, whether the state or entity had a
state systems change grant at the time of the visit, and
whether findings in the area of transition services were made.
Of the 60 entities, six were deleted because the OSEP’s
monitoring visit occurred prior to the 1993-1994 monitoring
cycles.4 Therefore, the final number of monitoring reports
that met the criteria for inclusion in the study was 54.
The data was stratified based on the monitoring cycle.

Table 2 presents the states and entities by the four monitoring
cycles. The number of states and entities visited by monitoring cycle was relatively even, with analysis of 13 reports for
monitoring cycles 1 and 3, 17 reports for monitoring cycle 2,
and 11 reports for monitoring cycle 4.
The transition services section of each monitoring
report, whether presented as a separate section or embedded
within the Individualized Education Program (IEP) section
of the report, served as the sole data source. According to
Schriner and Bellini (1994), since the IEP is the vehicle
through which policies relative to services to students with
disabilities are implemented, the IEP is an appropriate unit of
analysis for determining whether the transition services
requirements are implemented. Therefore, the utilization of
the OSEP’s monitoring reports to provide data on the extent
to which states and entities are implementing the transition
services provisions of the IDEA is not only appropriate but
yields information that has not been examined to date.
Data Analysis Procedures
The transition services section of each monitoring report
was reviewed by both principal investigators. The researchers utilized a checklist itemizing each transition services
requirement for recording the findings made in each report.

Table 2. States and Entities by Monitoring Cycle
Monitoring Cycle 1

Monitoring Cycle 3

Arizona
BIA
Connecticut

Arkansas
California
Delaware

Alabama
Colorado
Georgia

Iowa
Montana
New Hampshire
New Mexico
North Dakota
South Dakota
Utah
Washington
Wisconsin
Wyoming
Ohio
Puerto Rico
South Carolina
Virginia

Florida
Hawaii
Idaho
Illinois
Louisiana
Maryland
Massachusetts
Michigan
Minnesota
North Carolina

Indiana
Kansas
Kentucky
Nevada
New Jersey
New York
Oklahoma
Rhode Island
Tennessee
Vermont

N = 13
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Monitoring Cycle 2

N = 17

N = 13

Monitoring Cycle 4
Alaska
American Samoa
Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana
Islands (CNMI)
Guam
Maine
Mississippi
Missouri
Oregon
Texas
Virgin Islands
West Virginia

N = 11
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Table 3. Checklist for Recording Transition Services Provisions Findings

Table 3 presents the checklist utilized for coding.
The following rules applied for recording a finding:
1. The report included a description of data that
matched the regulatory citation presented in the
findings section. If data were not presented to match
the regulatory citation listed in boilerplate language
of the findings section, it was not counted.
2. The report included a description of data that
matched the corresponding corrective action. If there
were data presented that appeared to be a finding, but
there was no matching corrective action, a finding
was not recorded.
3. Both principal investigators agreed that the report
met the two criteria and thus contained a finding
relative to a transition services requirement. Therefore, the inter-rater agreement was 100%.
Results
The number and percentage of states and entities with
findings for each transition services provision were tabulated
by monitoring cycle and as an aggregate to answer research
questions one and two and a phi-coefficient was computed to
answer research question three. The results of these analyses
are below.

Question 1: To what extent are states and entities implementing each of the transition services provisions?
Table 4 presents the number and percentage of states and
entities in which findings were made for each of the transition services provisions during each of the four monitoring
cycles and for the four-year period.
Transition services participants [Section 300.344(c)].
The transition services participants regulations require that,
if a purpose of the meeting is the consideration of transition
services, the public agency shall invite (a) the student and (b)
a representative of any other agency that is likely to be
responsible for providing or paying for transition services;
and (c) if the student does not attend, the public agency shall
take other steps to ensure that the student’s preferences and
interests are considered, and (d) if an agency invited to send
a representative to a meeting does not do so, the public
agency shall take other steps to obtain the participation of the
other agency in the planning of any transition services.
As Table 4 indicates, during the four-year period,
slightly more than one-third of the states and entities (35%)
were found not to have invited the student to his or her IEP
meeting when one of the purposes of the meeting was the
consideration of transition services. Though Cycle 2 showed
a decrease from Cycle 1 in the number of states and entities
which were found to be out of compliance for this regulation,
the number of reports which cited the states and entities for
not inviting students increased in both cycles 3 and 4, to 31%
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Table 4. Percentage/Number of States With Findings* for IDEA’s
Transition Services Requirements

and 45%, respectively. Slightly more than one-quarter of the
states and entities (26%) did not take other steps to ensure
that the student’s preferences and interests were considered if
the student did not attend the meeting. Over half of the states
and entities (52%) did not invite a representative of any other
agency that is likely to be responsible for providing or
paying for transition services, and 22% of the monitoring
reports indicated the states and entities did not ensure
participating agency involvement in the planning of transition services for the student if a representative did not attend
the meeting.
Parent participation [Section 300.345(b)(2)]. These
provisions require that, if a purpose of the meeting is the
consideration of transition services for the student, the notice
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for the meeting must (a) indicate this purpose, (b) indicate
that the agency will invite the student, and (c) identify any
other agency that will be invited to send a representative.
As indicated by Table 4, approximately two-thirds of the
states and entities did not issue notices that indicated that the
purpose of the meeting would be the consideration of
transition services (69%) or indicate that the public agency
would invite the student to his or her IEP meeting (61%).
Similarly, 44% of the states and entities did not identify any
other agency that will be invited to send a representative.
Content of individualized education program: Transition
services [Sections 300.346(b) and 300.18]. The transition
services section of IDEA requires that the IEP for each
student, beginning no later than age 16 (and at a younger
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age, if determined appropriate) include a statement of the
needed transition services as defined in Section 300.18,
including, if appropriate, a statement of each public agency’s
and each participating agency’s responsibilities or linkages,
or both, before the student leaves the school setting. Section
300.18 defines transition services as a coordinated set of
activities for a student, designed within an outcome-oriented
process, that promotes movement from school to post-school
activities, including postsecondary education, vocational
training, integrated employment (including supported
employment), continuing and adult education, adult services,
independent living, or community participation. The regulation specifies that the coordinated set of activities must (1)
be based on the individual student needs, taking into account
the student’s preferences and interests; and (2) include (a)
instruction; (b) community experiences; (c) the development
of employment and other post-school adult living objectives;
and (d) if appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and
functional vocational evaluation. The regulation indicates
that if the IEP team determines that services are not needed
in one or more of the areas in (a) through (c) that the IEP
must include a statement to that effect and the basis upon
which the determination was made.
According to Table 4, during the four monitoring cycles,
approximately half of the IEPs reviewed by the OSEP
personnel did not include instruction (48%), community
experiences (54%), and employment and other post-school
adult living objectives (50%). During cycle 4, 73% of the
IEPs reviewed did not include these three components.
Forty-one percent of the IEPs did not include a statement on
the IEPs indicating that services were not needed in the areas
of instruction, community experiences, and/or the development
of employment and other post-school adult living objectives or
the basis upon which the determination was made.
Regarding the other requirements for a statement of
needed transition services during the four-year period, Table
4 indicates the following: (a) 13% of the states and entities
were found to have statements of needed transition services
that did not address post-school activities; (b) 7% of the
statements did not present the statement of needed transition
services as a coordinated set of activities; (c) 4% of the
statements of needed transition services did not address the
student’s needs, preferences, and interests; (d) 17% of the
statements of needed transition services did not include a
statement of each agency’s responsibilities and linkages; and
(e) 4% of the statement of needed transition services were
not reviewed on an annual basis as required by Note 2 in
Section 300.346.
Agency responsibilities for transition services [Section
300.347(a)]. This provision states that if a participating
agency fails to provide the agreed-upon transition services
contained in the IEP of a student with a disability, the public
agency responsible for the student’s education shall, as soon
as possible, initiate a meeting for the purpose of identifying

alternative strategies to meet the transition objectives and, if
necessary, revising the student’s IEP. During the four-year
period, 2% of the states or entities were found to be in
noncompliance with this requirement.
Question 2: Was there a difference in findings between
monitoring cycles 1 and 4?
Table 4 presents the percentage and number of states
with findings for each of the IDEA’s transition services
requirements. Examination of the percentage of states and
entities for which the OSEP made findings in each of the
transition services provisions from cycle 1 to cycle 4
indicates little change in the frequency with which states and
entities were found to be in compliance during the four-year
period.
During the four-year period, the percentage of states that
were found to be out of compliance with the requirement that
the public agency must invite the student to his or her IEP
meeting if one of the purposes of the meeting is the consideration of transition services decreased slightly (Cycle 1: 54%
to Cycle 4: 45%). However, the percentage of states and
entities that were found to be out of compliance with the
requirement that, if the student did not attend his or her IEP
meeting, the public agency must take other steps to ensure
that the needs, preferences and interests of the student were
taken into account during the IEP planning process remained
static (Cycle 1: 38% to Cycle 4: 36%). Similarly, the
percentage of states and entities that were found to be basing
the student’s statement of needed transition services on his or
her needs, preferences, and interests remained static (Cycle
1: 8% to Cycle 4: 9%.) Moreover, the data indicates that the
meeting notices consistently did not indicate that the student
would be invited to his or her IEP meeting (Cycle 1: 69% to
Cycle 4: 82%).
Examination of the findings for agency involvement
indicates that between cycles 1 and 4, the percentage of
states that did not invite another agency(ies) increased from
46% to 55%, while the engagement of these agencies in the
transition planning for students if a representative of the
agency did not attend remained relatively static (Cycle 4:
31% to Cycle 4: 27%). The data suggest that more states and
entities were including participating agencies on the meeting
notices (Cycle 1: 62% to Cycle 4: 45%), though the data also
indicates that a statement of each agency’s linkages and
responsibilities was not consistently included on the
student’s IEP (Cycle 1: 31% to Cycle 4: 18%).
Analysis of the findings for the required components of
a statement of needed transition services indicates that the
statements were consistently lacking the required components throughout the four-year period for all three required
areas: instruction, community experiences, and the development of employment and other post-school living objectives
(Cycle 1: 62% to Cycle 4: 73%). Further, the data indicates
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that the statements of needed transition services did not
address the post-school activities of the student (Cycle 1: 8%
to Cycle 4: 45%), nor were they written as a coordinated set
of activities designed to promote movement to the desired
post-school activities (Cycle 1: 8% to Cycle 4: 27%). Finally,
the data suggests during the four year period, states and
entities were not reviewing the student’s statement of needed
transition services on an annual basis (Cycle 1: 8% to Cycle
4: 9%), nor initiating a meeting to identify alternative
strategies for meeting the student’s transition objectives if a
participating agency did not provide the agreed-upon
transition services contained in the IEP (Cycle 1: 8% to
Cycle 4: 0%).
Question 3: Were there differences in findings between
states that did and did not have a state systems change
grant?
Table 5 presents a tally of the number of states with a
state systems change grant at the time of the monitoring visit
and whether the OSEP made findings in the states. A phicoefficient was computed to examine this relationship. Upon
converting the phi-coefficient to a chi-square, results
indicated a positive relationship between whether a state had
a state systems change grant at the time of monitoring and
whether findings were made. In other words, states with a
state systems change grant were more likely to have findings

Table 5: Relationship Between Presence of
State Systems Change Grant and
Monitoring Findings
State Systems
Change Grant at Time
of Monitoring Visit

Number of States
With Monitoring Findings
in Transition Services

No
No
Yes
Yes

No = 7
Yes = 14
No = 3
Yes = 30

made by the OSEP in the area of transition services than
states that did not have a state systems change grant at the
time of the monitoring visit. The phi-coefficient was 3.941,
which was significant at the .05 level of confidence.
Discussion
The results of this study are generally consistent with the
findings of previous studies that have investigated the extent
to which the transition services participants and the content
of the IEP requirements, including the statement of interagency linkages and responsibilities, have been met. In
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addition, the results provide information relative to the extent
to which the activities of the state systems change grants
have resulted in states complying with the transition services
requirements of the IDEA as measured by the presence or
absence of monitoring findings made by the Office of
Special Education Programs.
Transition Services Participants
Despite continued emphasis in the literature regarding
the value of student involvement in transition planning
(Field, Hoffman, & Spezia, 1998; Field, Martin, Miller,
Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1997; Hasazi, Furney, & DeStefano,
1999; Miner & Bates, 1997; The National Joint Committee
on Learning Disabilities, 1995; National Transition Network,
1993, Powers, Singer & Sowers, 1998; Rusch & Chadsey,
1998; Sands, 1999; Thoma, 1999; Van Reusen, Bos,
Schumaker, & Deschler, 1994; Wehman, 1996; & Wehmeyer,
Agran, & Hughes, 1998), this study suggests that there are
still many public agencies that are not inviting students to
attend their IEP meetings. These findings support Johnson et
al. (1997) who reported that state and local education agency
administrators throughout the country often do not view
student participation in their transition planning as a priority.
Not only are a number of students not invited to attend,
it appears that for at least one-fourth of the states and entities
(26%), no other steps were taken to assure that student’s
preferences or interests were considered in any transition
planning if they did not attend. While there have been
improved practices, new materials developed, and greater
student participation in IEP meetings over the past several
years, these findings suggest that schools need to make a
greater effort. Schools that are not actively involving
students in developing their IEPs need to revise their
practices. The student’s active involvement is not only a
priority, it is a necessity. It is impossible for schools to do
any type of future life transition planning with students if,
at a minimum, the students are not invited and their
preferences and interests are not considered.
The results of this study corroborate the findings of
every study conducted to date relative to the lack of
interagency involvement in transition planning (deFur et
al., 1994; Grigal et al., 1997; Hasazi et al., 1999; Johnson
et al., 1997; Knott & Asselin, 1999; Lawson & Everson,
1993; and Williams, in press). Though numerous documents
are available to provide guidance for engaging agencies that
are likely to be responsible for providing or paying for
transition services after the student leaves the school setting
(Bates, Bronkema, Ames, & Hess, 1992; Benz, Lindstrom, &
Halpern, 1995; Blalock, 1996; deFur, & Patton, 1999; deFur,
1999; Everson, 1993; Everson & Guillory, 1998; Rusch &
Chadsey, 1998; Stowitschek, 1992; Wehman, 1996), state
and local education agencies consistently appear to plan and
deliver transition services without the benefit of these
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agencies in the identification and delivery of the programs,
services, and supports that would facilitate attainment of the
student’s post-school goals. An explanation for this continued disconnect between the secondary education practitioners who plan transition services and personnel from
participating agencies may be found in a study conducted by
Foley and Mundschenk (1997). They investigated the
knowledge and skills of secondary educators to engage in
collaboration activities with other special educators, general
educators, and community service providers. The 407
respondents indicated that they (1) interacted very infrequently with community service providers, vocational
educators, transition specialists, or vocational rehabilitation
specialists; and (2) were unaware of the services provided by
14 identified community agencies within their geographic
location, the procedures for referral to the agencies, or the
appropriate contact person within the agency. The authors
concluded that preservice personnel preparation programs
currently are not preparing secondary special educators with
the collaboration skills needed to ensure the interagency
cooperation needed to meet the needs of students with
disabilities. With neither the knowledge of the agency
resources available nor the collaborative skills needed for
interacting with these service providers, secondary special
educators are ill-equipped to make an individual determination of the agency(ies) likely to be responsible for providing
or paying for transition services or establish the linkages
with, or determine the responsibilities of, adult service
providers. Hence, this provision of the law remains largely
unfulfilled.

indicated that only about half of the statements of needed
transition services contained all required components, the
requirement that the statement be presented as a coordinated
set of activities was not likely, nor was it likely that the
statement of needed transition services was being reviewed
at least annually. Hence, it is reasonable to deduce that the
reason that there were so few findings for these two requirements, 7% and 4%, respectively, was that the OSEP monitors
were not actively reviewing the IEPs to ascertain compliance
with these provisions since it had already been determined
that the foundational requirement had been met in only about
half the cases. Finally, since it has been established that very
few of the meetings included a representative of a participating agency, it was reasonable to assume that it was unlikely
that a participating agency had failed to provide agreed-upon
services, and hence, the OSEP monitors made findings for
Section 300.347(a) in only 2% of the states and entities
visited.
The findings of this study, as well as the others, indicate
that the key elements that have consistently been identified
as critical for effective transition services are continuing to
not be in place within secondary schools throughout the
country. Schools are not involving students in individualized
transition planning, are not developing statements of needed
transition services that include all required components, and
are not engaging representatives of participating agencies in
the design and delivery of transition services Even more
distressing is the fact that the data suggests the percentage of
states and entities that are in compliance with the transition
services requirements was essentially static throughout the
four-year period.

Content of the IEP
State Systems Change Grants
The results of this study support the findings of the
previous studies regarding the lack of compliance with
statements of needed transition services (deFur, Getzel, &
Kregel, 1994; Grigal, Test, Beattie, & Wood, 1997; Hasazi,
Furney, DeStefano, & Johnson, 1999; & Lawson & Everson,
1993). Indeed, the OSEP found that approximately 50% of
the states and entities monitored during the four-year period
did not have statements of needed transition services that
contained the required components (instruction, community
experiences, and the development of employment and other
post-school living objectives). Because states and entities
were not involving students or agency representatives in the
planning of transition services, the OSEP had already
established that the statements of needed transition services
could not address post-school activities targeted by the
student; be based on the student’s needs, preferences, and
interests; or include a statement of each agency’s linkages or
responsibilities. Hence, the percentage of monitoring reports
during the four-year period for these three provisions was
13%, 4%, and 17%, respectively. Similarly, since the data

As stated, the results show that the presence of a state
systems change grant at the time of monitoring did not
directly link to absence of monitoring findings. Information
in Appendix E of the Nineteenth Annual Report to Congress
(U.S. Department of Education, 1997) and other studies
(Cobb & Johnson, 1997; Guy & Schriner, 1997; Johnson &
Guy, 1997; Johnson & Halloran, 1997) indicate substantive
changes have occurred in a number of systems as a direct
result of the state systems change grants. While significant
changes through the efforts of the state systems change
grants are evident at the system level, the actual implementation of the transition services requirements at the school level
does not appear to be consistently affected. The authors offer
the following possible reasons:
1. The analysis did not take into account whether the
state systems change grant was in the first year or
whether the grant had been operational for two or
more years at the time of the OSEP monitoring visit.
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Examination of the grant year at the time of the
OSEP monitoring visit for the 30 states for which
findings were made revealed that approximately twothirds (21) of the states were in the first or second
year of funding, whereas approximately two-thirds
(9) were in the third through fifth year of funding.
Experience with the grants has shown that it takes a
number of months to get staff on board and have the
grant activities operational. If the grant were in its
first one or two years, it would not have had the time
to show widespread impact across districts statewide.
In fact, research has shown that it takes at least five
years before any significant systems change is seen
in educational settings.
2. While addressing the transition services requirements
was a part of each state’s grant activities, not all
states began, nor equally emphasized, meeting all of
the transition services requirements in the first years
of their grant. While each state systems change grant
chose and prioritized its own activities based upon
(their) individual(s) needs-e.g., designing interagency agreements, developing state and local
transition teams, working with institutions of higher
education to implement coursework, the OSEP
monitoring looked only for documentation of the
specific transition services requirements. However,
many of the grant activities, while critical and
considered “best practices,” were not always directly
tied to meeting all of the requirements that the OSEP
monitored.
3. The new transition services requirements necessitated
new skills, changes in practices and attitudes, and the
training of a host of personnel. For many, the
language was ambiguous and resulted in different
interpretations. The lack of a common understanding
and consistency of “what” must be done, “who is
responsible,” “how” the requirements should be
written or addressed in student’s IEPs, and the
development of criteria for determining whether the
requirement had been met complicated both professional development and monitoring activities. Thus,
many training activities conducted by personnel
affiliated with the Office of Special Education
Programs, state and local education agencies, and
state systems change grants led to more questions
than answers. Developing a rubric for understanding
what was considered “best practices” and what was
a requirement and how to address both proved
difficult during the monitoring cycles in which this
study was conducted.
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Recommendations
Throughout the literature, three major interrelated
themes emerge as necessary for the provision of quality,
integrated, and coordinated transition services-namely,
professional development, technical assistance, and monitoring (Colley & Jamison, 1998; DeStefano et al., 1998; Furney
et al., 1997; Grigal et al., 1997; Johnson et al., 1997; Hasazi,
Furney, & DeStefano, 1999; Lawson & Everson,1993;
Williams, in press). The findings of this study document the
continuing critical need for all stakeholders (federal, state,
and local education agencies, parent information and training
centers, community parent resource centers, the OSEP’s
technical assistance and dissemination centers, and institutions of higher education) to focus on the transition services
provisions of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.
This need is acute in light of the fact that the IDEA introduced several new transition services requirements in May
1997. Given the status of compliance findings with the
provisions that have been in effect for nearly a decade, it is
crucial that all individuals (educators, families, students, and
adult service agencies and providers) have a clear understanding of what the requirements say, what they mean, and
how they should be addressed and implemented. To accomplish this goal, professional development, technical assistance, and monitoring activities must be provided that focus
on the transition services requirements. The following
recommendations are based on this premise and will be
structured to address each of these themes.
Professional Development
The results of this study corroborate the findings of
other studies that federal, state, and local monies must be
dedicated to providing professional development activities.
Additional support for intensified personnel development
activities may be found in reports by the National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future (1996) and the U.S.
Department of Education (1999a). The first report indicated
that institutions of higher education are not adequately
preparing teachers to meet the needs of students in today’s
classrooms. The second indicated that fewer than 20% of
teachers working with students with disabilities believe they
are well prepared to meet their needs. Intensive, coordinated,
professional development activities that focus on providing
coordinated, transdisciplinary transition services is desperately needed to ensure improved educational outcomes for
students with disabilities upon exiting the school setting. The
authors suggest that we heed the body of literature on the
power of staff development for improving the educational
outcomes of students (Asayesh, 1993; Guskey, 1994; Sparks,
1995). Specifically, the authors recommend the following to
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ensure that the key elements of effective transition services
previously cited are implemented:
1. The authors recommend that resources at all levels be
allocated to providing general, special and vocational
educators, work-study teachers, counselors, administrators, related services personnel, community-based
personnel, parents, students, OSEP monitors, and the
business community with clear information and
directions regarding what they must do to meet the
transition services requirements as well as how to
plan, develop, and implement transition services
consistent with the requirements. To be effective, the
personnel development activities must involve all
stakeholders and should include cross-disciplinary
training efforts. The training activities must include
exemplars and practice in formulating statements of
needed transition services that: (a) are presented as a
coordinated set of activities; (b) promote movement
to the post-school activities; and (c) are based on the
student’s preferences, interests, needs, and future life
goals. These statements must describe and show how
all parties will work together, identify any needed
post school programs, supports, and services and
ensure that the student is prepared to move successfully from the school to adult life. Personnel preparation activities should also include training for both
professionals and students on how to actively involve
students in their transition planning. Moreover, it
must be clear that transition planning is central to the
educational planning for youth with disabilities and
not an “add on” or “afterthought.”
2. The authors recommend that a portion of the State
Improvement Grants (SIG) awarded to states through
Part D of the IDEA of 1997 be allocated to this
purpose. In concert with institutions of higher
education in the state and the technical assistance
projects funded by the OSEP, state education
agencies must ensure that transition services are
prominent within State Improvement Plans and
ensure professional development in transition at both
the preservice and in-service level. For states without
preservice transdisciplinary personnel preparation
programs for secondary, vocational, and special
educators and administrators, the State Improvement
Plans should allot a portion of the funds for initiation
of these programs. For states with teacher preparation programs in transition services, but whose
programs are not currently transdisciplinary, the SIG
funds should be utilized to integrate these programs.
For states without certification and/or licensure in the
area of transition services, a portion of the SIG
monies should be dedicated to establish such
certificates. In addition, the OSEP should require the
existing State systems change grants to collaborate

with the institutions of higher education to offer a
course in transition services.
3. The authors recommend that the OSEP offer a
personnel preparation competition for the sole
purpose of preparing transition services personnel.
This money, which could be coupled with the dollars
from the SIG, would be earmarked to initiate a
transdisciplinary personnel preparation program in
transition services. Preference would be given to
programs that integrate elementary, secondary,
vocational, special education, vocational rehabilitation, counseling, human services, and/or special and
general education administration disciplines. The
professional preparation activities must include
practical experiences in educational settings,
including the community, to ensure meaningful
application and partnerships between schools, adult
agencies, and the business community. The competition must require components that focus on strategies
for enhancing student involvement in transition
planning, including student-led IEP meetings,
integrating instruction for students within the general
education setting, including contextual learning
(Contextual learning, 1997), working collaboratively
with participating agencies, including designing
interagency agreements, and working with parents
and community and business stakeholders. The
competition should also give preference to programs
that are designed to demonstrate that the building
blocks of transition planning are seamless from
elementary through high school and into the adult
world.
Technical Assistance
The authors recommend that federal, state, and local
education agencies implement the concept of research to
practice in the area of transition services. The literature has
clearly identified the key components to ensuring efficacious
transition practices. Strong, ongoing technical assistance
focused on transition services, coupled with intensive
professional development, must be the second prong in the
three-prong approach to ensuring results-oriented research to
practice initiatives. In this area, the authors recommend the
following:
1. The authors recommend that the OSEP require the
Parent Training and Information Centers (PTIs) and
the Community Parent Resource Centers to devote a
substantial portion of their activities to ensuring
parents, beginning no later than when their children
are in the upper elementary grades, are fully knowledgeable about the transition services requirements
and possess the collaboration skills needed for
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working in concert with state and local education
agencies. The authors also recommend that the OSEP
require that the State Improvement Plans fully
involve the PTIs and CRRCs in their efforts to ensure
effective transition services and that this activity
contain a stringent evaluation component.
2. The authors recommend that one of the tasks of the
OSEP-funded Elementary and Middle Schools
Technical Assistance Center be to provide information linked to career awareness and exploration
activities (Clark & Kolstoe, 1995; Gillet, 1980;
Harrington, 1997). This material should include
information on initiatives such as career pathways
(Arizona Department of Education, no date; Career
pathways, 1997) and work-related competencies
beginning with the elementary levels (Arizona
Department of Education, 1997; Bender, Valletutti, &
Baglin, 1998; Elksnin & Elksnin, 1998; Marzano,
Kendall, & Cicchinelli, 1999; Neubert, 1997; U.S.
Department of Labor, 1994; Weiner, 1995). The
purpose of this recommendation is to ensure that the
foundation for effective transition planning is in
place at an early age.
3. The authors recommend that the Office of Special
Education Programs strengthen its working relationships with other federal agencies to maximize the
technical assistance efforts in the area of transition
services. For example, one of the foci of its technical
assistance efforts should be working with the Office
of Elementary and Secondary Education to ensure
that charter schools in the country receive the
technical assistance needed to provide quality
transition services to eligible students with disabilities. Another avenue for facilitating improved
educational results for students with disabilities
could be accomplished by working collaboratively
with the Office of Adult and Vocational Education
(OVAE). For example, students with disabilities
should be participating in OVAE’s initiatives,
including their New American High Schools and
New Urban High Schools. Research has consistently
demonstrated that participation in vocational
education courses for students with disabilities is a
key component of achieving meaningful post-school
employment (U.S. Department of Education, 1994;
Wagner & Blackorby, 1996). Therefore, partnerships
between the OSEP and the OVAE would increase the
likelihood of effective post-school results for
students with disabilities.
4. The authors recommend that the OSEP ensure that
transition services is a priority of their four linked
projects that are designed to provide information and
technical assistance to specific audiences of policy
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makers, local administrators, service providers,
families, and communities. These projectsPolicymakers: Policymaker Partnership (PMP),
Local Administrators: The IDEA Local Implementation by Local Administrators (ILIAD), Service
Providers: The Associations of Service Providers
Implementing IDEA Reforms in Education
(ASPIIRE), and Families and Advocates Partnership
for Education (FAPE)-should serve as a vehicle for
communicating to stakeholders the power of transition services in ensuring improved educational
results for students with disabilities.
5. The authors recommend that the OSEP increase the
budget of each Regional Resource Center with the
increased funds targeted for additional personnel to
provide professional development and technical
assistance in the area of transition services.
6. The authors recommend that the OSEP hold another
competition for state systems change grants. In this
competition, their effectiveness would be measured
by implementation of the transition services requirements at the school level, not at the system level.
Therefore, a requirement would be grant activities
and training be linked with personnel at the State
Department of Education who are responsible for
monitoring.
7. The authors recommend that the OSEP provide a
competition to ensure the functions and services of
the National Transition Network and/or the National
Transition Alliance are continued. With the expiration of the National Transition Alliance slated for the
year 2000, it is critical that the OSEP take steps to
ensure that its technical assistance responsibilities do
not lapse.
Monitoring
The authors recognize the importance of compliance
monitoring as part of the federal government’s overarching
strategic effort to ensure that transition services provisions
are implemented within every school in the country. Therefore, monitoring activities are the third vehicle through
which the OSEP can communicate what is required, as well
as strategies for achieving full implementation. It is within
this context that the authors make the following recommendations:
1. The authors recommend that every monitoring team
have at least one expert in transition services and that
there be consistency in understanding exactly what is
required and how to determine whether the requirement is met. The authors recommend that an aggressive approach to monitoring the transition services
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requirements be undertaken, with findings made for
every transition services requirement that is not in
compliance. It is only through comprehensive
findings in the area of transition services that change
will occur at the local level.
2. The authors recommend that an explicit emphasis be
placed on bringing charter schools into compliance
with the federal statutory and regulatory transition
services provisions. Additionally, results from
Project SEARCH, Special Education As Requirements in Charter Schools, should be disseminated to
service providers as well as policy makers.
3. The authors recommend that the OSEP monitors
examine implementation of the two new provisions
related to interagency agreements in the IDEA of
1997. These requirements were added to facilitate
interagency involvement between state and local
education agencies and participating agencies. It is
clear from the findings of this study, as well as others
cited previously, that the area of interagency linkages
and responsibilities is not being fully maximized.
Monitoring these provisions will assist with full
realization of the power of identifying and providing
the services of participating agencies prior the
student’s leaving the school setting.
4. The authors recommend that the OSEP work with the
Rehabilitation Services Administration and other
adult agencies to develop strategies and/or policies
that address the responsibility of schools to identify
and invite agencies to IEP meetings, but not compel
their attendance or involvement. Without this
authority, these specific regulations continue to be
difficult for state and local education agencies to
implement.
Conclusion
The results of this study, as well as the findings of
countless other studies, suggest that the transition services
provisions of the IDEA pose continuing challenges for state
and local education agencies. Efforts to fully recognize the
importance of transition services to students with disabilities
has been ongoing for nearly 25 years with specific legislation
in place for the past nine years. Based on the results of this
study and numerous others, we have not yet accomplished
our goal of ensuring that the transition services provisions of
the IDEA are fully implemented.
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Footnotes
1

The National Longitudinal Transition Study identified
several factors as strong predictors of post-school success in
living independently, obtaining employment, and earning
higher wages for youth with disabilities, including: high
school completion, participation in regular education with
appropriate supplementary aids and services, and access to
secondary vocational education, including work experience.
2
The implementing regulations were promulgated on
September 29, 1992.
3
P.L. 105-17, The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Amendments of 1997, was passed on June 4, 1997.
4
Two of these six were also deleted from the sample
because their Part B-IDEA funding terminated in 1996.
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Federal Funding Trends for
National Transition Projects
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University of Oregon

Abstract: Over the years, the Of fice of Special Education Programs within the U.S. Of
fice of Education has played
a major role in the funding of national discretionary projects in support of transition. Following the 1997 IDEA
amendments, which grant the OSEP extensive freedom in determining its own funding priorities, there appears to be
a decline in resources being allocated for transition projects. In this paper
, the OSEP’ s funding history in the area of
transition is carefully reviewed, using funded project abstracts as a source of information.
After documenting the
funding history from several perspectives, five broad recommendations are presented and argued for continuing
transition ef forts into the 21st century within the OSEP’ s new permissive environment for determining its priorities.

Introduction

Method

Since the transition initiative was formally launched by
Madeleine W ill in 1984 (W ill, 1984), the Of fice of Special
Education Programs (OSEP) within the U.S. Department of
Education, through its Individuals with Disabilities Education Act Part D budget, has played an active role in funding
national projects that support this initiative.
The purpose of
this review is to examine federal funding trends for transition
projects over an 1 1-year period from Fiscal Year 1988
through Fiscal Year 1998. Based upon these analyses, some
implications and recommendations will emerge concerning
the future of the transition initiative as we move into the
twenty-first century .
The raw information for these analyses came from two
sources: (1) funding records maintained by the OSEP for the
projects that they supported, and (2) funding records maintained by the Transition Research Institute at the University
of Illinois for all of the transition projects supported by the
OSEP . In addition to funding history , each of these project
reports also contained an abstract documenting the purposes
of the project, the proposed methods, the intended outcomes,
and the length of the project, which ranged from two to five
years. The information presented below is based upon 567
projects that began between October 1, 1987 and September
30, 1998. It was not possible to extend the analyses back to
1984, when the transition initiative began, because the
documentation maintained during these early years was
incomplete.
The projects that were examined included all that were
funded by the OSEP in the areas of secondary special education
and transition and postsecondary education, as identified in the
content of the abstracts. The index in the Appendix shows that
identified projects included more than the “obvious” ones, such
as those that were funded from the Secondary, Transitional
Services Special Purpose Fund (84.158).

Two types of information were collected and aggregated
from the abstracts for each funded transition project: (1) the
amount of money allocated to the project during each of its
fiscal years, and (2) the type of project that was funded. In
order to describe the type of project, a post hoc taxonomy
was developed based upon two criteria: (1) the competition
categories utilized by the OSEP staf f in their awarding of
grants and contracts, and (2) a content analysis of each
project abstract. Two persons participated in the content
analysis and any disagreements that emerged were discussed
until consensus was reached. In order to provide a common
metric for the dollar presentations, the raw data for dollars
spent were converted into constant 1998 dollars in order to
acknowledge the real value of dollars spent over the 1
1-year
period with adjustments for inflation.
Three types of analyses are presented below. The first two
methods document a “big picture,” showing overall trends in
transition funding, juxtaposed against total funding that was
available to the OSEP for all of its discretionary funding.
Method one documented expenditures for
both new and
continuing transition projects during any given fiscal year
and then examined these data for trends over a series of
fiscal years. This analysis was further illuminated by
comparing dollars spent for transition projects with the total
OSEP expenditures for national discretionary projects during
the same fiscal years.
Method two examined only new transition projects that
were initiated during a given fiscal year . Such projects
ranged from two to five years in duration. By presenting the
total dollar commitment for each new project during the
year it began, including the current fiscal year plus the socalled “out years,” an image emerged concerning the OSEP’
s
total investment in new transition ef forts during any given
fiscal year .

of

Analysis
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The third method of analysis documents how the
transition portion of the OSEP budget was distributed into
categories over time, using the taxonomy that we developed
for this purpose.
Method One
In this method of analysis, the first year expenditures for
new transition projects were summed with the continuation
year expenditures for transition projects that also received
funding during the same fiscal year , but received their initial
awards between one and four years earlier depending on the
total length of the initial award. Such funds represented total
actual expenditures on transition projects during each fiscal
year . We began this analysis in Fiscal Year 1991, since our
first year of accurate data came from Fiscal
Year 1988. The
only possible missing data for Fiscal
Year 1991 would be the
last year of five-year projects that began in Fiscal
Year 1987.
This means that there may have been a slight underestimation in our accounting of dollars spent for transition projects
in Fiscal Year 1991. This should not present a major distortion, however , since there were very few five-year projects
scattered throughout our database with the exception of the
state systems change projects that did not begin until Fiscal
Year 1991.
Funding trends for Fiscal Years 1991 through 1998 are
presented in Table 1 and Figure 1. The dollars spent on
transition projects during these years are contrasted with
total OSEP funding for discretionary projects during the
same fiscal years. Between Fiscal
Years 1991 and 1996,
there was a rising trend for transition funding. During this
same period of time, overall OSEP discretionary funding
rose sharply in Fiscal Year 1992, leveled of f for four years,
and then dipped a bit in Fiscal Year 1996. Between Fiscal
Years 1996 and 1998, there was a 21.5% decline in transition

funding accompanied by a 9.5% increase in overall OSEP
discretionary funding.
This ultimate decline in transition spending seems even
more dramatic when expressed as a proportion of total OSEP
funding for discretionary projects, which was 10.7% in
Fiscal Year 1991, rose to 16.9% in Fiscal
Year 1996, and
then declined back to 12.1% in Fiscal
Year 1998 (see Table
1). This proportional decline occurred during Fiscal
Years
1997 and 1998 because the OSEP’
s total discretionary funds
were either holding steady or increasing at the same time that
funds earmarked for transition were decreasing (see
Table 1
and Figure 1).
Another way of considering the method one information
is to examine the total number of new and continuing
projects focusing on transition that were funded during any
given fiscal year . Table 1 shows a rising trend from 157
projects in Fiscal Year 1991 to 216 projects in Fiscal
Years
1995 and 1996, before falling back to 163 projects in Fiscal
Year 1998. This trend is illustrated graphically in Figure 2.
As one would expect, the decline in dollars between Fiscal
Years 1996 and 1998 was accompanied by a decline in
number of projects funded during the same years.
Method Two
The method one findings presented in
Table 1 and
Figures 1 and 2 represent a mixture of continuation and new
commitments within any given fiscal year . An examination
of new commitments only , along with their extensions into
future fiscal years, provided a measure of the investment that
the OSEP was making in the area of transition at any point in
time. W e used this approach for our method two analyses,
documenting the total amount of funds awarded to each new
project, including both the actual funding level for the
current fiscal year plus the projected funding level for each
of the remaining years of the project.

Table 1. Number of Transition Projects and Total Funding for Transition Projects,
Contrasted With Total OSEP Funding for Discretionary Projects

1

Dollar amounts are millions
All dollar amounts are adjusted to constant 1998 dollars
3
Dollars spent for transition projects as a proportion of total OSEP discretionary dollars
2
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Figure 1. Total Funding for Transition Projects, Contrasted with Total OSEP
Funding for Discretionary Projects
OSEP

Transition

Figure 2. Total Number of New and Continuing Transition
Projects
Funded
ProjectsFunded
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Method two can be construed as a discretionary investment because the OSEP’ s allocation of new funds is always
competitive, both within a given funding category and across
categories as well. Through Fiscal Year 1997, the OSEP
utilized 14 “special purpose funds,” mandated by Congress,
to structure its awarding of national discretionary projects.
Ten of these funds either required (e.g., the Secondary
,
Transitional Services fund) or permitted (e.g., the Special
Education Technology fund) a focus on transition.
The final
magnitude of new “transition-oriented” projects that emerged
during any given fiscal year was a combination of projects
funded from the “mandatory” special funds and the “optional” special funds. The carving of the OSEP’ s discretionary budget into 14 special funds was eliminated by the 1997
IDEA amendments [Public Law 105-17, Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act Amendments, Sec 661(e) (2)], and
the implications of this change will be discussed at a later
point in this paper .
Table 2 and Figure 3 show funding trends for the
OSEP’ s investments in transition projects between Fiscal
Years 1989 and 1998 contrasted with overall OSEP
discretionary funding for the same fiscal years. During this 1
1-year
period of time, total OSEP funding for discretionary projects
exhibited the following pattern:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

A decline between FY 88 and FY 89
A sharp rise between FY 89 and FY 92
A slight decline between FY 92 and FY 95
A sharper decline between FY 95 and FY 96
Steady funding between FY 96 and FY 97, with a
sharp rise in FY 98

Although this 1 1-year pattern clearly indicates annual
fluctuations in appropriations, the overall trend is nevertheless upward. Total funding ultimately grew approximately
20% in constant 1998 dollars, from $233.07 million in FY 88
to $278.96 million in FY 98 (see Table 2).
During this same 1 1-year period of time, the investment
in new transition projects produced the following trends:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Adecline between FY 88 and FY 89
Asharp rise between FY 89 and FY 92
Asharp decline between FY 92 and FY 94
Asharp increase between FY 94 and FY 96
Avery sharp decline between FY 96 and FY 98

As was the case for total OSEP discretionary funding,
annual appropriations for new transition projects fluctuated
during this period of time, but ultimately fell 40% in constant
1998 dollars, from $17.96 million in FY 88 to $10.77 million
in FY 98 (see Table 2 and Figure 3).
Figure 4 presents an interesting contrast between total
commitments and new investments in transition projects
between Fiscal Years 1991 and 1998. New investments
exceeded total commitments between Fiscal
Years 1991 and
1993, the trend reversed during Fiscal
Years 1994 and 1995,
investment reached a new peak during Fiscal
Year 1996, and
both total commitments and investments declined between
Fiscal Year 1996 and 1998, with the fall in new investments
being particularly precipitous.
Summary of findings for methods one and two. Whether
examined from the perspective of total commitments or new
investments, a similar image emerges concerning the OSEP’
s

Table 2. OSEP’s Investment in New Transition Projects, Contrasted With
Total OSEP Funding for Discretionary Projects

1

Dollar amounts are millions
All dollar amounts are adjusted to constant 1998 dollars

2
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Figure 3. Funding for New Transition Projects, Including Out-years,
Contrasted With Total OSEP Funding for Discretionary
Projects
OSEP

Transition

Figure

4.

Comparisons of Continuing Commitments
New Investments in Transition Projects

and

NewInvestmentsandContinuedCommitments
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expenditures for transition projects as a proportion of its total
discretionary budget. After generally rising until Fiscal Year
1996, with one dip followed by a recovery in new investments, a significant decline occurred between Fiscal
Years
1996 and 1998, at the same time that overall discretionary
funds available to the OSEP were rising.
Unless this trend is reversed during the next several
fiscal years, the decline in total transition project funding for
a given fiscal year will accelerate as continuation projects
from previous years end and are not replaced by new
projects. Before of fering some possible responses to these
projections, it is useful to examine the specific categories
that have received funding over the past 1
1 years within the
broad area of transition.
Method Three
In order to cast some additional light on these trends, it
was necessary to disaggregate the fiscal information into
funding categories that characterized the types of projects
that OSEP funded under the broad title of “transition.” The
best way to identify transition priorities was to examine the
types of projects that were funded as the OSEP invested in
new competitions. Our examination of project abstracts
resulted in identification of the following 1 1 categories,
arranged in descending order of funding magnitude, into

which we were able to classify the 567 transition projects
that began between Fiscal Years 1988 and 1998:
1.

Statewide systems change for improving transition
services.
2. Postsecondary programs for students in transition.
3. Personnel preparation in university settings for
training and certifying new teachers at the secondary level.
4. Research on transition topics and issues.
5. Model demonstrations focusing on transition of
students with severe disabilities.
6. Student self-determination within a transition
context.
7. Model demonstrations focusing on transition of
students with mild disabilities.
8. Short-term training and technical assistance for
improving transition services.
9. Demonstrations on reducing drop-out rates.
10. Technology innovations within a transition context.
11. Follow-along studies of students in transition.
A cross-tabulation between the OSEP funding competitions and our 1 1 categories can be found in Table 5 which is
located in Appendix A.
The findings from this analysis are presented in
Table 3.
During the 1 1 years between Fiscal Years 1988 and 1998, the

Table 3. OSEP’s Investment in New Transition Projects Within Funding Categories

* Millions of dollars, expressed in contstant 1998 dollars.
**Number of projects funded.
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OSEP invested approximately $362 million in 567 transitionoriented projects. More than one-third of these dollars went
to systems change projects in 46 states, along with a national
center at the University of Minnesota that provided technical
assistance and also evaluated the accomplishments of each
project.
An examination of the funding commitments for these
46 projects explains the V -shaped pattern of new investments
between Fiscal Years 1992 and 1996 as portrayed in Figures
3 and 4. Instead of continuing the pattern of funding 12 new
systems change projects each year
, as was started in Fiscal
Years 1991 and 1992, only six new projects were funded in
Fiscal Year 1993, none were initiated in Fiscal
Year 1994,
four began in Fiscal Year 1995, and the last 12 started in
Fiscal Year 1996. These “lean” years from Fiscal Year 1993
through Fiscal Year 1995 occurred because of the high cost
of the systems change projects. Each of these projects
received approximately $500,000 per year for a period of
five years. A growth pattern of 12 new projects could not be
sustained without exceeding the
total funds available from
the Secondary , Transitional Services Special Purpose Fund
within which all systems change projects were funded.
Further examination of Table 3 indicates large dif ferences in funding levels across the remaining ten categories.
Personnel preparation and postsecondary education projects
received relatively “high” levels of funding. Research, model
demonstrations for students with severe disabilities, and
projects focusing on student self-determination received
“medium” levels of funding. Model demonstrations for
students with mild disabilities, dropout prevention projects,
short-term training/technical assistance projects, technology
projects, and follow-along projects received relatively “low”
levels of funding.
A potential alarm signal should again be raised from the
very low funding levels that occurred during Fiscal
Year
1998. It would be tempting to attribute this decline to the end
of new funding for systems change projects. But this
termination actually occurred during Fiscal
Year 1997, and
the investment levels for all other categories actually
increased around $10 million between Fiscal
Year 1996 and
Fiscal Year 1997. During Fiscal Year 1998, however , there
was a serious decline in funding levels across the board.
This
seems to be a direct consequence of the 1997 IDEA amendments, implemented for the first time in Fiscal
Year 1998,
which eliminated the Special Purpose Funds.
Implications

and

Recommendations

It would be tempting, but inappropriate, to simply
lament the decline in resources that the OSEP
has targeted
for transition over the course of the past 1
1 years. The issues
and concerns that underlie the “transition movement” began
long before Madeleine W ill announced the OSEP initiative in
1984 (W ill, 1984) and these issues and concerns will not

disappear as we move into the twenty-first century
. Adolescents will continue to falter as they struggle for independence and control over their life choices and outcomes, both
as students in high school and emerging young adults in their
communities. Whether or not we label our support for
adolescents as “transition programs,” such programs will
endure in some manner or another with sources of funding,
perhaps not fully identifiable right now .
Having said this, it does appear that the priorities for
transition within the OSEP may be changing. The 1997
IDEA amendments eliminated all discretionary programs
that targeted “special populations,” such as deaf/blind
students, seriously emotionally disturbed students, programs
supporting early childhood education, and transition programs. They were replaced by programs focused on the types
of activity to be supported (e.g., research, training, technology, dissemination). The OSEP was given the authority to
determine its own funding priorities within these new
programs with only minimal restrictions on its discretion
[Public Law 105-17, Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act Amendments, Sec 661 (e) (2)].
Given this new freedom to determine its own priorities,
the OSEP seems to be moving in the direction of allocating
new monies mostly to large-scale institutes or smaller
projects that cut across specific populations. For example,
during the first three years since reauthorization, there were
no model demonstration or outreach competitions with funds
designated for transition. Such competitions are now generic,
so that applications focusing on transition must compete with
applications focusing on early childhood or elementary
school education, all within a pool of money that has not
grown to accommodate the potentially larger range of
applicants.
No one can predict with certainty whether the decrease
in OSEP-designated funds for transition projects will prevail
as we move into the twenty-first century . Regardless of
funding levels and strategies, however , it is both possible and
desirable to identify broad funding priorities for future
transition endeavors. I recommend that we focus our
energies in five areas to:
1. Evaluate our past investments in transition projects.
2. Focus our new commitments upon proven programs
and policies.
3. Access the OSEP and other federal funding sources
successfully .
4. Align many of our new transition commitments
with general education reform.
5. Document the impact of our ef forts with an emphasis on student outcomes.
Evaluating Past Investments
In spite of the severe decline in OSEP-targeted funds for
transition during Fiscal Year 1998, a substantial amount of
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money was spent on transition projects during the preceding
decade. The systems change projects, as noted above, were
awarded to 46 states and used more than one-third of the
total federal allocations for transition. Several other areas, as
documented in Table 3, also received substantial funding
during this period of time.
An important first step in planning for the future is to
understand the collective impact of this total OSEP investment. Astarting set of questions, considering the priorities
and funding levels documented in Table 3, might include the
following:
1.

What is the legacy and impact of the 46 systems
change projects?
2. Which postsecondary programs seem to be most
effective for students with disabilities?
3. What components of preservice training programs are
most effective for training teachers to educate high
school students with disabilities?
4. How can we use the outcomes of research on
transition issues and policies to influence the ways
that we design and implement transition programs?
5. What promising new programs have emerged from
the model demonstration and outreach projects, for
high school students with severe and mild disabilities?
6. How can we assist high school students with disabilities in exercising appropriate self-determination as
they plan and implement their transitions from school
into the adult community?
7. What types of short-term training and technical
assistance are most effective for helping service
providers, employers, and families of high school
students with disabilities?
8. What have we learned about dropout prevention for
high school students with disabilities?
9. Are there any innovations in technology that seem to
be particularly effective for high school students with
disabilities?
10. What can we learn from the outcomes of the followalong projects to influence the priorities that we
establish for future transition efforts?
Some of our future national discretionary dollars,
whatever their source, should be used to address these 10
questions, if we are to maximize the potential benefits from
our previous investments in transition projects.
Although all of the above questions are important, I
believe that the issues and concerns surrounding student selfdetermination are central as a foundation for everything else.
The future success of all high school programs, including our
own secondary special education and transition programs,
must begin with the empowerment of students to assume a
high level of responsibility in an appropriate manner for their
own educations. The very essence of adolescence involves
an emerging and surging drive toward independence, which
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is often accompanied by strong feelings of self-doubt within
the adolescent and resistance from parents and teachers. W
e
have been working on this issue in special education for the
past decade from a variety of perspectives, including
defining student empowerment with the words “selfdetermination,” developing programs and instructional
materials that teach students and significant others how to
enhance student self-determination, and establishing organizations to promote self-determination (Halpern, 1998; W
ard,
1996; W ehmeyer , 1996).
In order to identify the most promising innovations that
have emerged across all of the funding areas presented in
Table 3, the OSEP should target some of its new funds for
evaluating its past investments not only with respect to selfdetermination, but also with respect to the other nine
questions raised above. Avariety of techniques would be
appropriate, including research syntheses, meta-analyses, and
reexamination of extant databases that were produced by the
past investments. As one step in this direction, the OSEP
intends to support a new five-year institute, beginning in
Fiscal Year 2000, that will search for best practices through
examination of completed projects and published findings
(Federal Register , 1999).
Focusing on Proven Programs and Policies
The outcomes that will emerge from careful and
thoughtful evaluations of our past ef forts should do more
than simply result in increased awareness of “proven”
transition programs and policies. Once best practices have
been identified, they should become one focus of future
funding ef forts. Some beginning ef forts already exist that
provide a foundation for identifying best practices, such as
the research synthesis provided by Cobb and his colleagues
(Cobb, Lehmann, Tochterman, & Bomotti, 2000). Another
recent ef fort has been completed by the National
Transition
Alliance, in which this organization identified 27 “promising
programs” following its review of 50 nominations (Kohler ,
1999). I think that our field is now in the position where to
devote substantial resources to disseminating and replicating
those programs that have shown the most progress. It is time to
move from demonstration to widespread implementation, from
using our discretionary funds to affect the lives of a few people
to using these funds to affect the lives of many people.
Accessing Resources of the OSEP and Other Federal
Funding Agencies
As documented above, even as funds that the OSEP
targeted for transition began to decrease, the overall level of
funding for OSEP’ s discretionary program has remained
mostly steady or increased. As mentioned above, since Fiscal
Year 1998, the OSEP has also been given great latitude in
determining its own funding priorities. Although transition
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projects are no longer mandated by any Special Purpose
Funds, the OSEP is still permitted to establish reasonable
priorities including those that might focus on transition. W
e
must learn how to lobby ef fectively for such priorities within
the new permissive environment. Even without such priorities, there are many opportunities still available for accessing
funds to serve students in transition.
Three examples are
illustrative of such opportunities.
When the OSEP altered its funding priorities in Fiscal
Year 1998 from transition competitions to generic competitions, the number of applications for transition projects
decreased substantially . This trend was exacerbated in Fiscal
Year 1999, as illustrated by the competition summary for the
OSEP’ s Outreach Competition (Gonzalez, 1999). During FY
1998, 153 applications were submitted. Fifty-three of these
applications focused on early childhood, and 1
1 of these
were funded. Eighteen applications focused on transition,
and 4 were funded. During FY 1999, a total of 76 applications were submitted in the Outreach Competition, including
50 with an emphasis on early childhood and 5 with an
emphasis on transition. Twelve early childhood projects and
3 transition projects were funded. It would appear that those
who were willing to apply for targeted transition funds
became unnecessarily discouraged when the previously
targeted competitions became generic in nature.
The opportunity for accessing generic competitions, however
, remains
viable for those who respond.
A second area of opportunity involves teacher training.
If teachers are to become proficient in implementing what
we have learned over the years and hope to learn in the
future, we must assist them in such endeavors. Both inservice and preservice training are needed, along with some
focused demonstrations and evaluations on how innovations
can be accomplished by restructuring teacher time and
effort, rather than by adding new responsibilities on top of a
burden that is already quite large.
The OSEP’ s overall
commitment to personnel preparation is substantial, approximately $82 million in both Fiscal Years 1998 and 1999,
representing nearly 30% of their entire budget for national
activities (U.S. Department of Education, 1999a).
Assuming
that this commitment remains strong in the future, we need
to ensure that a meaningful proportion of these dollars is used
to support special and general education teachers in implementing high school and transition programs successfully.
In addition to enhancing the roles and responsibilities of
students and teachers in the educational enterprise, we must
also somehow find a way to involve parents more ef
fectively.
The most important role for parents to play
, in my opinion, is
to interact ef fectively with their sons or daughters at home.
This is not always easy , especially when the normal stresses
of adolescent/parent relationships are exacerbated by such
difficulties as dysfunctional families, or parents working
such long hours that they are unavailable to spend meaningful time with their children. But students need this time, not
only to help them deal ef fectively with important educational

issues, but also to help them deal successfully with the many
social and interpersonal concerns of adolescence. In Fiscal
Years 1998 and 1999, the OSEP
allocated $18.5 million each
year for parent information and training centers (U.S.
Department of Education, 1999b). W e should continue to
support these ef forts, and of fer whatever insights and
assistance we can in order to help these programs attend
effectively to transition issues and concerns.
In addition to exercising continuing vigilance for
accessing the OSEP funds to facilitate transition ef forts, we
should also pay close attention to other federal dollars that
may be available for this purpose. In particular
, funding
priorities that address transition are likely to remain available
from the Rehabilitation Services Administration, the National Institute on Disabilities and Rehabilitation Research,
and the Administration on Developmental Disabilities.
The discussion thus far has focused on accessing federal
discretionary funds. There is one other source that we should
also consider , namely , the discretionary proportion of the
Part B, IDEA funds that are awarded each year to state
departments of education to support special education
programs and services in school districts throughout the
states. Up to 20% of Part B funds based on Fiscal
Year 1997
appropriations, which amounts to approximately $660
million in Fiscal Year 1999, can be earmarked by states for
discretionary activities, including those that might deal with
transition (Public Law 105-17, Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act Amendments, Section 61 1(f) (1), 1997).
Although these funds have long “histories” of utilization
within the states, including simply flowing them through to
school districts without restrictive earmarks, there might be
ways in which some state education agencies could be
persuaded to use part of their discretionary funds to support
transition programs and services.
Aligning Transition with General Education Reform
There is little doubt that general education reform will
remain a centerpiece of national domestic policy as we move
into the twenty-first century . The nature of such reforms has
already begun to crystalize around such issues as redefining
educational outcomes in terms of improved student achievement on performance standards, measuring relevant outcomes through a voluntary national assessment program,
redesigning instruction to reflect a more authentic pedagogy
,
involving parents and community members more ef
fectively
in the educational enterprise, creating safe and drug free
schools, and providing “school choice” options through such
mechanisms as vouchers and charter schools. Underlying all
of these reforms is a public perception that education in the
United States has somehow taken a turn for the worse,
placing our entire society at risk of economic, political, and
social deterioration (Conley , 1997; Hodgkinson, 1993; Riley ,
1999; Rose & Gallup, 1998).
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As these reforms have unfolded through legislation,
policy, and program development, representatives of the
special education community have remained largely on the
sidelines. W e cannot af ford to remain there, even though
some of the reforms may lead to outcomes that are not
beneficial to students with disabilities, for example, raising
academic standards in a manner that results in lower graduation rates for students with disabilities. During Fiscal
Year
1998, federal funding for general education reform was
$2.86 billion, which is 10 times larger than the
total amount
of $278.9 million that OSEP spent for all of its national
programs during that year (U.S. Department of Education,
1999b). If one contrasts instead the $2.86 billion for general
education reform with the $33.9 million that the OSEP spent
on new and continuing transition projects during Fiscal
Year
1998, the ratio becomes 84 to 1. How can we leverage this
dollar to infuse our agenda into theirs?
At least some of the
OSEP’ s transition dollars should be targeted toward answering this question.
Documenting the Impact of Our Efforts
Although the federal definition of transition states that it
is “an outcome-oriented process,” we have not been ef
fective
in focusing on outcomes over the years. Providing such a
focus requires more than simple documentation, such as we
accomplished, at least partially , through the National
Longitudinal Follow-Along Study that ended in 1993
(Wagner , Blackorby , Cameto, Hebbler , & Newman, 1993).
We must cast this documentation within the context of
desired performance standards.
At the federal level, we are beginning to encounter a
strong impetus towards standards-based documentation in
response to the Government Performance Results
Act
(GPRA) of 1993 (Public Law 103-62). This legislation
amends the Budget and Accounting Act of 1921 which
stipulates most of the procedures for fiscal management of
the federal government (U.S. Department of Education,
1999c). The requirements of GPRA are somewhat similar to
a business plan, requiring each government agency
as part of
the budget request and allocation process to include information about (1) its purpose, (2) the activities it intends to
pursue, and (3) its anticipated results.
Three distinct types of
product are required by GPRA to be submitted to Congress
(U.S. Department of Education, 1999c):
1. Astrategic plan covering a period of five years.
2. An annual performance plan.
3. An annual report on program performance.
An agency’ s strategic plan must address the following
six elements:
1. Acomprehensive mission statement.
2. General strategic goals and objectives that are
results-related.
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3. Adescription of how the goals and objectives are to
be achieved.
4. Adescription of how annual performance goals are
related to general goals and objectives.
5. Identification of key factors external to the agency
and beyond its control that could af fect agency
performance.
6. Adescription of program evaluation procedures that
will be employed to evaluate agency performance.
Each federal agency was required to submit its first strategic
plan on September 30, 1997, with updates scheduled for
every three years.
Annual performance plans are more specific than
strategic plans, and must address the following elements:
1. Annual program goals.
2. Resources required to achieve goals.
3. Links between annual program goals and more
general strategic plan goals.
4. Performance objectives that will lead to the achievement of annual program goals.
5. Performance indicators that will demonstrate whether
annual goals and performance objectives have been
achieved.
Each federal agency submitted its first annual performance
plan as part of its Fiscal Year 1999 budget request.
Annual performance reports must be submitted to
Congress and the President within six months following the
end of each fiscal year . The essence of this report will be to
compare actual accomplishments with promises that were
presented in annual performance plans.
Agencies will be
allowed to explain any discrepancies and make suggestions
for future changes in either annual performance plans or
strategic plans. The first due date for annual performance
reports was March 31, 2000.
An examination of the OSEP’ s Annual Program Performance Plan for Fiscal Year 2000 provides a good indication
of how important standards-based performance indicators
will become in future federal decisionmaking about funding
priorities. Table 4 provides a few examples from this plan
that are clearly relevant for the future of funding ef
forts that
address transition programs and services (U.S. Department
of Education, 1999d). These examples are directed at the
Part B funding stream authorized by IDEA, but the plan also
contains several components addressing Part D funding in
such areas as research and innovation, educational technology and media services, personnel preparation in higher
education, and technical assistance to parents, teachers, other
practitioners, and individuals with disabilities. As Table 4
indicates, some of the information designated as a source for
documenting performance in the transition area will be
derived from a new National Longitudinal Transition Study .
Adesign contract for this study is currently underway
, and
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Table 4. Some Examples from the OSEP’s FY 2000 Annual Program Performance Plan

the full study will begin implementation in January , 2001
(Gonzalez, 1999).
As transition resources are redeployed by the OSEP and
other federal agencies in Fiscal
Year 2000 and beyond, all
recipients of these resources will need to attend carefully to
standards-based outcomes such as those presented in
Table 4.
These indicators for the OSEP and similar indicators for
other federal agencies will increasingly surface as benchmarks for structuring the allocation of resources and evaluating the impact of funding decisions. The interpretation of this
information will be challenging, since the outcomes will
reflect our nation’ s total expenditures on education, and
federal financial participation has fluctuated between only
five and 10 percent of these expenditures over the past 40
years (National Center for Educational Statistics, 1999;
Odden, Monk, Nakib, & Picus, 1995).
Summary
During the past 1 1 years, the Of fice of Special Education Programs within the U.S. Of fice of Education has been
very active in supporting national projects that focus on
transition programs and services for high school students
with disabilities. During this period of time, the OSEP
funded 567 projects with a total commitment of $362 million

from its IDEA Part D discretionary budget. More than onethird of these allocations were used for systems-change
projects in 46 states plus a national center to assist and
evaluate these projects. For a variety of reasons, it now
appears that the OSEP intends to reduce its prioritizing of
projects that focus on transition.
Whether or not the observed OSEP reduction in financial support becomes a consistent trend as we move into the
twenty-first century , the need for good transition programs
for high school students with disabilities will prevail. Five
suggestions have been of fered and discussed for continuing
to address these needs regardless of the OSEP’
s participation
in future funding ef forts. W e must::
• Evaluate our past investments in transition projects in
order to document what we have learned from these
projects.
• Focus at least some of our new funding commitments
on the widespread replication of proven programs and
policies.
• Relearn how to access the continuing OSEP and other
federal funding sources for the purpose of implementing new transition-oriented projects.
• Align and coordinate many of our new transition
project commitments with emerging trends and
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opportunities that emanate from our national preoccupation with general education reform.
• Document the impact of our transition ef forts with an
emphasis on student outcomes, paying particularly
close attention to the requirements for federal agencies
that have been stipulated by the Government Performance Results Act.
If we are able to respond ef fectively to these five areas
of endeavor , there is every reason to believe that projects and
programs for addressing the transition needs of high school
students with disabilities will continue to improve into the
next century , even within the changing funding environment
of the OSEP for addressing these needs.
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Index of Competition Numbers and Titles
Number

Title

84.023A

Advancing and Improving the Research Knowledge Base
Small Grants

84.023B

Student Initiated Research

84.023C

Field Initiated Research

84.023D

Directed Research Projects:

The Sustainability of Promising Innovations

Directed Research Projects: Students
Program

Approaching Graduation and the Supplemental Security Income

84.023F

Examining Alternatives for Results Assessment for Children with Disabilities

84.023N

Initial Career Awards

84.023R

Including Children with Disabilities as Part of Systematic Ef
Strategic and Technical Support

84.025B

Preparation of Personnel for Careers in Special Education

84.025E

Technical Assistance for Transitional Services

84.025L

Utilization of Best Practices in

84.029A

Training Personnel to Serve Low-Incidence Disabilities

84.029B

Preparation of Personnel for Careers in Special Education

84.029D

Preparation of Leadership Personnel

84.029E

Minority Institutions

84.029F

Preparation of Related Services Personnel

84.029G

Preservice Personnel

84.029H

State Education Agency Grants

84.029K

Special Projects

84.029N

Training of Personnel for Careers in Special Education - SED

84.068R

Model In-service Training Projects
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Index of Competition Numbers and Titles (continued)
Number

Title

84.078A

Research and Innovation to Improve Services and Results for Children with Disabilities

84.078C

Career Placement Opportunities for Students with Disabilities in Postsecondary Programs
Center to Advance the Quality of Technology , Media, and Materials for Providing Special Education and
Related Services to Children
Model Demonstration Projects to Improve the Delivery & Outcomes of Secondary Education Services
for Students with Disabilities
Model Demonstration Projects to Improve the Delivery & Outcomes of Postsecondary Education for
Individuals with Disabilities
Postsecondary Demonstration Projects for Career Placement Opportunities Contract Evaluation and
Dissemination of Ef fective Practices
Postsecondary Education Program

84.086U

Outreach Projects: Serving Children with Severe Disabilities in General Education and Community Settings
Outreach: Serving Students with Severe Disabilities in Integrated Environments

84.158A

State Systems for

Transition Services for Youth with Disabilities

84.158C

Secondary Education and

84.158D

Model Demonstration Projects to Identify
Dropped Out of School

Transitional Services for Youth with Disabilities Program
, Recruit, Train, and Place Youth with Disabilities Who Have

Model Demonstration Projects to Improve the Delivery & Outcomes of Secondary Education Services
for Students with Disabilities Who Have Dropped Out of School
84.158G

Institute to Evaluate and Provide
Improve Transition Services

84.158J

Research Institute on Secondary Education Services for Children and

84.158K

Demonstration Projects to Identify and

84.158M

Accessing School-to-W ork and Postsecondary Environments –

84.158N

No Competition Title

84.158P

Research Projects on the

Transition of Special Populations to Integrated Postsecondary Environments

Transition Strategies and

Techniques

84.158Q

Technical Assistance to States Implementing Cooperative Projects to

Multi-District Outreach Projects for
Outreach Projects for Services for

Youth with Disabilities

Teach Skills Necessary for Self-Determination
Technical Assistance

Youth with Disabilities
Youth with Disabilities

84.158R

No Competition Title

84.158S

No Competition Title

84.158U

Research Projects on Student Involvement in

Transition Planning
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Index of Competition Numbers and Titles (continued)
Number

Title

84.158V

Model Demonstration Projects to Improve the Delivery & Outcomes of Secondary Education Services
for Students with Disabilities

84.159A

State Agency/Federal Evaluation Studies Projects

84.159D

State and Local Education Ef

84.159F

State Agency/Federal Evaluation Studies Projects

84.159H

Testing the Use of an Instrument to Measure Student Progress

84.180A

Innovative Cooperative Models to Expand

84.180B

Using Technology to Improve Assessment of Children with Handicaps

84.180T

Technology , Educational Media, & Materials Projects that Create Innovative
Disabilities

84.237B

Facilitating Interagency and Private Sector Resource Ef

84.237D

Development and Support for Enhancing Professional Knowledge, Skills, and Strategies

84.237F

Preventing the Development of Serious Emotional Disturbance among Children &
and Behavioral Problems

84.237H

Developing Ef fective Secondary School-Based Practices for

84.324C

Field Initiated Research Projects

84.324D

Directed Research

84.324M

Model Demonstration Projects for Children with Disabilities

84.324R

Outreach Projects for Children with Disabilities

84.325D

Preparation of Leadership Personnel

84.325H

Improving the Preparation to Improve Services and Results for Children with Disabilities

84.325N

National Significance / Non-directed

SBIR 97

No Competition Title

Contract

National Longitudinal Transition Study

84

forts to Implement the Transition Requirements in IDEA

Technology Benefits

Tools for Students with

forts to Improve Services

Youth with SED

Youth with Emotional

6

State Graduation Requirements for
Students With and Without Disabilities
Barbara Guy
Iowa Department of Special Education
Hyeonsook Shin; Sun-Young Lee; Martha Thurlow
University of Minnesota

Abstract: A survey was administered to state assessment directors and transition specialists in each of the 50 states and
the District of Columbia to update and clarify knowledge about state high school graduation requirements for students
with and without disabilities. While the results of this study revealed more complexity in graduation requirement policies
than expected, several conclusions that have important implications for students’ educational outcomes, particularly for
students with disabilities, were reached. Recommendations for policy makers as they set policies for graduation requirements include ensuring that graduation requirements reflect the variety of knowledge and skills that students are learning
in school and will need following high school; assessing the impact that leaving high school without a standard diploma
will have on opportunities available to students with disabilities; and making high school graduation decisions on the
basis of multiple, relevant sources of information about students’ knowledge and skills.
Introduction
Recent attention to the ef fectiveness and quality of
public education has resulted in federal and state ef
forts to
improve curriculum content, instructional practices, and
student performance. Federally , legislation such as Goals
2000, Improving America’s Schools Act (IASA), which
supports Title I programs, and the School-to-W ork Opportunities Act has encouraged the development of high content
standards and the implementation of procedures that account
for improved student performance. State attempts to improve
the ef fectiveness and quality of public education include the
refinement of graduation requirements, establishment of
content and performance standards, and implementation of
large-scale assessments.
The development and implementation of these reform
efforts have been dif ficult to accomplish, in part because of
their complexity . Individually, each strategy represents
change that involves and af fects a variety of student populations and education departments. In addition, the interrelationship of the strategies means that policies and procedures in
one area will affect policies and procedures in another area.
The complexity and potential impact of each strategy
necessitates the involvement of a diverse group of stakeholders, many of whom have not previously worked together
.
Unfortunately , stakeholder involvement in many states has
varied. Individuals with disabilities, their advocates, and
special education organizations typically have not been an
integral part of either the development or implementation of
these reform ef forts (Center for Policy Research on the
Impact of General and Special Education Reform, 1996;
Lipsky & Gartner , 1997; National Center on Educational

Restructuring and Inclusion, 1995; Thurlow, Ysseldyke,
Gutman, & Geenen, 1998). In some states, special education
has engaged in parallel discussions and activities (Ysseldyke,
Algozzine, & Thurlow, 2000).
Many changes accompanied the 1997 reauthorization of
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). At
least two of the changes, those requiring the participation of
students in the general education curriculum and in largescale assessments, encourage closer alignment of general and
special education reform ef forts. This alignment becomes
critical as states continue to develop, refine, and implement
their reform strategies. The policies and procedures that
states develop and implement will af fect graduation decisions for students with disabilities and, ultimately
, their postschool activities. More stringent graduation requirements, for
example, may result in a greater number of students who
drop out (Langenfeld, Thurlow, & Scott, 1997). For those
who choose to leave school without a diploma, post-school
choices are limited. W ithout a high school diploma, students
with disabilities are not candidates for military service or
formal postsecondary education, and frequently are excluded
from high-paying jobs (W agner , Blackorby , Cameto, &
Newman, 1993; Lichtenstein & Michaelides, 1993).
The decision of when to graduate and the manner in
which to graduate relates directly to the type of high school
education that students with disabilities experience. In some
cases, for example, students must focus on academic
requirements in order to receive a general diploma.
This
limits the time that they can spend on course work in
vocational education and career education, as well as on
other experiences that relate to the development of social
skills and independent living-all areas of well-documented
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need for students with disabilities. Increased academic
requirements for standard diplomas, then, may additionally
decrease the amount of time students with disabilities have to
learn other essential skills related to employment, independent living, and social interactions, thus inhibiting their
potential for high-wage employment and independent living.
General and special education reform ef
forts should
result in a variety of graduation policies and options that
meet the needs of all students.
To ensure that this happens
and that graduation policies are not conflicting, graduation
requirements for students with disabilities should be examined and developed in conjunction with graduation requirements for students without disabilities.
Two previous studies
(Bodner , Clark, & Mellard, 1987; Thurlow, Ysseldyke, &
Anderson, 1995) provide a foundation from which to
examine trends for changes in graduation policies and
procedures for students with disabilities. Findings from these
studies indicated that the number of states with an explicit
total number of credit requirements decreased (from 46 to
44), but the number of credits required for graduation
increased in the majority of states that had credit requirements. The number of states that required students to pass
graduation exams in order to receive a standard diploma also
increased (from 15 to 17), as did the number of states that
provided only a standard diploma (from 14 to 19). Unfortunately , in both studies, information on the requirements for
students without disabilities was limited to requirements for
a standard diploma. In addition, Bodner et al. (1987)
reported their data in the aggregate, thus prohibiting analysis
of specific state change. Thurlow et al. (1995), however ,
reported state-by-state data.
The study reported here builds on the work of
Thurlow
et al. (1995). The respondents targeted to participate in this
study were state assessment directors and transition specialists from each of the 50 states and the District of Columbia.
Specifically , the purposes of this study were to: (a) provide
policy makers information that would help them as they
design, implement, and refine reform strategies, and (b)
create a database from which to track changes in policy as
reform strategies in general and special education are
implemented.
Method
The main purpose of this study was to update and clarify
the field’s knowledge about state high school graduation
requirements for students with and without disabilities.
The
basis for the current study was a survey conducted by
Thurlow et al. in 1995, which was used to guide methodological procedures and instrumentation.
This permitted a
comparison of the two data sets, and thus provided the
opportunity to determine changes in policy since 1995.
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Participants
This study included two groups of participants-state
assessment directors and transition specialists-from each of
the 50 states and the District of Columbia. State assessment
directors were identified through the Council of Chief State
School Of ficers (CCSSO) list of members of the Association
of State Assessment Personnel (ASAP). Systems change
projects in transition, funded by the Of fice of Special
Education Programs (OSEP), were used to identify transition
specialists. In states with current transition systems change
projects, the transition specialists were the project directors.
In states with previous projects, the transition specialists
were those identified by the states as the primary contacts
regarding transition. Transition specialists in the five states
that had never received a transition systems change project
were the directors of special education at the state departments of education (or their designees).
Their names were
taken from the database of directors maintained by the
National Association of State Directors of Special Education
(NASDSE). State assessment directors and transition
specialists from all 50 states and the District of Columbia
responded (100% response rate).
Instrumentation
Two surveys were developed to inquire about high
school graduation requirements for students with and without
disabilities. The first survey , completed by state assessment
directors, examined high school graduation requirements in
general. The second survey , completed by state transition
specialists, examined graduation requirements specific to
students with disabilities. Survey questions were developed
to align with previous studies and were reviewed by experts
not directly involved in this project. The external experts
included individuals who were involved in special education
and transition services for students with disabilities and
individuals working on the development of state-level high
school graduation standards.
The survey questions were
revised on the basis of these external reviews.
The High School Graduation Requirements Survey
consisted of a summary table of each state’
s graduation
requirements (from Thurlow et al.’ s 1995 report and the
CCSSO’ s 1998 web report) and 17 questions.
The information in the summary table included course credits in subject
areas (i.e., English, Math, Science, Social Studies, Health/
Physical Education, Other , Electives), graduation exams, and
types of exit options. The respondents then were asked to
verify the accuracy of the given information and to correct
any inaccurate information. The 17 questions were presented
in three sections: (a) sources of high school graduation
requirements (3 questions), (b) examinations required to
receive a high school diploma (9 questions), and (c) policy
changes (5 questions).
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The High School Graduation Requirements and Students
with Disabilities Survey focused on graduation requirements
for students with disabilities. It was a separate survey
,
consisting of 20 questions presented in four sections: (a)
sources of high school graduation requirements (4 questions), (b) examinations required to receive a high school
diploma (4 questions), (c) transition services (5 questions),
and (d) policy changes (7 questions). On both the general
and special education surveys, respondents were asked to
skip the questions about exit exams if their state did not have
one. Otherwise, they were instructed to answer all questions.
Procedures
Information for this study was gathered in two ways.
First, surveys were mailed to both sets of respondents.
To
increase the response rate, follow-up requests were made by
fax and telephone. Second, document analysis also was
conducted when states included copies of state documents
with their returned surveys. State documentation took the
form of state statutes, rules, or regulations from the department of education. This information was reviewed to clarify
the types of options available for graduation and specific
requirements. Some respondents who did not include
documentation were called to clarify written answers.
All
information was collected between February and
August
1998.
Results
Survey responses from both state assessment directors
and transition specialists are summarized here in terms of the
types of exit options that were available for students with
and without disabilities. An overview of the general graduation requirements and their source is followed by a more
detailed description of course credits and examinations
required for graduation. Changes in graduation policies and
procedures then are presented in terms of current survey
responses and a comparison of these data with
Thurlow et
al.’s (1995) survey responses.
Exit Options
In this section, we describe exit options available to
students with and without disabilities. Because various
names and requirements were used for exit options in
different states, we organized the exit options into five
categories: (a) standard diploma (an option granted for
satisfaction of course requirements, passage of exit exams,
other requirements as identified, or any combination of the
three requirements); (b) Individualized Education Program
(IEP) diploma (an option available only to students with
disabilities who have not met standard diploma requirements, but who have completed IEP goals and objectives);

(c) certificate of attendance (an option available to students
with disabilities or students without disabilities who have
aged out or who have not completed graduation requirements
for a standard diploma, an IEP diploma, or both); (d) honors
diploma (an option available to students with disabilities or
students without disabilities who have met more requirements
than those for standard diplomas); and (e) other (options that
did not meet criteria of the other four categories).
In each state we surveyed both the assessment director
(to obtain information on high school graduation requirements in general) and the transition specialist (to obtain
information specific to students with disabilities).
The
information we obtained from the two respondents within a
state was not always the same. For example, assessment
directors in 51 states (including the District of Columbia
here) identified the standard diploma as an exit option for
students in general, whereas the transition specialist in only
one state (Massachusetts) did not identify exit options for
students with disabilities (see Table 1). In Massachusetts,
local education agencies (LEAs) determine exit options for
students with disabilities. Transition specialists also did not
indicate that the certificate of attendance was available to
students with disabilities in two of the states with this option
(Florida, Hawaii). Transition specialists indicated that honors
diplomas were available to students with disabilities in only
three of the twelve states with this exit option (Alabama,
Indiana, New York).
Because of the occasional discrepancies between options
identified by assessment directors and transition specialists,
we have based this summary on the most comprehensive
data available (i.e., options identified by either respondent,
as reflected in Table 1).
Every state had standard diplomas as one exit option for
both students with and without disabilities (see
Table 1).
Nearly half or more of the states also had exit options that
were IEP-based (n = 24) or that were based on school
attendance (n = 31). About one-fourth of states had some
form of honors diploma, and another one-fourth had other
exit options such as occupational diplomas, local diplomas,
adult diplomas, and General Education Development (GED)
diplomas. Five states (Connecticut, Indiana, Maryland,
Pennsylvania, V irginia) identified the GED diploma as an
exit option. Occupational or work/study diplomas were
available in three states (Alabama, Colorado, New Mexico).
In Virginia, special diplomas were also available. In Kansas
and Nebraska, locally determined diplomas were options
delineated by the states. Indiana of
fered a certificate of
achievement to students with disabilities for whom a
diploma track program was not appropriate. Nevada of
fered
adult diplomas, and Ohio of fered diplomas of adult education. In New York, annotated local diplomas were also
identified as an exit option.
Table 2 summarizes the arrays of exit options available
in each state. Across the 51 states (including the District of
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Columbia), the most common array of options was a
standard diploma combined with a certificate of attendance
(n = 11). Astandard diploma as the only option for exit from
school was the next most frequently available option (n = 9).
The next most common array (n = 7) was a standard diploma
combined with an IEP diploma and a certificate of attendance. Each of the other arrays was available in fewer than
five states. Still, the total number of states (including the
District of Columbia) that had options beyond just the
standard diploma was 42.
Many states used the term
certificate in the exit options
available to students with disabilities. The special names of
these certificates are shown in
Table 3 (note that these
certificates fall in either the categories
certificate of attendance or IEP diploma in Table 1). For example, 22 states
offered a certificate of attendance to students with disabilities; 5 of fered a certificate of completion; 2 of fered a
graduation certificate; and 2 of fered a certificate of achievement. Still other states of fered certificates with dif ferent
names. The District of Columbia of fered a certificate of
attainment and a certificate of IEP . Kentucky of fered a
certificate of program completion of IEP to students with
moderate or severe cognitive disabilities upon completion of

90

IEP goals and objectives. Florida of fered a special certificate
of completion. Arkansas of fered a certificate of completion
of IEP. In Maryland, a high school certificate was awarded
only to students with disabilities who did not meet the
requirements for a standard diploma.
General Graduation Requirements
In this section, we describe the general nature of
graduation requirements, and the level(s) at which these
requirements are set (e.g., state, local). First, we describe
graduation requirements and their sources in general.
Then,
we summarize changes in graduation requirements for
students with disabilities. In subsequent sections we examine
specific requirements for course credits and graduation
exams, and identify the sources of the requirements.
Requirements for earning a high school diploma are of
three types: (a) earn a certain number of course credits, (b)
pass some form of a graduation exam, and (c) meet both
course credits and graduation exam requirements.
Table 4
shows the requirements that states have for students to
receive a standard diploma. The largest number of states (n =
27) required completion of course credits.
The second largest
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number of states (n = 19) required students to earn a specific
number of credits and pass an exam. Just one state (Minnesota) only required its students to pass an exam to earn a
standard diploma.
The discretion that LEAs had in setting graduation
requirements varied across states. In three states (Colorado,
Michigan, Pennsylvania), LEAs established their own credit
requirements. Additionally, in Iowa, minimum course credit
requirements were established by the state; however
,
additional credits were required by local boards. Massachusetts had statewide credit requirements for certain content
areas, but LEAs decided credits for other content areas. For
example, the Massachusetts state department of education
established credit requirements for Social Studies and
Health/Physical Education, and LEAs determined credit
requirements for the remaining. In Nebraska, the state
required a total of 200 credits. The distribution of those 200
credits, however , was decided at the local level, as long as
80% of the credits were in the core curriculum subjects.
In the 20 states that had statewide graduation exams,
passing score levels for the exams were all determined by the
state. Even in Alaska and the District of Columbia, which
were in the process of instituting an exit exam, transition
specialists indicated that passing scores would be determined
by the state.
Table 5 shows which changes from standard diploma
requirements are allowed for students with disabilities. In all
states, students with disabilities could meet the same criteria
as other students and earn the same standard diploma. Many
states, however , had also identified alternate ways in which
students with disabilities could earn a standard diploma.
The
most common alternate route to a standard diploma was to
allow modified course work to count the same as regular
course work (n = 23). Completion of IEP goals and objectives also was considered adequate in eight states.
Of the states that had only course credit requirements,
there were five that did not allow any changes in requirements for students with disabilities. Acertificate option was
available to students with disabilities in four states (Alaska,
District of Columbia, Nebraska, Oregon) (see
Table 1). Two
of these states (Alaska, District of Columbia) also had an IEP
diploma option available for students with disabilities (see
Table 1). Of the states that had both course credit requirements and graduation exams, there were seven that allowed
no changes in the requirements for students with disabilities.
Each of these had other options for exit documents (again,
see Table 1), including IEP diplomas (Alabama, Nevada,
North Carolina, V irginia), certificates of attendance (Alabama, Louisiana, Nevada, North Carolina, South Carolina),
and others (e.g., Certificate of Achievement - Indiana).
According to transition specialists, graduation requirements for students with disabilities also were established by
state-level policies, but at the same time LEAs were left to
determine some specific requirements. For example, al92

though graduation requirements in general were established
by Wisconsin’ s State Education Agency , diploma requirements for students with disabilities were set by LEAs. In
Massachusetts, although a standard diploma was the only
exit option for students without disabilities, the exit options
available for students with disabilities were determined by
LEAs. In Oregon, the state provided minimum requirements
and LEAs may add to them and grant certificates for students
who have met only part of the requirements. Six states
(Colorado, Iowa, Montana, New Hampshire, Rhode Island,
Wyoming) did not have state requirements for students with
disabilities; in these states, LEAs set their own requirements.
The transition specialists in three other states (Idaho,
Oklahoma, W ashington) did not specify whether their
graduation requirements were established at the state or local
level.
Course Credit Requirements
Results from the general education survey indicated that
41 states required completion of Carnegie course units,
defined as (a) a measure of study time representing 120
hours of class work completed in one year
, (b) five periods
of 40 to 60 minutes for at least 36 weeks, or (c) five hours of
related work per week (Kapel, Gif ford, & Kapel, 1991, p. 87;
Ysseldyke, Algozzine, & Thurlow, 1992, p. 249). Table 6
presents these data. In the states using Carnegie Units, the
actual number of credits required for graduation varied
widely from state to state, ranging from 14.5 credits (V
ermont) to 24 credits (Alabama, Florida, Hawaii, Utah, W
est
Virginia), distributed among English, Mathematics, Science,
Social Studies, Health or Physical Education,
Arts, Electives,
and others.
The 10 states not included in Table 6 either: (a) had
different credit unit systems (California, Idaho, Indiana,
Massachusetts, Nebraska, New Jersey), (b) left the determination of credits to LEAs (Colorado, Michigan, Pennsylvania), or (c) did not require course credits (Minnesota) (see
Table 7). In California and Massachusetts, course requirements were recorded as the number of years of course work.
In Nebraska, a total of 200 credit hours was required by the
state, but LEAs determined the distribution of the total
number of credit hours across curricular areas. In Idaho, a
total of 42 semester credits was required. In New Jersey
, the
number of credits required was 1 10.
Graduation Exams
In addition to course credits, some states required that
students pass an exit exam before they earn a high school
diploma (see Table 8). Overall, 20 states indicated that they
had a graduation exam in place on a statewide basis and that
their students without disabilities must pass it before they are
eligible to receive a standard diploma.
Asummary of
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whether students can be exempted from graduation exams
and still receive a diploma is provided in
Table 9. One state
(Arizona) was as yet unsure of its exam requirement policy
.
According to transition specialists, modifications to the
exam requirements were available to students with disabilities in four states (Minnesota, New Jersey
, Ohio, Texas). In
three of the four states, the modification was that the
students could be exempted from the test and still receive a
standard diploma (Minnesota, New Jersey
, Ohio). Minnesota
was the only state that allowed students with disabilities to
pass the exit exam with dif ferent scores. Only in Texas were
students with disabilities who were exempted from the
graduation exam required to participate in an alternative
assessment. Table 10 shows more detailed information about
graduation exams, including the graduating class for which
the exam was first implemented, the grade in which students
can first take the exam, and content areas covered.
Topics
included on the exit exams typically were core curricular
areas such as English/Language
Arts (including reading and
writing) and Math.
In addition to the states listed in Table 10, three (Alaska,
District of Columbia, Massachusetts) had graduation exams
pending for future years. Assessment directors in another
three states (California, Colorado, Illinois) indicated that
administration of some type of exit exam was an LEA

decision. Indications of pending exams were evident in other
states. For example, Delaware’ s state assessment director
indicated that there was no statewide graduation exam
requirement in place. The transition specialist, however ,
reported that students with disabilities were required to pass
an exam to obtain a high school diploma.
The difference in
responses was most likely due to impending changes in the
state law .
In nearly all states with statewide graduation exams,
students were allowed to have multiple opportunities to pass
the exams. In 15 states, any students who failed the graduation exam were allowed to take another form of the exam
(Alabama, Arizona, Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Louisiana,
Maryland, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nevada, New
York, North
Carolina, Ohio, South Carolina, V irginia) or, in 5 states, to
retake the exam several times (Hawaii, Maryland, New
Jersey , Tennessee, Texas).
The 20 states with graduation exams had dif
ferent
policies on how to implement the exams and assign passing
scores to students with disabilities (see
Table 1 1). Twelve
states clearly indicated that all students with disabilities,
regardless of the severity levels of disabilities, were required
to attain the same score to pass the graduation exam as were
students without disabilities. These 12 states were: Alabama,
Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Mississippi, Nevada, New
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Mexico, New York, North Carolina, South Carolina, and
Virginia. In three states (Louisiana, Maryland,
Tennessee),
the use of the same graduation test and the same passing
score depended on the severity level of the student’
s disability. Louisiana and Tennessee gave the same test and applied
the same passing score only to students with mild disabilities. In Maryland, students with mild or moderate disabilities
were required to pass the same exit exam with the same
score as those for students without disabilities, whereas
students with severe disabilities were allowed to take
different tests and pass the tests with dif
ferent scores.
Of the 20 states that had a graduation exam, 16 indicated
that they kept records of the participation of students with
disabilities and 14 reported that they kept records of the
performance of students with disabilities on the exam (see
Table 12). Eleven states disaggregated participation data by
disability category , and ten disaggregated performance data
by disability category at the time we conducted the survey
.
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Status of Graduation Policies
In this section, we discuss data from the current survey
and compare them to data collected by
Thurlow, Ysseldyke,
and Anderson in 1995. Policy changes that have occurred
since 1995 and indications of the stability of current policies
are also presented.
Comparison of data from the current survey and those
collected in 1995 indicated that the policies about exit
options available to students with disabilities are continually
changing. Approximately one-third of the states had either
changed the number of options available to students with
disabilities to exit school, with more options now available,
or had changed the requirements to receive a standard
diploma. In 1995, for example, the standard diploma was the
single exit option for students with disabilities in 19 states.
Eleven of these states indicated in the current study that they
had changed their policies to include other exit options.
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The provision of standard diplomas to students with
disabilities based on completion of IEP goals and objectives
also has changed somewhat since 1995. Half of the eight
states that currently award standard diplomas based solely on
completion of IEP goals and objectives had the same policy
in 1995. The majority of the remaining states that awarded
standard diplomas in 1998 based only on completion of IEP
goals had changed their policies from requiring course
credits (Missouri, Oklahoma) or from having both credit and
exam requirements (T ennessee) for students with disabilities
in 1995. Of the nine states that allowed students with
disabilities to receive standard diplomas based only on
completion of IEPs in 1995, three no longer applied this
policy to students with disabilities in 1998. These states now
require students with disabilities to complete modified credit
requirements. One other state now has LEAs or IEP committees decide standard diploma requirements for students with
disabilities.
Relatively little change has occurred in terms of the
source of graduation policies. Of the six states that left the
final decision of graduation credit requirements to LEAs in
1995, five still did so in 1998 (through addition or distribution decisions or determination of credits required for
specific courses). W yoming now has state-level credit
requirements. Only Pennsylvania has changed the locus for
decision-making to local districts.
Similarly, changes in the number of states with credit
requirements also have been minimal. In 1995, 44 states had
a total number of credits that students had to earn, and in
1998, 41 states specified a total number of credits. Changes
are more evident in the number of credits required. Of the 40
states for which there are both 1995 and 1998 data on total
credit requirements, approximately a fourth have increased
the number of credits required for receipt of a standard
diploma. Of these states, six increased credits in core
academics such as math and science. Other states broadened
the content of courses through the establishment of credit
requirements in other courses such as physical education or
health. One other state has slightly decreased the total
number of credits required. The other three states appear to
have changed the unit of the credit measurement.
The number of states that have an exit exam linked to
graduation requirements has increased from 17 to 20. One
state (Michigan) still has an exit exam but it is no longer
linked to receipt of a local standard diploma. Instead, it is
used for receipt of state endorsements on the local diplomas.
Four states (Arizona, Indiana, Minnesota, North Carolina)
have added exit exams since 1995.
To examine the extent to which policies may continue to
change, state assessment directors were asked about the
status of general graduation policies in 1998, and transition
specialists were asked about the status of graduation policies
specifically for students with disabilities in 1998.
Their
responses are organized according to whether the status was
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the same for students with and without disabilities, or
applied only to policies for one group. If the state assessment
director and the transition specialist indicated the same
response, the status was recorded as applying to both
students with and without disabilities. If only the state
assessment director indicated a specific status, it was
recorded as applying to students without disabilities. If only
the transition specialist indicated a specific status, it was
recorded as applying to students with disabilities.
As indicated in Table 13, it appears that policies about
exit options will continue to change, especially for students
with disabilities. In 18 states, options for students without
disabilities to exit school were either under revision or
consideration of revision. This compares to 23 states that
indicated that options for students with disabilities to exit
school were either under revision or under consideration of
revision. In contrast, 31 states had no plans to revise the
types of exit options available to students without disabilities
and 24 had no plans to revise the types of exit options
available to students with disabilities.
The relationship between the existence of a statewide
exam, the types of exit options available, and the status of
exit option policies is displayed in Table 14. These data
indicate that of the 20 states that had some form of a statewide graduation exam, 16 were either revising or considering
revision of the types of exit documents available to students
with disabilities or students without disabilities or both
groups. Of the 10 states that of fered standard diplomas (with
or without honors diplomas) as the only option available to
students with disabilities, half (California, Idaho, Massachusetts, New Jersey , Washington) were either revising or
considering revisions on the types of exit options available.
Information about the status of high school graduation
requirements is summarized in Table 15. Sixteen states
reported that they were either revising or considering
revisions on their graduation requirements for students
without disabilities and 14 indicated revision plans for
students with disabilities. In nine states (Alabama, Delaware,
Maryland, Massachusetts, New York, Ohio, South Carolina,
Virginia, Wyoming), new graduation requirements had been
developed for students without disabilities. Four states
(Alaska, Arizona, Indiana, Minnesota) had developed new
graduation requirements for students with disabilities.
The
states (n=13) that developed new graduation requirements
for students with disabilities or students without disabilities
will implement those requirements sometime between 1998
and 2002. Twenty-five states indicated no plans to revise
graduation requirements for students without disabilities.
This compares to 21 states that indicated no plans to revise
their graduation requirements for students with disabilities.
Table 16 displays the status of policies on graduation
exams. The majority of the 20 states that had some form of a
graduation exam (70%) were either revising or considering
revisions on their policies. Only five states indicated no
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plans to revise their graduation exam policies.
Ten additional
states (Alaska, Arkansas, Delaware, Maine, Massachusetts,
Missouri, Pennsylvania, W ashington, W isconsin, District of
Columbia) were developing or considering the development
of graduation exams.

(such as the IEP diploma) and by the possibility of modifications in requirements or even exemption from requirements
that students without disabilities must meet to receive the
same exit document.
General Conclusions

Discussion
Given the importance of graduating from high school,
we did not expect to find the complexity in graduation
requirement policies that we found. Not quite as unexpected
was our finding that policies are not the same across the 50
states and the District of Columbia. Unfortunately
, the
complexity in state policies is multiplied many times over
when considering what students with disabilities must do to
earn an exit document of one kind or another
.
The complexity of the system exists in more than just
the requirements that students must meet to earn a standard
diploma. It begins with the array of exit options that students
have available to them (e.g., certificates of completion, IEP
diplomas, honors diplomas), and the specific requirements
that must be met to earn each of those types of documents.
Further , the source of graduation requirements varies, with
some states having everything set at the state level, others
having everything set at the local level, and many states with
a variety of combinations in between. For students with
disabilities, the complexities are increased by the existence
of exit options not available to students without disabilities
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Despite the complexities, however , it is possible to reach
some general conclusions about graduation requirements for
students with and without disabilities. These conclusions
have important implications for students’ educational
outcomes, particularly for students with disabilities.
A wide array of exit options are available to students in
most states. Just nine states indicated that the standard
diploma was the single exit option available to students. One
additional state had an honors diploma and the standard
diploma as the only exit options. Thus, approximately 80%
of the states have alternative exit options for students.
Generally , these exit options involve some type of certification that the student has been in school, reflecting attendance
rather than attainment of specific skills or completion of
certain courses. The number of states that have alternative
exit options for students has grown.
States have raised and are continuing to raise their
requirements for graduation. Since 1995, and even before
that when Bodner et al. (1987) provided summary information on graduation requirements, there has been an increase
in the number of states raising their requirements, either by
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adding to the number of credits required or by administering
a graduation exam that students must pass.
And, at the time
of the current survey , many states indicated that they were
planning to make changes that would result in increased
graduation requirements. Nearly 20% of the states were
either developing or considering the development of graduation exams as an added requirement for a standard high
school diploma. Because of the possible consequences of
such developments, it will be important to follow the
considerations of these states as they decide how to include
students with disabilities and the exit options that they make
available to all students.
States that allow flexibility for students with disabilities
in meeting graduation requirements tend to provide that
flexibility in multiple ways. Among the ways in which states
are building greater flexibility in graduation requirements for
students with disabilities are course work modifications, IEP
completion, local-level decisions about applicability of
requirements to individual students, and others. Some states
embrace providing a range of approaches to flexibility
, while
others do not.
Modified course work to meet course credit requirements is the most common type of change provided to
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students with disabilities. Of the states that had state-level
course credit requirements for earning a standard diploma,
not quite half allowed students to meet those requirements
through modified course work. Based on materials sent by
some of these states, the substitute course work generally
was in the same content areas as that required of other
students, but might be a more practical application of the
content (e.g., consumer mathematics rather than advanced
mathematics; reading for independent living and workrelated literacy rather than world literature).
The extent to
which these alternative courses really were performancebased approaches to the same general content area, or instead
were lower-level or “watered-down” content was impossible
for us to determine.
IEP completion is not a universally accepted way for
students with disabilities to meet graduation requirements.
Slightly more than 10% of the states with course credit
requirements allowed students to receive a standard diploma
by completing their IEPs. Yet, several additional states
indicated that an IEP team or an LEA could decide to change
state-determined graduation requirements. It is unclear what
is occurring when an IEP team decides that state- or districtdetermined criteria do not apply (presumably for individual
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students) or an LEA decides that its students with disabilities
do not have to meet state requirements.
The fact that decisions can be made to remove graduation requirements for
students with disabilities may suggest that these students are
being held to dif ferent standards than other students.
States with graduation exams generally had more exit
options available to students, but less flexibility in how
standard diploma requirements could be met. The 20 states
with graduation exams are dif ferent in several ways from
states without graduation exams. First, a greater number of
exit documents seem to be available in those states with
graduation exams (on average, 3.2 exit options available)
than in those states without graduation exams (on average,
2.2 exit options available). This is particularly evident in
those states that have been implementing exams for a long
time (at least five years). States with graduation exams also
differed in the extent to which they allowed changes to their
graduation requirements for students with disabilities.
About
one-third of the states with graduation exams allowed no
changes in either credit or exam performance requirements,
while slightly more than 10% of the states without graduation exams allowed no changes. It is important to note that,
whether the states had graduation exams or not, those states
that did not allow changes in requirements had at least two
exit options available to students; most had three or four
options.
The current status of states in documenting the participation and performance of students with disabilities on exit
exams suggests that states are going to have a difficult time
meeting some of the requirements of the 1997 amendments to
IDEA. About 80% of the states with graduation exams
indicated that they had records of the participation of
students with disabilities in those exams, and more than half
of these also disaggregated their data by disability category
(not a federal requirement). Less than 75% of the states with
graduation exams had records of the performance of students
with disabilities; approximately 70% of these states had
disaggregated performance data by category of disability
(again, not a federal requirement). Even though these
numbers reflect a majority of the states with graduation
exams, the survey was conducted just before the time when
states had to be able to report participation and performance
data for the first time. W e expected that all states would have
responded positively to questions about state records of
participation and performance of students with disabilities.
The fact that they did not suggests that many states will
struggle to be in compliance with the federal reporting
requirements entailed in IDEA 97.
The different responses of assessment directors and
transition specialists reflect more than just differences in
policies for students with disabilities and other students. We
believe that the dif ferences reflect, in part, the disconnect
that has been noted in the past between the two programs
within state education departments (McGrew
, Thurlow, &

Spiegel, 1993; Thurlow, Langenfeld, Nelson, Shin, &
Coleman, 1998). W ith the 1997 IDEA requirement that states
include students with disabilities in state assessments, that
they report on the participation and performance of these
students in the same way and with the same frequency as
they do for other students, and that they develop an alternate
assessment for students unable to participate in regular state
assessments, there is clearly a need for the two programs to
collaborate. The extent to which this happens certainly will
have a dramatic ef fect on how students are integrated into
states’ educational accountability systems, and perhaps even
on the extent to which the total educational system assumes
responsibility for the education of these students. Certainly it
will reduce the amount of “parallel play” by general education and special education teachers as they strive to meet the
letter and intent of the law .
Further Considerations
The interest in high stakes testing and graduation
requirements continues as more and more states seem to be
increasing their graduation requirements and as more states
turn to graduation exams as a way to determine whether
students should receive a standard diploma. V
arious organizations are now producing reports or maintaining web sites
that document the policies of the states (e.g.,
Achieve, 1998;
Council of Chief State School Of ficers, 1998; Roeber , Bond,
& Connealy , 1998; Education Commission of the States,
1997; National Center on Educational Outcomes, 1997).
The
National Research Council (1998) produced a report entitled
“High Stakes: Testing for Tracking, Promotion, and Graduation,” which identified the issues and research evidence on
these assessments.
This document is unique in that it
addresses the accurate assessment of students with disabilities and students who are English-language learners. It
recognizes that the objectives of large-scale assessments and
the need to find ways to adjust for the ef
fects of disability are
often in conflict, and suggests that these tensions should be
considered as assessments are developed.
As we look at graduation requirements that currently
exist, it is equally important to consider the consequences of
the tremendous reforms that are now taking place across the
nation. Further policy development and refinement should be
based on the intended and unintended consequences of
current policies. Multiple exit options, for example, may
reflect a belief that the school is no longer responsible for the
education of those students who receive some kind of
alternative exit option. Or , multiple exit options may reflect
the belief that some students with disabilities have a dif
ferent
set of knowledge and skills, and need an exit option that
reflects that dif ference. Both of these assumptions will af
fect
how and where students with disabilities are educated. What
is the endpoint of education-achievement of certain knowledge and skills or receipt of an exit document (even if
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achieved through modified standards)?
The reasons for
which students are exempted from graduation exams should
also provide direction for future policy development and
refinement. To what extent are decisions to exempt students
from graduation exam requirements a function of low
expectations for those students? Or
, do they reflect a failure
to provide the types of accommodations that students need to
appropriately access the assessments?
Although it is easy to leap to the conclusion that
modifications in requirements for students with disabilities
reflect lower-level standards, this may not be the case. No
good data are available to verify or deny that modified
course work or alternative forms of assessment reflect the
same high levels of knowledge and skills as those in the
standard courses and exams.
This kind of information is
needed for states and future employers to fully understand
the achievements of those individuals who do not obtain
standard diplomas. This need applies most notably to
students with disabilities since they are the ones for whom
these modifications are most often made.
On the other hand, it is also important to ask about the
extent to which the failure to provide flexibility in graduation
requirements prevents students who do have the skills that
they need to succeed in postsecondary work or educational
settings from progressing into those settings.
The stories of
“gifted” students with learning disabilities who are unable to
complete course work or pass exams because of their
processing dif ficulties are familiar to all special educators.
Examples are emerging in post-school settings as well.
There
are adults with disabilities who are successfully performing
in their jobs, but are receiving lower pay than their coworkers because they lack the proper credentials.
They are
individuals who could not get a community college certificate in a vocation (e.g., diesel mechanics) because they did
not have a high school diploma. Concerns about these
students have spurred approaches like that taken by
Texas,
which allows both modified course work and an alternative
exam for its students with disabilities.
The confluence of Goals 2000, Improving
America’s
Schools Act, and the School-to-W ork Opportunities Act,
topped by the reauthorization of IDEA, have generated much
interest in developing an integrated educational system that
accounts for all of its students. Yet, the fact that this means
that students with disabilities may be merged into a system
that has a heavy focus on academics, often to the exclusion
of more applied and vocational kinds of skills, threatens
what has been working for students with disabilities.
There
are clearly advantages to continuing to emphasize vocational
education, career education, and other experiences related to
the development of social skills and independent living.
The
ideal, of course, is the integration of academic and vocational
education (Ascher & Flaxman, 1993; Bottoms, Presson, &
Johnson, 1992; Phelps & Hanley-Maxwell, 1997). It will be
important to monitor the extent to which students continue to
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receive this type of education, and when and where they
receive it. W e must also continue to work on educational
approaches that foster the integration of academic and
functional skills and knowledge.
Again, we come back to the ability of the educational
system to meet the needs of all students. Changes in graduation requirements are pushing education leaders to figure out
a better way to do that. At this time, however , not enough is
known about the consequences of these changes. Unfortunately , the variability that exists within the states limits the
feasibility of a comprehensive, national study of the facts of
different exit options and policies. Yet, there are some clear
recommendations that policy makers should consider as they
set policies for graduation requirements.
1. Specify the assumptions underlying graduation
policies. Be specific as to why requirements might
differ for subgroups of students (e.g., recognizing
that disabilities may interfere with the expression of
knowledge and skills through typical assessments).
2. Ensure that graduation requirements reflect the
variety of knowledge and skills that students are
learning in school and will need after high school.
Use indicators of the knowledge and skills necessary
for successful work, learning, and living after high
school.
3. Consider the impact that leaving high school without
a regular diploma will have on the opportunities
available to students after high school. Create
policies that will not exclude students whose learning
characteristics require more time to meet graduation
requirements, and policies that will provide them
ample time to gain additional knowledge and skills.
4. Allow plenty of time for changes in requirements to
be phased into place. Prior court cases have suggested that four years are needed as a phase-in period
for graduation requirements (e.g., students must
know about a graduation exam four years before it
will determine whether they graduate).
Yet, for
students with disabilities, who have experienced
exclusion from the general education curriculum and
low expectations, four years may not be enough.
Instead, it may be reasonable to hold these students
to a set of graduation requirements, only if the
requirements have been in place since the students
started school.
5. Make high school graduation decisions on the basis
of multiple, relevant sources of information about
students’ knowledge and skills (see National Research Council, 1998).

These recommendations and others that might be
generated for a given state context can form the foundation
of policies that are more appropriate for students with
disabilities and for other at-risk students.
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Rhetoric and Reality: A Review of the Literature on
Parent and Student Participation in the IEP
and Transition Planning Process
Katharine S. Furney; George Salembier
University of Vermont

Abstract: This review of literature suggests that little has changed in actual practices regarding parent participation in the IEP and
transition planning process that was mandated 25 years ago with the passage of the Education of the Handicapped Act (EHA) in
1975, and reinforced by the IDEA in 1990 and amendments to it in 1997. Nor have there been major changes in the ways in
which students participate in their transition planning. The literature suggests, however, that there is an increasing knowledge
base on a collective definition of parent participation and the barriers to it. There is also an increase in the breadth and depth of
thinking about ways to involve both parents and students in IEP and transition planning. This article describes the nature and
status of student and parent participation in the IEP and transition planning process and the factors that appear to promote or
inhibit parent participation, and provides recommendations regarding the directions for further research and practice.
Introduction
Significance of the Issue
Parent participation in the Individualized Education
Program (IEP) planning process had its formal inception in
1975 with the passage of Public Law 94-142, the Education
for All Handicapped Children Act (EHA) (Federal Register ,
1977). Aprimary intent of the mandate was to include
parents as educational decision makers in the process of
developing, evaluating and revising individualized educational programs for their sons and daughters with disabilities
(Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990). Fifteen years later , the EHA
was reauthorized as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 1990) and was expanded to include transition planning as a required component of the IEP process for
students with disabilities 16 years of age and older
. In 1997,
amendments to the IDEA specified that a statement of
transition needs related to the high school course of study
must be included in students’ IEPs beginning at age 14, and a
transition services component must be developed for
students with disabilities age 16 and older
. The purpose of
the transition plan was to identify outcome-oriented goals,
objectives, and activities to promote a successful transition to
adult life, and to involve adult-service agencies as necessary
in implementing identified services.
IDEA 1990 and 1997 reaffirmed the importance of parent
involvement in the IEP and transition planning process and
expanded the notion of student involvement in transition
planning (Lombard & Neubert, 1994). The law mandates that
students of transition age are to be invited to IEP meetings at
which transition is discussed, and specifies that the transition
component of IEPs must take into account students’ needs,
preferences, and interests. In addition, IDEA 1997 requires that
public agencies notify students of any rights that will be
transferred to them upon attaining the age of majority (Field,
Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998).

In spite of legislative intent, however , a review of the
literature reveals that the notion of parent and student
participation has been challenging both to define and
implement. In regard to parents, it appears that their participation in the IEP process has been generally regarded as
valuable and linked to numerous benefits, including the
development of positive parent and professional relationships, and the attainment of positive educational outcomes
for students (Izzo, 1988; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990; V an
Reusen & Bos, 1994). At the same time, the literature
suggests that parent participation has not occurred uniformly
in the IEP process (Carney & Atwood, 1998; Cone,
Delawyer , & Wolfe, 1985; V acc, V allecorsa, Parker , Bonner ,
Lester , Richardson, & Yates, 1985). Initial studies of parent
involvement reported that many parents appeared to assume
a passive role in the planning process and perceived IEP
conferences to be more focused on compliance with legal
procedures than on the collaborative development of
individualized plans for their sons and daughters (Cone et al.,
1985; Lusthaus, Lusthaus, & Gibbs, 1981; V
acc et al., 1985;
Vaughn, Bos, Harrell, & Lasky , 1988).
In a similar way , the literature has identified positive
benefits of student participation that have been dif
ficult to
realize in practice. Most of the literature on student participation has focused on developing students’ self-determination
skills as a means to ensure that they are prepared to express
their needs, preferences, and interests and participate in
generating goals and activities during IEP and transition plan
development (Field, 1996; Field et al., 1998; Ianacone &
Kochhar , 1996). Even so, Field et al. (1998) recognize selfdetermination as a “new concept in schools” (p. 123) that
must be more fully developed and supported in order to
realize its potential for promoting student participation and
engagement in IEP and transition planning.
The irony inherent in discussions of parent and student
participation is that while special education’ s recent focus on
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transition is consistent with a perceived need to expand the
roles of consumers in the development of career and life
goals, the process of transition itself adds new challenges
that may make it even more dif ficult to realize the goal of
active participation by family members in the IEP process.
While transition planning has been described as a process
that should empower students, families, and communities
(Szymanski, 1994), the body of additional information and
skills that is needed to understand and access the array of
services and resources available in the adult world is so great
that there is concern that parents may once again feel they
are outsiders to a highly professionalized and technical
model of service provision (Ferguson, Ferguson, & Jones,
1988; Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994; Nisbet, Covert, & Schuh,
1992). Expansion of the traditional IEP team configuration
brings about new issues, roles, and potential conflicts for
parents, students, and professionals. If the complexities of
the relationships and power structures that may exist among
students, parents, and professionals are not recognized in the
context of transition planning, there is a danger that old
patterns of communication and planning will persist, and
visions of enhanced student and parent participation will not
be realized (Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994; Szymanski, 1994).
Purpose and Questions
Given these issues, the purpose of the literature review
that follows is to describe the nature and status of student
and parent participation in the IEP and transition planning
process, the factors that appear to promote or inhibit parent
participation, and directions for further practice and research.
Given the historical and legislative developments described
in the introduction, the review begins with a discussion of
parents’ roles in special education prior to and during the
first 10 years following passage of the EHA. It then moves to
a discussion of the more recent literature on parent participation in the transition planning process, and student participation and self-determination within the context of transition.
The review concludes with a discussion of implications for
future practice and research.
The following four questions
will guide the review:
1. What do the early studies on parent participation
reveal about the nature of parent participation and
parent roles in the IEP planning process?
2. What do recent studies of parent participation in the
IEP and transition planning process reveal about the
factors that may promote or inhibit parent participation?
3. What does the current literature on student participation and self-determination suggest regarding factors
that may promote or inhibit student participation in
IEP and transition planning?
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4. What are the implications for future practice and
research on parent and student participation in the
transition planning process?
Parent Participation Prior to and During the
First Decade Following the EHA
Introduction
The early literature on parent participation, including
that published prior to and during the first 10 years following
passage of the EHA, is important in that it serves as both a
context for the current status of family participation and as a
series of lessons learned that may inform current issues
related to parent and student participation in transition
planning. Prior to passage of the EHA in 1975, parent
participation was viewed broadly . It included accounts of
both the ways in which parents of children with disabilities
were involved in and excluded from participation in their
sons’ and daughters’ educational and community experiences, and parents’ roles in the evolution of legislation
supporting the rights of children and adults with disabilities
to federal entitlement, including public education (Hardman,
Drew, & Edgan, 1999). Following passage of the EHA, the
literature has focused primarily on the roles of parents in the
IEP process. While this definition of participation is more
limited in some ways, it is also consistent with federal
legislation that defined parent participation within the IEP
planning context.
Parent Participation Prior to the EHA
Over the years, the roles of parents of children and
adults with disabilities have been viewed in a variety of
ways, each of which has influenced the definition of parent
participation and the roles that parents were expected to take
in educational planning. The eugenics movement of the late
1800s and early 1900s, for example, focused on the genetic
origins of disability and thus contributed to the notion that
parents were the cause of their children’
s disabilities
(Hardman, Drew , & Egan, 1999; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990).
Similarly, prevailing cultural notions about disability
maintained that individuals with disabilities were unable to
learn and generally socially deviant and dangerous; thus,
social isolation was viewed as a logical and rational social
response to the “problem” of disability . At this time, thousands of children with mental retardation were institutionalized. For those who were not institutionalized, few options
existed. Some children attended separate day or residential
schools established to serve children with specific disabilities, but many were excluded altogether from public education. The values and beliefs associated with institutionalization and segregation diminished the value of parent contributions and reinforced the notion that professionals outside of
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the family were more knowledgeable and able to determine
the lives and futures of children with disabilities than were
their parents.
Fortunately , a growing number of parents expressed
their dissatisfaction with the educational and residential
services available in institutions and communities during the
1940s to 1970s through their assumption of new roles as
political advocates and organizers (T urnbull & Turnbull,
1990). Parents played a critical role in the decision of the
American Psychiatric Association in the 1950s to conduct
routine inspections of hospitals and institutions serving
persons with disabilities. Reports of such inspections helped
to raise public awareness of the deplorable conditions and
inhumane treatment experienced by many residents and to
build the case for the need to educate and provide meaningful services to persons with disabilities (Hardman et al.,
1999). In 1950, a group of parents in Minnesota came
together on behalf of their children with mental retardation to
form the National Association of Retarded Children (ARC).
This organization, along with others, later became involved
in a series of class action suits against public school systems
which in turn established legal precedence for the right of
children with disabilities to gain access to the public education system. In 1975, many parents, parent advocates,
representatives of the justice system, and legislators saw
their ef forts culminate in the passage of the EHA. In addition
to mandating the right of children with disabilities to receive
a free, appropriate education in the least restrictive environment, the EHA conferred upon parents a series of procedural
safeguards and rights to due process, including the right to
provide consent to initial evaluations for special education
eligibility and placement, and the right to be notified of and
participate as team members in IEP development and review
(Federal Register , 1977; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990; V aughn
et al., 1988).
Initial Studies of Parent Participation Following the EHA
The legal provisions of the EHA did not, however ,
translate into immediate changes in educational practices or
the actual roles of parents. During the 10 years that followed
its passage, researchers and critics of special education
devoted a good deal of time to understanding the roles of
parents in the IEP process and identifying factors which
appeared to promote or inhibit their participation (Foster
,
Berger , & McLean, 1981; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990). One
of the first studies reported in the literature involved observations of the IEP conferences of fourteen elementary students
with mild disabilities. The results of this study indicated that
the contributions made by parents accounted for less than
25% of the total conference contributions (Goldstein,
Strickland, Turnbull, & Curry, 1980). The parents’ verbal
contributions were described as being primarily passive in

nature, indicating parents’ apparent agreement with information provided by the professionals in attendance.
Similar studies corroborated these findings.
Astudy
using behavior rating forms to categorize the contributions of
parents and teachers during 47 IEP conferences reported that
while 33% of all parent contributions were described as
passive, only 3% of special educators’ responses were
categorized in a similar way (V acc et al., 1985). Passive
contributions included behaviors such as responding to
questions and acknowledging the receipt of information,
while active contributions included initiating questions,
providing information without being asked to do so, and
expressing opinions. Astudy of 400 parents of children
representing a range of age and disability types found that
while 71% of the parents described themselves as active
participants in IEP meetings, only 14.6% reported that they
had expressed their opinions and made suggestions during
the meeting (L ynch & Stein, 1982). Significantly , only 6.3%
stated that they understood all that had occurred during the
meeting.
Low levels of overall participation, questioning, and
initiation of comments were also reported in a study of the
parents of students with learning disabilities who were
observed during IEP meetings in which the initial placement
of their sons and daughters was discussed (V
aughn, Bos et
al., 1988). Parents were reported to have spoken for an
average of only 14.8% of the total conference time, and to
have asked questions less than one percent of the time.
This
finding was somewhat surprising to the authors of the study
,
who had anticipated that parents would be more likely to
participate in and initiate questions during an IEP conference
in which the initial educational placement of their sons and
daughters was being considered.
Identification of barriers to parent participation. Having
characterized parent participation in IEP conferences as
generally passive, a number of studies attempted to identify
factors inhibiting a more active form of participation and
strategies that might help to overcome these barriers. In
general, this literature tended to focus on either a perceived
lack of skills and information among parents, or negative
attitudes and behaviors among teachers.
Authors focused on barriers confronting parents suggested that in spite of the EHA ’s requirements, many parents
had insuf ficient knowledge of their children’ s disabilities and
implications for education programming, insuf ficient
information on legal rights and procedures associated with
special education, and a lack of skills and experience in
participating as team members (Foster et al., 1981;
Turnbull
&Turnbull, 1990). The chief strategy proposed for overcoming such barriers was to involve parents in training programs,
many of which were implemented in the early to mid-1980s
with varying degrees of success (Foster et al., 1981; Gerber
,
Banbury , & Miller, 1986). Aretrospective look at some of
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the parent training programs concluded that those that were
not successful were limited by the fact that educators, rather
than parents, generally identified the skills which were to be
taught (Edge, Strenecky , McLaughlin, & Edge, 1984). In
addition, some parent training programs were based in a
deficit model that focused on the negative aspects of parents
and their children, and appeared to blame parents for their
children’s problems and/or their lack of participation in the
IEP process (Foster et al., 1981; W itt, Miller, McIntyre, &
Smith, 1984).
Other studies looked beyond parents to examine teacher
perceptions and behaviors that might be inhibiting active
parent participation in the IEP process. In a commonly cited
study , 1,500 special educators and teachers were asked to
identify which of 24 types of activities parents ought to
engage in with regards to educational programming for their
children with disabilities (Y oshida, Fenton, Kaufman, &
Maxwell, 1978). The study found that only two activitiesgathering and presenting information-were selected by the
majority of the study’ s participants as appropriate for
parents. Activities which were not considered to be appropriate for parent participation included more active roles, such
as developing and judging programs, and finalizing educational decisions. Thus, the authors concluded that the
educators who had participated in the study were defining
“appropriate” parent roles in a passive rather than an active
sense. Similarly , a study of 145 special educators from six
states (Gerber et al., 1986) reported that only 50% of the
respondents believed in the merit of parent participation in
the formulation of IEPs. Seventy-one percent agreed with the
statement that parents should be given an option to waive the
legal requirement of parental participation and place educational decision making solely in the hands of professionals.
Along with teacher perceptions, some studies reported
teacher behaviors and practices that appeared to inhibit or
preclude the active participation of parents.
These included
the use of unexplained technical educational jargon in the
reporting of test results, and insuf ficient amounts of time
allocated for IEP meetings (Hughes & Ruhl, 1987; W itt et
al., 1984). Anumber of studies reported that educators
frequently presented parents with completed or nearly
completed IEPs at IEP conferences and asked parents to
agree to the documents rather than to help create it (Gerber et
al., 1986; Goldstein et al., 1980; V acc et al., 1985). This
practice was in direct violation of the EHA, and again
indicated that some professionals lacked a belief in the value
of parent participation.
Researchers who viewed professional attitudes and
behaviors as the root of barriers to parent participation
proposed that teachers receive increased opportunities for
training in the beliefs and practices associated with parent
participation in IEP development (Gerber et al., 1986;
Hughes & Ruhl, 1987). Their suggestions included a need to
expand preservice and in-service teacher training programs
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to include a greater focus on skills such as facilitating
groups, communicating with parents in an open and nonthreatening way , explaining test results in nontechnical
terms, and involving parents in decision making processes.
In a related vein, W itt and colleagues (1984) suggested that
special educators change the structure of IEP meetings to
facilitate parent involvement. Based on parent descriptions
of factors that enhanced their satisfaction with IEP meetings,
Witt et al. suggested that teachers extend the length of IEP
meetings, ask more questions of parents, and incorporate
parent information in discussions and decision making. Each
of these suggestions implied that special educators and other
teachers were responsible for and could facilitate increased
involvement by parents.
The Paradox of Participation
On the whole, the studies conducted during the first 10
years following the EHA suggested that parents who
participated in IEP development did so in a passive way
.
Some of the studies characterized the lack of active parent
participation in a dichotomous way , viewing as related either
to a lack of information and training on the part of parents, or
to barriers posed by the attitudes and practices of the
education professionals involved in the planning process.
Many of the studies, however , pointed to the need to
understand parent participation in a more complex way
.A
finding which was initially perplexing was that parents,
including those who were characterized as passive participants, reported that they were generally satisfied with the
planning process (Goldstein et al., 1980; W
itt et al., 1984;
Vaughn et al., 1988). This finding contradicted the widely
held assumption that parents would be more satisfied by a
process in which they were active participants, and not at all
satisfied with a process in which professionals maintained
control over decision making. The literature of fered several
potential explanations for this apparent contradiction,
including limitations of the early studies (W itt et al., 1984),
family systems perspectives (Benson &
Turnbull, 1986;
MacMillan & Turnbull, 1983; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990),
and multicultural perspectives (Boone, 1992; Harry
, 1992a;
Harry, 1992b; Sontag & Schacht, 1994; Stein, 1983).
Limitations of parent participation studies. In hindsight,
it was noted that the sampling procedures and designs of a
number of the studies cited above contained some threats to
their validity that needed to be considered in the interpretation of results, especially with regard to the issue of parent
satisfaction (T urnbull & Turnbull, 1990). Many of the initial
studies overlooked or were not able to gain information
about participation from parents who might have been likely
to express dissatisfaction with the planning process. Some of
the studies either noted that their samples did not include
parents from low-income or minority backgrounds, or
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omitted this important information entirely . Studies involving direct observation of IEP conferences were by design not
able to include the population of parents who did not attend
IEP meetings. Afinding consistent across the studies was
that mothers attended IEP meetings more frequently than
fathers, and were generally perceived to be more involved in
the education of their children with disabilities (Cone et al.,
1985; Goldstein et al., 1980; L ynch & Stein, 1982; W itt et
al., 1984). Thus, measures of parent participation and
satisfaction might in many cases have been more accurately
described as measures of mothers’ participation in and
perceptions of the IEP process. In general, the absence of
data on fathers, parents from low-income and minority
backgrounds, and parents who did not attend IEP meetings
constituted a significant limitation of the early studies and
may have led to the impression that parents were more
satisfied with their participation in IEP meetings than was
actually the case.
Family systems perspectives. In the early to mid-1980s,
some proponents of parent participation began to describe an
approach known as the family systems theory or family
support model (Benson & Turnbull, 1986; Foster et al., 1981;
Macmillan & Turnbull, 1983; Turnbull & Turnbull, 1990;
Turnbull, Turnbull, Bronicki, Summers, & Roeder-Gordon,
1989). This model proposed that educators needed to
understand each family that included a child with a disability
as a social system with unique characteristics and needs, and,
as such, suggested changes in a whole range of educational
practices and patterns of communication with parents.
The family systems model had several implications for
the issue of parent participation in IEP conferences. First, it
suggested that educators revisit the whole concept of parent
participation (Benson & Turnbull, 1986; Turnbull &
Turnbull, 1990). Whereas the EHA had created an expectation that all parents would be involved in educational
planning for their sons and daughters with disabilities, the
family systems approach asked educators to consider the
possibility that some parents might choose to be less
involved, based on the needs of their individual family
systems. This way of thinking called upon educators to work
with families to establish individual family expectations for
participation, rather than to define parent participation
uniformly as meaning the active form of participation
suggested by the EHA. Thus, while the earlier literature
appeared to devalue parents’ satisfaction with a more passive
role in IEP development, the family systems model attempted to remove professional judgment as to the nature of
participation and to define parent participation more broadly
(Benson & Turnbull, 1986; Macmillan & Turnbull, 1983). It
appears to be up for debate whether or not the family
systems perspective has had as profound an influence on
practice as Turnbull and others would have liked (GallivanFenlon, 1994; Lichtenstein, 1993; Szymanski, 1994).

However , its ef fect on the concept of parent participation was
evident in the literature.
Multicultural perspectives. Beginning in the early
1980s, a number of researchers also became interested in
multicultural issues related to parent participation in the IEP
process (Boone, 1992; Harry , 1992a; Harry , 1992b; Sontag &
Schacht, 1994; Stein, 1983). Their perspectives made several
contributions to the literature on parent participation. First,
on one level, these studies confirmed several of the findings
of the earlier studies. They also found that during IEP
meetings, parents acted primarily as recipients of information, asked few questions of professionals, seldom disagreed
with professional opinions, engaged little in decision making
around their children’ s educational programs, and either
reported or were described by others as being generally
satisfied with the IEP process (Boone, 1992; Harry , 1992a;
Harry, 1992b; Sontag & Schacht, 1994; Stein, 1983).
They
found some similar barriers to active parent participation,
including parents’ lack of information about their children’ s
disabilities, the availability of educational and community
services, and the legal and technical nature of special
education and the IEP planning process (Sontag & Schacht,
1994; Harry , 1992a; Harry , 1992b).
The multicultural studies also raised new issues for
consideration. Studies including cross-cultural comparisons
of parent participation (Harry , 1992a; Sontag & Schacht,
1994; Stein, 1983) suggested that parents of culturally
diverse backgrounds tended to experience even lower levels
of active participation in planning process than did parents
who were Caucasian and/or English-speaking. Parents of
diverse backgrounds reported lower levels of confidence, and
less knowledge of their roles and rights in the special
education system, than did white and English-speaking
parents. For these parents, barriers to participation appeared
to be increased by poverty , language and communication
barriers, and logistical barriers, such as dif
ficulties in
attending meetings scheduled during work hours, and a lack
of transportation and child care (Boone, 1992; Harry
, 1992a;
Harry, 1992b; Sontag & Schact, 1994; Stein, 1983).
In addition to logistical barriers, studies incorporating
multicultural perspectives provided further support to the
notion that parent participation is a complex concept that
must take into consideration family and cultural context.
Harry’s (1992a) study of twelve low-income Puerto-Rican
parents of children with disabilities and the white, Englishspeaking teachers with whom they dealt in IEP meetings
concluded that it was not accurate to simply describe parents’
participation in IEP meetings as passive. Her observations
indicated that during IEP meetings, parents tended to abide
by their cultural norms, and as such, deferred to the opinions
and wishes of professionals. While the teachers interpreted
their “passive” behavior as reflecting a lack of interest in
planning and education as a whole, Harry’
s subsequent
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interviews with parents indicated that their submission to
authority was accompanied by underlying feelings of
mistrust, intimidation, and inferiority . The parents found it
difficult to understand the language and processes associated
with assessment, eligibility , and IEP planning; as such they
perceived the special education system to be rigid, confusing, and legalistic. To Harry, parent and professional relationships would be improved not by providing parents with more
training, support, transportation, or child care, but by deprofessionalizing special education, establishing a sense of
trust among school professionals and families, and creating a
sense of empowerment among families.
Parent Participation and Transition Planning
Introduction
During the late 1980s and subsequent to the 1990 IDEA
mandate for transition planning, a second body of literature
emerged around the issue of parent participation and
transition planning. The earlier writings on the subject were
primarily theoretical in nature, and included a rationale for
involving parents in the transition planning process, as well
as a discussion of potential challenges.
Asmaller number of
research-based studies conducted since 1990 have explored
parent participation in the transition planning process.
As a
whole, the literature on parent participation in transition
planning suggests that while some benefits and challenges
may be unique to the transition planning process, many
appear to mirror the benefits and challenges described in the
earlier literature on parent participation in the IEP process.
The section that follows focuses on four major themes
emerging in the literature around parent participation in
transition planning: (a) the purported benefits of involving
parents in the transition planning process, (b) the stressful
nature of the transition process, (c) potential barriers to
parent participation in the planning process, and (d) empowerment of parents as a goal of the transition planning process.
Benefits of Involving Parents in the Transition Planning
Process
The literature identifies at least four potential benefits of
parent participation in transition planning. First, parents are
believed to have the greatest amount of information available
on the skills, interests, needs, and desires of their sons and
daughters (Goodall & Bruder , 1986; Hasazi, Collins, &
Cobb, 1988; Lombard & Neubert, 1994; Johnson, Bruininks,
& Thurlow, 1987; W ittenstein, 1993). This information is
perceived to be essential for transition planning team
members, including adult-service providers and representatives of postsecondary education and training institutions
who are situated outside of the school and who need to learn
about the student’ s skills, needs, and preferences in order to
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create individualized transition plans (DeStefano, Heck,
Hasazi, & Furney , 1999; Lichtenstein, 1993).
Second, active parent participation in the transition
planning process is seen as having the potential to prepare
parents for the new roles they are likely to encounter as their
sons and daughters with disabilities make the transition to
adulthood. Thorin and Irvin (1992) note that while parents
may be able to rely on a special educator to provide case
management services for their child during high school,
many students with disabilities will not be eligible for the
same level of services following their exit from high school.
Active parent participation in the IEP and transition planning
process is thus viewed as a means through which parents can
become more skillful in participating in meetings and
advocating for their sons and daughters.
A third benefit of parent participation is the establishment of stronger parent-professional relationships and
collaborative planning processes that result in the development of future-oriented goals and objectives, and connections to adult-service providers (Brown, Halpern, Hasazi, &
Wehman, 1987; Chadsey-Rusch & Rusch, 1996; Furney
,
Hasazi, & DeStefano, 1997; Lombard & Neubert, 1994;
Salembier & Furney , 1998; W ittenstein, 1993). Both parents
and adult-service providers report that the transition to adult
services is facilitated when professionals have an opportunity
to become acquainted with the interests and needs of
students with disabilities and their parents prior to graduation
from high school. Fourth, increased parent participation in
the transition planning process is believed to have the
potential to promote a sense of empowerment among parents
and students that will help families assume some of their
new roles and help youths navigate the complexities of the
adult world (Carney & Atwood, 1998; Royster &
McLaughlin, 1996; Salembier & Furney, 1994; Szymanski,
1994; Wittenstein, 1993). Some authors maintain that parent
participation in transition planning is related to positive
post-school outcomes for youth with disabilities (ChadseyRusch & Rusch, 1996; Izzo, 1989); others, however, suggest
that the relationship between parent participation in planning and post-school outcomes for youth is inconclusive and
needs to be studied further (Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994; McNair
& Rusch, 1991).

Family Stress and the Complexities of Transition
Planning
Despite these potential benefits, parent participation in
the transition planning process appears to be challenged by
the complex nature of transition planning. Several authors of
research studies and theoretical articles on transition planning have characterized the period of transition from high
school to adult life as a stressful time for families, particularly those with children with disabilities (Ferguson et al.,
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1988; Szymanski, 1994; Thorin & Irvin, 1992). For the latter ,
transition signifies a time in which parents and youth need to
deal with changing individual and family needs, and a whole
new array of options, supports, and services (Hardman &
McDonnell, 1987; Szymanski, 1994; Thorin & Irvin, 1992).
Both students and parents may find it challenging to identify
long-term goals regarding employment, postsecondary
education and community living, especially those who find it
difficult to cope with the stress of daily living. The addition
of adult-service providers to the transition team adds a new
technical language for parents to negotiate and new community options and resources about which they need to learn
(Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994).
The stress that many families experience is often
exacerbated by the fact that the transition to adult life seems
inherently contradictory . For many families, transition
signifies a period in which children become more independent and parental influence decreases.
At the same time, the
need for parental involvement and advocacy in the community may be increasing (Ferguson et al., 1988; Nisbet et al.,
1992). Ferguson and her colleagues describe this situation as
posing the “complicated challenge of greater need and
reduced involvement” (p. 177). Those parents needing to
interact with adult-service providers may find that this time
is characterized by a sense of movement from the familiar
world of the public school system to the unfamiliar and
uncertain world of the adult-services system. While the
public school system grants an entitlement to a free and
appropriate education, the adult-service system operates on a
system of eligibility that often includes waiting lists for
services (Hardman & McDonnell, 1987; Thorin & Irvin,
1992). Parents who do not perceive their increased role as
advocates to be desirable or possible may experience stress
or anger about the planning process and the adult-service
system (Ferguson et al., 1988; Nisbet et al., 1992), and
question the extent to which the ensuing responsibilities
belong to them or to schools and adult-service providers
(Halpern, 1992).
Issues related to the need to conduct transition planning
within a multicultural perspective continue to be addressed
in the literature (Boone, 1992; Greene, 1996; Sileo, Sileo, &
Prater , 1996). Alack of attention to ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural diversity appears to be linked to poor communication among parents and professionals, as well as the continuation of negative stereotypes related to ethnicity and socioeconomic status.
Finally, while the IDEA legislation characterizes the
transition planning process in public schooling as one that
helps facilitate a student’ s movement from school to adult
life, several authors described transition in far less linear
terms (Ferguson et al., 1988; Halpern, 1992; Szymanski,
1994). Halpern (1992) notes that many recent high school
graduates require several years of experimentation and
searching before they assume satisfying adult roles in their

communities, while Szymanski (1994) views transition as a
process that occurs during a person’
s entire life span and
affects the individual as well as his or her family and
community .
Results of Studies of Parent Participation in Transition
Planning
While the recent literature of fers numerous commentaries on the benefits of parent participation and the features of
transition planning that need to be considered in promoting
participation, few studies have specifically investigated the
nature and degree of parent roles in the transition planning
process. The results of those that have, however
, suggest that
parent participation in transition planning remains a complex
issue with challenges similar to those identified in earlier
studies of participation in the IEP process, including challenges related to providing parents with adequate information and skills, encouraging active parent participation
during meetings, and fostering collaborative parent and
professional relationships.
Challenges identified in studies of transition planning.
Studies involving interviews with parents or direct observations of IEP and transition meetings suggest that some
parents continue to enter into IEP and transition planning
without adequate information necessary for informed
decision making about potential options (Brotherson,
Turnbull, Bronicki, Houghton, Roeder-Gordon, Summers, &
Turnbull, 1988). As a result, many decisions about their sons’
and daughters’ future employment and links to adult services
are being made for them. Reports of parent participation in
transition planning meetings suggest that while parents
participate in a variety of ways, their level of active participation remains low , when active participation is defined as
initiating questions and conversations frequently during
meetings (Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994; Salembier & Furney
,
1997). One study of the school involvement of 85 parents of
transition-aged youth concluded that significantly more
parents desired to assume active roles in their transition
teams than had actually done so (McNair & Rusch, 1991).
A
study of culturally diverse parents that used a parent training
strategy to increase parent participation in transition planning
found no significant dif ferences between the degree and
levels of active participation of parents receiving and not
receiving the intervention (Boone, 1992).
Many of the recent studies on IEP and transition
planning report that in general, parents do not characterize
their relationships with educators and adult-service professionals as being highly collaborative and/or leading to the
kinds of parent-professional partnerships that are promoted
in the literature (Brotherson et al., 1988; Salembier &
Furney , 1997). Brotherson and colleagues (1988) concluded
that while parents valued the social support of family
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members, friends, neighbors, and other adults with disabilities during the IEP and transition planning process, they were
less satisfied with the support of fered by professionals from
adult-service agencies. The parents in this study provided
examples of the ways in which professionals lacked sensitivity, used educational jargon, and appeared unable to assist
parents in solving problems and generating solutions.
Interviews conducted with parents of former students with
disabilities one year following the students’ graduation
(Salembier & Furney , 1997) indicated that while some
parents were satisfied with their participation in meetings
and relationships with parents, those who were not satisfied
reported that they lacked good communication and strong
relationships with educators and adult services.
These
parents reported that while transition planning meetings were
improved when certain meeting conditions were present
(e.g., meetings were held at a convenient time and in a
comfortable place, ample notice was given, the purpose of
the meeting was reviewed prior to the meeting, etc.), the
presence or absence of parent-professional relationships and
open and continuous communication were most critical to
their overall assessment of their participation in the transition
planning process.
Two studies with a slightly dif ferent emphasis focused
on the ef fects of incorporating person-centered planning
strategies into the transition planning context (Miner &
Bates, 1997; Salembier & Furney , 1994). Both studies
utilized strategies designed to focus planning discussions on
students’ needs, preferences, and interests within the school
and community context, and to develop student and familycentered transition plans based largely on student and parent
input. While the studies acknowledge the need for further
research to determine the relationship between the use of
person-centered strategies and student outcomes, they
concluded that the use of such strategies resulted in increased
active participation on the part of students and families, as
well as increased satisfaction with the planning process and
the development of stronger parent and professional relationships. In general, the more recent studies suggest that
optimal parent participation cannot be achieved during
meetings alone; rather , it needs to be fostered over time
through a focus on developing strong relationships among
parents, educators, and adult-service providers.
Future Directions for Parent Participation in Transition
Planning
The more recent studies of parent participation in the
context of transition planning offer a number of suggestions
for ways to enhance parent participation in the IEP and
transition planning process. One of these is to ensure that
parents received adequate information about options and
resources that will allow them to make informed choices
(Gallivan-Fenlon, 1994; Hardman & McDonnell, 1987).
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Professionals are urged to listen, value, and act on the
voices of parents and students (Harry, 1992b; Lichtenstein,
1993; Lichtenstein & Michaelides, 1993; Miner & Bates,
1997; Salembier & Furney, 1994; Salembier & Furney,
1997). Proponents of the family systems and multicultural
perspectives reiterate the need for professionals to understand family and cultural context and to involve parents in
making informed choices about the nature of their participation in IEP and transition planning (Boone, 1992). Others
suggest that professionals and families learn to recognize
the complexity of the transition issue and its ongoing nature
throughout a person’s life span (Ferguson et al., 1988).
Attempts to address the ongoing nature of transition may be
enhanced by the development of collaborative interagency
teams in which responsibility for developing and implementing students’ plans are jointly assumed by students,
parents, educators, and adult-service professionals
(Carney & Atwood, 1998; Furney et al., 1997; Lombard
& Neubert, 1994).
Finally, much of the current literature has articulated a
belief in the need to promote a sense of empowerment
among students, families, and communities involved in the
transition process (Harry , 1992a; Harry , 1992b; Miner &
Bates, 1997; Nisbet et al., 1992; Salembier & Furney
, 1994;
Salembier & Furney , 1997; Siegel & Sleeter , 1991;
Szymanski, 1994). This viewpoint asserts that through
recognizing the complex and ongoing nature of transition
within the culture of families and communities, and by
placing control over the future in the hands of parents and
individuals with disabilities, the transition planning process
can and should serve as a vehicle for empowering individuals and families to become independent and determine their
own futures. Personal futures planning (Forest & Lusthaus,
1989; O’Brien, 1987; Racino & W alker, 1993) suggests one
way to redirect the process from a professionally-oriented
activity to a consumer-directed activity . In addition, strategies focused on empowering families focus on the relational,
rather than the behavioral aspects of participation, and look
toward the development of parent and professional partnerships over time.
Student Participation and Self-Determination
Introduction
The emerging paradigm shift in conceptions of parent
participation in IEP and transition planning-a shift from a
model emphasizing professional definitions of parent
participation and professional control of the planning
process, to a model emphasizing the need for increased
attention to family , cultural context, and the empowerment of
parents-finds parallel shifts in thinking around the role of
students in IEP and transition planning. This shift is noted in
federal legislation, which added requirements pertaining to
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student participation in transition planning in 1990, as well
as in the literature, where discussions of the need for
increased student participation and self-determination have
become more prominent in recent years. Student participation has, in fact, been defined largely through the concept of
self-determination for persons with disabilities.
The latter is
generally regarded as a cultural and political movement that
emphasizes the need to ensure that persons with disabilities
have the skills and opportunities necessary for them to
identify their current needs and desires for the future, and to
translate these into the realization of career and life goals
(Wehmeyer , 1996). The discussion that follows highlights
historical developments in student participation and selfdetermination in transition, the rationale for increased selfdetermination within the IEP and transition planning process,
and strategies for enhancing self-determination.
Historical Context of Self-Determination
The history of the self-determination movement for
students has its roots in changing perceptions about the ways
persons with disabilities ought to have their needs identified
and met, and accompanying changes in federal legislation
and programming. W ard (1996), a spokesperson for persons
with disabilities and one of the founders of the self-determination movement in this country , traces the concept of selfdetermination to Nirje’ s (1976) normalization principle. This
principle asserts that the aim of special education and
services to persons with disabilities ought to be to ensure that
their lives were as close as possible to the cultural norms and
conditions of mainstream society (Field, 1996).
Although
the concept of normalization has not been without controversy , many believe that it helped give rise to the principles
of the least restrictive environment, mainstreaming, and
inclusion in the field of special education. In a related way
,
adult-services models have moved toward greater involvement of persons with disabilities and the emergence of
consumer-choice models designed to promote greater
independence (Sands & W ehmeyer , 1996). The Independent
Living movement and the establishment of Centers for
Independent Living in the United States provide further
evidence to support the notion that concepts of self-advocacy
and self-determination have played an important role in the
development of services to adults with disabilities (Field et
al., 1998; W ard, 1996; W ehmeyer , 1996). W ithin each of
these principles and practices is a belief that children, youth,
and adults with disabilities are entitled to participate fully as
citizens of their schools and communities.
To do so, however , requires that they develop beliefs and skills that allow
them to believe in themselves and their capacities, and to act
on their beliefs in the presence of family members and
professionals.
Recognition of the need to promote self-determination is
evident in recent federal legislation for persons with disabili-

ties, including the Americans with Disabilities Act (P.L. 101336) and the requirements to involve students in transition
planning specified in IDEA 1990 and 1997. In addition,
legislation targeted at broader constituencies, including the
School-to-W ork Opportunities Act (P.L. 103-239) and Goals
2000: Educate America Act (P.L. 103-227), also include
language specifying the need to ensure full participation of
students with disabilities (Field, Martin, Miller , Ward, &
Wehmeyer , 1998). The federal government’ s specific
commitment to enhancing self-determination for students
with disabilities was evidenced by the establishment of 26
model demonstration projects in self-determination, funded
by the U.S. Department of Education, Of fice of Special
Education and Rehabilitative Services (OSERS). Outcomes
associated with these projects have been disseminated
nationally and were infused into many federally funded
transition systems change projects in the early to mid-1990s
(Field et al., 1998). It is important to note, too, that the
voices of students themselves have helped to inform developments in self-determination (Field, 1996).
The transition
movement grew in large part out of the results of follow-up
studies conducted a decade after passage of the EHA
(Hasazi, Gordon, & Roe, 1985; Mithaug, Horiuchi, &
Fanning, 1985), which concluded that far too few young
adults with disabilities had adequate employment, living
situations, and community experiences that would lead them
to independence and satisfaction (Edgar
, 1987).
Rationale for Promoting Self-Determination Within the
IEP and Transition Planning Process
The literature provides a strong rationale for promoting
self-determination within the IEP and transition planning
process. W ehmeyer and W ard (1995) describe student
involvement as being at the heart of the transition services
mandates of IDEA, and note that the transition planning
process provides an opportune time for students to participate in goal setting, decision making, and problem solving.
The IDEA’s mandate to base transition plans on students’
needs and interests sends a strong message about the need to
involve students so that their preferences can be made known
to others. Students who are able to advocate for themselves
and to assume a self-determining stance are believed to have
an increased sense of control and responsibility
, which in
turn helps to facilitate their successful transition from school
to adult life (Field, Martin, Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1997).
The literature notes a relationship between self-determination and research on career development (Halpern 1994;
Kohler & Rusch, 1995; Ianacone & Kochhar, 1996). Super
(1983) identified a number of cognitive factors related to
successful career development, including (a) information for
decision making, (b) decision-making skills, (c) self-knowledge, (d) work experience, (e) crystallization of personal values
and interests, and (f) preferences in occupations. A number of
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these factors overlap with those cited as important for the
development of self-determination, and thus strengthen the
argument for linking career and transition planning to the
development of self-determination skills and attitudes.
A growing body of empirical evidence supports many of
the assertions made around the need to promote selfdetermination for students with disabilities (W ehmeyer &
Schwartz, 1998). In a study of students with cognitive
disabilities leaving school, W ehmeyer and Schwartz (1997)
found that those students who appeared more self-determined had more positive adult life outcomes than those who
appeared less self-determined. Similarly
, adults with mental
retardation who were described as self-determined experienced a higher quality of life than those not considered selfdetermined. Other evidence suggests that students who are
involved in educational planning and are described as selfdetermined are more likely to have feelings of self-worth and
self-ef ficacy, and in turn, to achieve positive adult life
outcomes (W ehmeyer , Agran, & Hughes, 1998).
The evidence pointing to positive outcomes in association with the presence of self-determination is balanced by
studies indicating that negative outcomes may accompany a
lack of self-determination skills (Field, 1996). In spite of
attempts to enhance transition planning and the development
of self-determination skills, the more recent follow-up
studies of the post-school experiences of youth with disabilities indicate that disability status continues to have a negative effect on outcomes such as employment, participation in
postsecondary education, friendship, recreation and leisure,
and overall satisfaction with life (Colley & Jamison, 1998;
Siegel, Robert, W axman, & Gaylord-Ross, 1992; Sitlington,
Frank, & Carson, 1993). Two studies of the perceptions of
young adults with mental retardation and learning disabilities
who had dropped out of high school concluded that IEP
conferences had not ef fectively involved these students in
planning for their futures, and cited students’ lack of participation as a critical factor in their decisions to leave school
(Lichtenstein, 1993; Lichtenstein & Michaelides, 1993). In
their review of the literature on the transition of students
with learning disabilities, Basset and Smith (1996) concluded that students with learning disabilities may be at a
greater disadvantage than their peers with more significant
disabilities, as the former are often ineligible for support
from adult-service agencies upon their exit from high school.
As such, they may face a lifetime of challenges and limited
opportunities. They of fer suggestions for improving the
transition planning process for these youth, including steps
necessary to promote skills related to self-advocacy and selfdetermination.
Strategies for Enhancing Self-Determination
As described above, the rationale for promoting student
involvement and self-determination within the transition
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planning process includes a sense of urgent need for schools
to actively prepare students to assume self-determined lives.
While a complete review of strategies designed to enhance
self-determination and student involvement in transition
planning is beyond the scope of this literature review
, a few
general points will be made. First, it appears that ef
forts to
promote self-determination must be broad in scope and must
occur over a period of time (Sands & W ehmeyer , 1996;
Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997). That is, ef forts to promote
self-determination need to include (a) specific instruction in
the acquisition of skills related to self-advocacy and selfdetermination, (b) early student invovlement (e.g., beginning
in elementary or middle school) in the IEP process, (c) total
student invovlement, including involvement in assessment,
educational and career planning, and general educational
decision making, (d) multiple opportunities for students to
practice their skills in functional environments, and (e)
multiple experiences in the school and community that allow
students to validate their skills and continue to increase their
sense of choice, control, self-ef ficacy, and responsibility . A
variety of curricula related to the development of selfdetermination and self-advocacy skills are currently available, and as described in the section on parent participation,
person-centered planning strategies suggest a promising
practice for enhancing self-advocacy and self-determination
among students with disabilities and their parents (Miner &
Bates, 1997; Salembier & Furney , 1994).
As Sands and W ehmeyer (1996) suggest, self-determination is a concept that is easily extended to
all students, and
one that should be considered a necessary outcome of
secondary education. The School-to-W ork Opportunities Act
provides one avenue for expanding current options for
promoting self-determination to students both with and
without disabilities. At this time, however , few data are
available to determine the degree to which these practices are
being implemented on a broad scale and to determine the
relative ef fectiveness of specific approaches. While the
holistic and systems-wide approach to enhancing selfdetermination articulated in the literature has been embraced
by many (Field et al., 1998), full implementation of this
approach remains to be realized.
Discussion
Summary
Parent and student participation in the IEP and transition
planning process are complex issues which have taken on
new meanings over time, but have been consistently described as exhibiting dif ferences between their rhetoric and
reality. In the early part of the century , parents were frequently seen as the cause of their children’
s disabilities, and
thus, were often excluded from decision making around the
educational and/or residential services provided to their sons
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and daughters. From 1950 to 1975, unsatisfactory conditions
in residential institutions, communities, and schools
prompted many parents across the United States to assume
advocacy roles in their children’ s lives. This period witnessed the growth of parent advocacy organizations focused
on the needs of children with specific disabilities, a series of
class action suits and other court cases in which parents
successfully argued for better educational conditions for their
children, and finally , passage of P .L. 94-142 in 1975. The
federal law mandated new forms of parent participation,
including participation in the special education evaluation
and IEP planning processes, and guaranteed parents a series
of rights, including the right to due process.
Following the EHA, most of the literature on parent
involvement in special education focused on parents’
participation in the IEP process. The early studies of parent
participation characterized parents’ participation as “passive,” hypothesizing that barriers to a more active form of
involvement were related to parents’ lack of knowledge and
skills, and/or negative teacher attitudes and behaviors.
Studies conducted in the early to mid-1980’
s expanded on
this conception of parent participation, concluding that
parents’ passive behavior did not always constitute satisfaction or agreement with educational decision making, and
suggesting that educators needed to take a more holistic
approach to understanding family systems and cultural
context. These studies indicated that parent participation
could not be inferred solely from the behavior of parents and
teachers during IEP meetings; rather , it needed to be understood as a dimension of parent-professional relationships
emerging over time.
The 1990 IDEA mandate for transition planning as a part
of the IEP process re-emphasized the need for parent
participation in the planning process and added a requirement for student participation. The mandate underscored the
need for active participation on the part of parents and
students by stating that transition plans needed to be based
on students’ needs, preferences, and interests.
The literature
on family systems, multicultural perspectives, and empowerment seemed consistent with the intent of the IDEA, and
much of the emerging literature spoke to the purported
benefits of family participation in the transition planning
process.
It is clear from the more recent literature, however
, that
parent participation in the transition planning process brings
with it a new set of challenges for both families and professionals. Many view transition as a complex process which
continues over the life span of individuals and has the
potential to af fect not only that individual, but his or her
family and community . The literature speaks to the importance of having professionals understand the ways in which
the transition from high school to adult life changes the roles
of students, parents, and professionals, and may be stressful
to families.

Few empirical studies of parent participation in the
transition planning process exist in the literature, and those
that do have generally investigated the issue in combination
with other factors related to transition. The results of these
studies appear to confirm some, though not all, of the
findings of earlier studies on general IEP
participation. The
studies on transition planning suggest that parents continue
to participate in more passive than active ways, and that they
lack information on the services and supports available to
them. The transition literature does, however , suggest that a
broader view of participation may be emerging: one that
views participation less as a behavior to be observed during
meetings, and more as an outcome of strong parent and
professional relationships that are developed over time and
characterized by good communication.
The literature on student involvement in transition
planning is more recent and is most often connected to the
literature on self-determination. It draws on the broader selfdetermination movement that took root in the 1970s in the
principle of normalization and was realized in the emergence
of the Independent Living movement and Centers for
Independent Living for adults. The underlying beliefs and
practices associated with this movement were more
clearly
articulated for students with disabilities in the 1990 IDEA
mandate for student involvement in transition planning and
the establishment of federally funded projects on selfdetermination. These historical and legislative developments
have led to increased discussions about the need to promote
student self-determination during high school in order to
facilitate students’ successful transition to adult life.
Strategies for increasing self-determination, including
curricula targeted at teaching specific skills, and strategies
(including person-centered planning processes) designed to
enhance the context in which transition planning occurs,
have become more prevalent in the literature during the past
10 years. Such strategies have been accompanied by a
holistic and systemic approach to enhancing self-determination, in which it is argued that students both with and without
disabilities must be included in a movement to more actively
engage students in planning for their educational, career
, and
life choices. Recent studies suggest that various approaches
to increasing self-determination are in place in many schools
and are associated with improved post-school outcomes for
students. Even so, there is a felt need to continue to ensure
widespread implementation of the IDEA ’s mandate for
increased student involvement in transition planning, and the
related enhancement of self-determined attitudes and skills
among youth with and without disabilities.
Conclusions
On the one hand, it would be easy to be discouraged by
this review of the literature, since the investigations of actual
practices regarding parent participation suggest that little has
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changed since it was mandated 25 years ago. GallivanFenlon’ s (1994) conclusion that the process and outcomes
associated with transition planning have generally failed to
translate educational and political rhetoric into reality seems
at times painfully correct. Similarly , while the rationale for
increased student involvement and self-determination has
been well-established in the literature, we have not yet
witnessed major changes in the ways in which students
participate in transition planning or the adult life outcomes
that they have experienced.
On the other hand, the theoretical and philosophical
forces that guide the research and discussion of its findings
seem to have grown in their scope, comprehensiveness, and
understanding of these dif ficult and multifaceted issues. The
literature suggests there is an increasing knowledge base on a
collective definition of parent participation and the barriers
to it. The contributions made by the family systems and
multicultural perspectives serve as a reminder that despite
the EHA’s intent to involve parents as partners in educational
decision making, the IEP process has typically cast them in a
vulnerable role in which their knowledge and opinions are
less valued than are those of professionals.
These perspectives have contributed to the more recent focus on promoting
parent empowerment and student self-determination, and
have been paralleled by the IDEA ’s mandate to include
students in IEP and transition plan development and to base
transition plans on their needs, preferences, and interests.
While practices have not necessarily kept pace with current
philosophies of participation and empowerment, the literature indicates there is an increase in both the breadth and
depth of thinking about ways to involve both parents and
students in IEP and transition planning.
Directions for Further Research
The literature review clarifies at least four directions for
further research, each of which would continue to add to the
knowledge base around parent and student participation in
IEP and transition planning, and as such, could contribute to
the development of promising practices. Both quantitative
and qualitative methods may be useful, depending on the
nature of the questions being asked.
To begin with, there is an obvious need to know more
about the status of student and parent participation in
transition planning. Definitions of status could include
attendance (e.g., how many parents and students are attending and participating in IEP conferences, and who are they?),
levels and types of participation, and student/parent satisfaction with participation. The more recent literature on
participation indicates that parents and students find their
participation enhanced when they have strong relationships
and good communication with professionals. Future research
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could explore this relational aspect of participation, as well
as ways to promote positive relationships among students,
parents, and professionals.
Second, lessons learned from the early literature on
parent participation suggest that future research should
attempt to include parents and students of diverse cultural
backgrounds, and parents and students who do not currently
attend IEP and transition planning meetings. Because the
concept of participation appears to mean dif
ferent things to
different people, it also seems important to learn more about
how parents and students from diverse backgrounds define
participation, and in what ways their desired levels of
participation dif fer from the levels of participation that they
experience.
To the extent that the research is able to identify barriers
to participation, there is a need for studies on the ef
fects of
strategies designed to enhance student and parent participation and student self-determination. Personal futures planning models, which are based on the principles of empowerment and choice for students and families, have been
proposed for addressing the issue of participation need to be
further explored to establish their ef fectiveness in promoting
positive outcomes associated with transition planning.
The
literature advocates for specific as well as systemic approaches to enhancing self-determination among students,
yet few studies have examined how these are established and
maintained, and/or what student outcomes are associated
with them. In general, the base of knowledge around the
correlation between parent and student participation and
postsecondary outcomes for youth with disabilities needs to
be expanded. It seems important to know whether or not
improved transition planning practices actually have the power
to produce changes in the lives of youth with disabilities.
Finally, it appears that a new direction for research will
include studies that attempt to understand the interactions
between parents and students as they become partners in the
educational process. While their partnership seems important, it is likely that it will add new dimensions and potential
sources of conflict to the transition planning process.
As the issue of participation continues to be addressed,
it will be important to continue to reflect on some of the hard
lessons learned so far: that participation does not mean the
same to everyone, that there are no easy answers, and that
even in the best of situations, student and family participation is not a panacea for solving all of the problems of
special education or guaranteeing positive school and postschool outcomes for students. Still, there seems to be good
reason to continue to explore the ways in which students,
family members, and professionals can work together to plan
for a smoother and more successful transition from school to
adult life.
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Abstract: An important element for the successful inclusion of students with disabilities in school-to-work systems and
technical preparation programs is educators’ attitudes. A national survey was administered to 278 school-to-work and tech prep
educators concerning practices, accommodation strategies, and teacher attitudes regarding the inclusion of students with
disabilities in school-to-work and tech prep programs. Sixty-one percent (61%) or 169 of the 278 questionnaires originally
disseminated were returned, representing 45 states. This research found six critical concerns with policy ramifications. This
article summarizes these findings and provides discussion and recommendations for addressing these concerns. Recommendations include providing professional development opportunities for general and special education personnel involved in implementing school-to-work programs serving all students; and establishing collaboration between general and special education
personnel to address the specific learning needs and accommodations required for students with disabilities to participate in the
full range of school-to-work activities and programs being developed nationally.
Introduction
During the past 15 years there has been much discussion
of the changes needed in public education.
Among the
competing and complementary education initiatives identified by scholars and community members is the reemergence
of interest in meaningful vocational education for all
students. The renaissance of interest in vocational education
has been influenced by numerous factors including: (a) high
national dropout rates for all students, (b) continuing
criticism by employers that students are leaving high school
without the skills necessary to find and maintain meaningful
work, and (c) systemic changes in the nature of work in
America (Lombard, Miller , & Hazelkorn, 1998).
For students with disabilities, Field, Martin, Miller ,
Ward, and W ehmeyer (1998) confirmed that many young
adults are making the transition to adult life without the
skills required to be successful members of society
. Too few
persons with disabilities live independently , are employed at
a living wage, or are competitively employed in a full-time
capacity (e.g., Hasazi, Gordon, & Roe, 1985; Siegel, Robert,
Waxman, & Gaylord-Ross, 1992; Sitlington, Frank, &
Carson, 1992). Fairweather and Shaver (1991) noted that far
too few persons with disabilities are continuing in
postsecondary education to learn the employment skills
needed for the twenty-first century .
Among the issues addressed in the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Amendments of 1997 is
the concern for ef fective and appropriate transition planning
for students with disabilities. According to IDEA 1997, “one

of the primary purposes of the IDEA is to . . . ensure that all
children with disabilities have . . . a free appropriate public
education that emphasizes special education and related
services designed to meet their unique needs and prepare
them for employment and independent living” [Sec.
300.1(a)]. IDEA addresses the need for transition planning
for youth with disabilities and includes additional requirements for transition planning under Section 300.347 (b), (c),
and (d). First, beginning at age 14 (or younger
, if determined
to be appropriate by the IEP team) and updated annually ,
students are guaranteed that IEPs will include a statement of
transition service needs under the applicable components of
the students’ IEPs that focus on the students’ courses of study
(such as participation in advanced-placement courses or a
vocational education program). Second, beginning at age 16
(or younger , if suitable), a statement of needed transition
services for the student will be included when appropriate,
including a statement of the interagency responsibilities or
any needed linkages to be included in the IEP
. Third, IDEA
(1997) now requires that beginning at least one year before
the student reaches the age of majority under state law
,
students must be informed of their rights that transfer at the
age of majority and the IEP must contain a statement that the
individual has received this notification. The new focus on
students’ rights at the age of majority reflects the growing
recognition of the importance of students’ rights and selfdetermination.
The importance of individualized transition planning for
students with disabilities as required contents of the IEP
under IDEA cannot be overestimated since one of the
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fundamental goals of education is to prepare students with
disabilities for employment and independent living.
The
requirements as identified in IDEA 1997 are fully compatible
with other federal legislation (e.g., the Carl D. Perkins
Vocational and Applied Technology Education Act of 1998
(P.L. 105-332) and the School-to-W ork Opportunities Act of
1994 (P . L. 103-239)) which has been passed by Congress to
ensure all students access to meaningful integrated vocational
education while in high school and beyond.
The Carl Perkins V ocational and Applied Technology
Education Act of 1998 provides authorization for funding of
Technical Preparation programs.
Technical Preparation (tech
prep) programs are defined as programs with a common core
of required proficiency in math, science, reading, writing,
communications, and technologies [section 204(c) (2)], that
strengthen the applied academic component of vocational
and technical education through the integration of academic
and vocational and technical education [section 2(26)].
Tech
prep programs consist of at least two years of secondary
school preceding graduation and two or more years of higher
education or an apprenticeship program of at least two years
[section 204 (c) (2)], leading to high-skill, high-wage
employment, or further training [section 202 (a) (3) F)].
Section 204 (c) (6) of this legislation provides for equal
access for special populations to tech prep programs. Special
populations as defined in the 1998 Perkins legislation include
students with disabilities. According to Mathematica Policy
Research, as referenced in the Career Pathways Report
(1998), access to some form of tech prep programming is
now fairly widespread for many students with more than
1,000 tech prep consortia nationwide.
The School-to-W ork Opportunities Act of 1994 extends
the reform ef forts of technical preparation programs by
providing a framework to prepare all students for work and
further education and to increase the opportunities for all
students to enter first jobs in high-skill, high-wage careers
(U.S. Department of Education, 1994a).
The School-to-W ork
Act encourages the use of existing programs (such as tech
prep) within educational reform to build a school-to-work
system that makes sense of educational components (Benz &
Kochhar , 1996). According to Benz and Kochhar , the three
components in a comprehensive school-to-work system are
school-based learning, work-based learning, and activities
that connect school and work. School-to-work components
are designed to (a) encourage all students to stay in school
and attain high standards of occupational and academic
achievement; (b) make education more meaningful to
students by integrating academic and occupational activities;
and (c) enhance students’ opportunities for employment and
learning by building partnerships between postsecondary
schools, secondary schools, employers, community agencies,
parents, and students (U.S. Department of Education, 1994a;
U. S. Department of Labor , Education and Training Administration, Of fice of Work-based Learning, 1992). According
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to Danzig, Cobb and Mister (1998), unlike other educational
reforms, the school-to-work system is accountable to
multiple and often competing constituents including students, educators, parents, local business communities, and
multiple state agencies.
If school-to-work systems and tech prep programs are to
be for all students and if IDEA 1997 is to ensure that all
students with disabilities have available to them a free and
appropriate public education designed to prepare them for
employment and independent living, then vocational
programs must be designed to be more inclusive of students
with disabilities and other special needs populations.
Educators must utilize support services, employer/educator
training, and other equity components to ensure that meaningful vocational education is inclusive of all students,
including students with disabilities.
Educators’ attitudes toward accommodating students
with disabilities in their classrooms will also af fect the
success of individuals who are included in school-to-work
systems and tech prep programs. In a study of general
educators, Schumm and V aughn (1991) found teachers
considered most classroom adaptation to be more desirable
than feasible. Adaptations considered most feasible included
those related to the social or motivational well-being of
students, and those considered least feasible included
adapting regular materials, using alternative materials, and
providing individualized instruction. Schumm and V aughn
(1992) conducted a second survey to investigate general
education teachers’ perceptions and planning practices for
teaching students with disabilities in the general education
classroom. Teachers reported little differential planning for
students with or without disabilities other than ongoing and
spontaneous adaptations such as extra help with assignments or
tests. Teacher attitudes have great effect on the successful
implementation of school-to-work initiatives with some
teachers fearful to change and reluctant to devote the time and
effort required to learn and incorporate new ways of teaching
and learning into their instruction, curriculum, and classroom
management. According to Brown (1998) teacher attitude is a
major barrier to the success of school-to-work efforts.
The purpose of this chapter is two-fold. First, the authors
will summarize the findings of a research study conducted on
a national sample of school-to-work and tech prep educators
regarding educators’ attitudes and practices toward the
inclusion of students with disabilities in secondary school-towork programs. Second, the authors will make policy
recommendations that address the barriers to the full
inclusion of students with disabilities in school-to-work
systems and tech prep programs as required by federal law
.
National

Study

Research

Summary

In 1997, Lombard, Miller , and Hazelkorn conducted a
national survey of school-to-work and technical preparation
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educators’ attitudes and practices regarding the inclusion of
students with disabilities into secondary programs. Educators
were randomly selected from a list of tech prep personnel for
each of the 50 states found in the National Directory of
Tech
Prep and School-to-W ork Personnel (Center for Occupational Research and Development on
Tech Prep, 1995). Of
300 school-to-work and tech prep teachers randomly selected
for this survey , a total of 278 agreed to participate.
Lombard, Miller , and Hazelkorn redesigned a preexisting instrument called the Coates Questionnaire (Coates,
1989) in order to answer the following four research questions:
1. What are the attitudes of educators toward the
inclusion of students with disabilities in school-towork and tech prep courses?
2. What inclusionary practices and procedures are being
utilized by educators to insure the inclusion of
students with disabilities in school-to-work and tech
prep courses?
3. How much in-service training are educators receiving
regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities
to insure their inclusion in school-to-work and tech
prep courses?
4. What post-school outcomes do educators believe are
attainable for students with disabilities who have
participated in school-to-work and tech prep courses?
In addition, the questionnaire was structured to provide
demographic data pertaining to the size of the school where
the respondent worked and his or her gender
, teaching
experience, and primary teaching assignment.
The instrument included 14 items related to the inclusion of students
with disabilities in school-to-work or tech prep programs.

Items that were designed to determine teacher attitude and
practices were evaluated by use of a five-point Likert type
scale. On items dealing with educators’ personal experiences
or beliefs about inclusion, teachers were able to choose from
a set of four options. Of the 278 questionnaires originally
disseminated, 169 (61%) were returned, representing 45
(90%) states.
Demographics
Ninety-eight of the 169 teachers (58%) indicated that
they were teaching in high schools with more than 1000
students, 47 (28%) were working in medium-size schools
with between 500 and 1000 students, and the remaining 24
teachers (14%) indicated that they were working in schools
with fewer than 500 students. Atotal of 96 (57%) were
females and 73 (43%) were males. Seventy-seven (46%) of
the participants had more than 20 years of teaching experience, 71 (42%) had between 7 and 20 years of experience,
and 21 (12%) of the respondents had been teaching for 6
years or less.
Research Question #1 (Attitudes of educators toward the
inclusion of students with disabilities in school-to-work and
tech prep courses)
In response to questions regarding the inclusion of
students with disabilities in school-to-work and tech prep
courses, the majority of respondents (58%) indicated that the
skills needed to teach students with and without disabilities
were not the same. More than one half (54%) of the respondents agreed that they would be able to meet the needs of
students with disabilities enrolled in their courses if given

Table 1. Questions and Data Pertaining to Teacher Attitudes About Inclusion
Question

Agree

Undecided

Disagree

1. Are the skills needed to teach students with
and without disabilities the same?

32%

10%

58%

2. Would you be able to meet the needs of students
with disabilities enrolled in your courses if given
additional preparation and training?

54%

26%

20%

3. Would you be able to meet the needs of students
with disabilities enrolled in your courses if given
additional consultative support from
special education staf f?

53%

25%

22%

4. If given an ef fective set of methods, materials, and
techniques, would it be possible to modify the curriculum
for students with disabilities without detracting from
learner outcomes for all students?

51%

21%

28%
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additional preparation and training to do so.
About the same
number (53%) of the respondents indicated that, with support
from special education staf f, the educational needs of
students with disabilities could be met in their courses.
Slightly more than half (51%) of the respondents agreed that
given an ef fective set of methods, materials, and techniques,
it would be possible to modify the curriculum for students
with disabilities without detracting from learner outcomes
for all students (see Table 1).
Respondents also were asked to characterize their own
attitudes and the attitudes of their colleagues toward the
inclusion of students with disabilities in school-to-work or
tech prep courses (see Table 2). Regarding the inclusion of
students with disabilities in their courses, more than onethird (39%) of the teachers rated the attitudes of their
colleagues as positive. When asked about their own attitudes
regarding inclusion, more than half (51%) of the secondary
teachers rated their attitudes as positive.
Table 2. Questions and Data Pertaining to Perceived and
Personal Attitudes About Inclusion

Question

Positive

Neutral

velopment of IEPs for students with disabilities who enrolled
in their courses.
Participants in the study were asked if their school
districts were implementing a school-to-work or tech prep
model that advocated the inclusion of students with disabilities. Forty-six percent of the teachers reported that the local
model did advocate the inclusion of students with disabilities. Slightly more than half (53%) indicated that the local
school-to-work or tech prep model did not advocate for the
inclusion of students with disabilities.
Research question #3 (In-service training for educators
regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities in
school-to-work and tech prep courses)

Seven percent of the respondents reported that they had
received 12 or more hours of in-service training related to
inclusion, 14% indicated that they had received between 6
and 12 hours of in-service training, and 30% of the teachers
reported having had between 1 and 5 hours of training.
Slightly less than half (49%) indicated that they had not
received any in-service training related to inclusionary
Negative
practices for students with disabilities.

1. How would you characterize the
attitudes of your STW and tech prep
colleagues regarding the inclusion of
students with disabilities?

39%

36%

25%

2. How would you characterize
your own attitude regarding the
inclusion of students with disabilities?

51%

27%

22%

Research Question #2 (Inclusionary practices and procedures being utilized by educators to ensure the inclusion of
students with disabilities in school-to-work and tech prep
courses)

Research question #4 (Post-school outcomes for
students with disabilities who have participated in
school-to-work and tech prep courses)
Sixty-five percent of the teachers indicated that
school-to-work and tech prep programs adequately
prepare students with disabilities for employment and
55% reported these programs prepare students with
disabilities for apprenticeship programs after high school.
Slightly more than half (53%) of the teachers reported that
vocational/technical schools were realistic outcomes, and

Table 3. Questions and Data Pertaining to Inclusive Practices/Procedures
More than half (58%) of the respondents
reported that no assistance was provided by
Question
Yes
Unsure
special education staf f to make course modi1. Have you received assistance from special education
fications. Slightly more than one-third (38%)
staff to make course modifications?
23%
19%
of the teachers reported that career interests
and abilities determined the placement of stu2. Do career interests and abilities determine the
placement of students with disabilities in your courses?
38%
28%
dents with disabilities in their courses. Fortythree percent indicated that guidance and coun3. Do guidance and counseling staff routinely assist
seling personnel did not routinely assist stustudents with disabilities in choosing appropriate
dents with disabilities in choosing appropricourses of study?
31%
26%
ate school-to-work or tech prep courses (see
Table 3).
Twenty percent of the teachers reported that at least 50%
40% indicated that two-year community colleges were
of the time they participated in the development of IEPs for
reachable outcomes for students with disabilities. Only 3%
students with disabilities who enrolled in their courses. Sevenof the respondents reported that four-year colleges or
teen percent of the respondents indicated that they participated
universities were attainable for students with disabilities who
in the IEP process at least 25% of the time, but the majority of
had participated in school-to-work or tech prep programs.
teachers (62%) reported that they never participated in the de-
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58%
34%

43%
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Discussion

and

Policy

Implications

Issue One: The findings of this national study suggest
that there is a significant lack of in-service training and staf
f
development regarding methods, materials, and strategies to
meet the educational needs of persons with disabilities for
teachers in school-to-work and tech prep programs.
The
findings of this study suggest that nearly eight out of 10
teachers (79%) received five hours or less of in-service
training to facilitate the inclusion of students with disabilities
in their school-to-work program. Slightly less than half
(49%) indicated that they received
no in-service training
related to inclusionary practices for students with disabilities.
This lack of in-service training for school-to-work and tech
prep educators is unacceptable and puts at risk the successful
inclusion of students with disabilities in these critically
important vocational education programs.
These findings are consistent with the recently published
report by the National Center for Educational Statistics
regarding the preparation and qualifications of public school
teachers (Lewis, Parsad, Carey , Bartfai, Farris, & Smerdon,
1999). This report noted that fewer than two out of ten (19%)
teachers spent more than 8 hours in a year on professional
development activities to address the needs of students with
disabilities despite the fact that teachers report that professional development of longer duration is more ef
fective.
Clearly, schools are not really investing in the inclusion of
all students in school-to-work and technical preparation
programs as required by law .
IDEA 1997 contains the language to address this issue.
Section 300.380 (a) (2) states that each state shall develop
and implement a comprehensive system of personnel
development that is designed to ensure an adequate supply of
qualified special education, regular education, and related
services personnel. Section 300.382 (improvement strategies) requires that each state describe how the state will
address the identified needs for in-service and preservice
preparation to ensure that all personnel who work with
children with disabilities (including general education and
related services personnel) have the skills and knowledge
necessary to meet the needs of children with disabilities.
The
mandate for preservice and in-service preparation of teachers
is in the law . Unfortunately , the findings of this study
suggest a lack of successful implementation of these requirements of the law .
Policy Implications: At a federal level, this apparent lack
of in-service training appears to be an issue of monitoring
and enforcement. These authors would suggest increased
vigilance as well as some specific strategies to focus states
on this important issue. Grant applications originating from
the U.S. Department of Education should require applicants
to demonstrate how moneys will be utilized to provide staf
f
development opportunities for educators who instruct

students with disabilities. Moreover , continuation proposals
should only be approved if the applicants can provide
documentation as to how much staf f development was
provided to general educators and others who instruct
students with disabilities. Levels of monitoring for this issue
should be increased.
At the state level, this apparent lack of in-service
training may once again be an issue of enforcement and
monitoring while at the local district level this may be an
issue of too many competing mandates with too little money
and too little time to address all of these mandates. Local
districts are often faced with many competing federal and
state mandates as well as constraints regarding the number of
in-service days available. For example, the local district may
have five in-service days for the year based on their contractual agreement with the teachers’ union. How will they spend
these five days of in-service? Many issues and constituencies compete for this limited time. Danzig et al. (1998)
suggested that school-to-work must compete with other
educational reforms, most notably standards-based education, to capture the attention of school personnel, to obtain
administrative support and to engage the talents and energies
of teachers. In-service training for the inclusion of students
with disabilities is a single (although critical) aspect of inservice issues related to the school-to-work movement.
Perhaps one strategy to circumvent the limited number of inservice days during the school year would be for states to
fund summer institutes to provide in-service training for
school-to-work, tech prep educators, and other general
educators in methods, materials, and strategies to meet the
educational needs of all students participating in their
programs. For example, these summer institutes for inservice training of school-to-work and tech prep educators
could become a funding priority in State Improvement
Grants (SIGs). Ultimately , the federal and state governments
must review and prioritize competing mandates to assist
local districts in designing plans of action that address this
and other critically important in-service needs.
With an increased focus on the importance of staf
f
development and in-service training, state departments of
education can also play an important role in preparing
teachers to include students with disabilities in their classrooms. In many states, a teacher cannot be licensed to teach
in special education programs without taking extensive
course work in the general education curriculum such as
math, reading, language arts, and related academic methods
classes. Unfortunately , individuals seeking licensure in
general education are often not required to take any methods
courses in special education. Consequently
, general education teachers may begin their careers without the knowledge
and skill required to fully include students with disabilities
and without any experience in strategies to make meaningful
accommodations in curricula. State departments of education
could easily modify existing licensure requirements for
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elementary and secondary teachers to include one or more
methods courses in special education.
In addition to the federal and state initiatives indicated
above, activities undertaken at the local level can also
enhance the ability of general educators to meet the needs of
students with disabilities. One promising method is to
develop co-teaching teams consisting of general and special
educators. Use of the co-teaching model allows general
education staf f to learn about inclusionary practices by
collaborating with special educators in the general education
setting. Conversely , special educators will learn more about
the general education curriculum as they observe and work
with general education staf f. Local districts can also promote
joint curriculum development between general and special
education staf f. By developing curriculum jointly , special
and general educators can ensure that the instructional needs
of all students are met and that instructional modifications
and curriculum accommodations are provided to each and
every student that needs them.
Issue Two: The findings of this national study suggest
that there is a lack of participation in the IEP process by
school-to-work and tech prep educators. Specifically
, nearly
two out of three (62%) secondary educators surveyed had
never participated in the development of IEPs for students
with disabilities enrolled in their courses. Certainly
, it is
questionable how often an annual goal focused on the
development of vocational skills was included in the IEP of
students participating in these school-to-work and tech prep
classrooms. Second, one must wonder at the quality of the
existing vocational goals written for students in classrooms
where school-to-work educators have never participated in
the development of the IEP for students enrolled in their
courses.
Section 300.344 (a) (2) of IDEA 1997 has addressed the
issue of requiring inclusion of a regular education teacher as
a member of the IEP team. This change in IDEA requires
that if a child is, or may be, participating in the regular
education environment at least one regular education teacher
of the child be included in the IEP team.
Policy Implications: Given the findings of this study and
the focus of IDEA on preparation of students with disabilities
for employment and independent living [Sec. 300.1(a)}, the
federal government may choose to consider expanding the
requirement for participation of one regular education
teacher as a member of the IEP team to include the required
participation of a vocational educator for students who are
participating in general vocational education programs.
This
would increase the likelihood that each student with a
disability was accessing a high school course of study
consistent with the student’ s postsecondary education or
employment goals. Moreover , participation of school-towork vocational educators in the IEP process would enable
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the IEP team to develop curricular and instructional accommodations tailored to the specific needs of the students
enrolled in the program.
An alternative to the mandated participation of vocational educators in the IEP process is the provision of course
information such as entry level skills, grading options,
testing options, instructional support practices, etc.
This
mandatory data would then be reviewed as part of the IEP
process.
Issue Three: The findings of this national study suggest
that special educator personnel are not assisting school-towork and tech prep educators in making course modifications. Nearly six out of ten (58%) survey respondents
reported no assistance was provided by special education
staf f to make course modifications. It is dif ficult for schoolto-work and tech prep teachers to individualize the curriculum given (a) minimal training and in-service support; (b)
minimal involvement in the IEP planning process; and (c) no
assistance in designing course modifications and accommodations.
Section 300.347(a)(3)(iii) requires that the IEP for each
child with a disability must include a statement of the special
education and related services and supplementary aids and
services to be provided the child, or on behalf of the child,
and a statement of the program modifications or supports for
school personnel that will be provided for the child to be
involved and progress in general education.
This section of
IDEA is a key requirement for meaningful access to the
general education curriculum and meaningful participation in
school-to-work and tech prep programs. Unfortunately
, the
findings of this research bring into question whether special
educators are providing this support to school-to-work and
tech prep educators as required by law and whether special
educators fully understand their role as case managers in the
IEP process.
Policy Implications: Under IDEA, students with
disabilities are guaranteed a free and appropriate public
education (Section 300.300) in the least restrictive environment [Section 300.550 (b) (1) (2)]. However , there is no
specific requirement in IDEA for collaborative planning
between special educators and general educators.
These
authors suggest mandatory collaborative planning to (a)
examine the full range of academic and vocational course
options for students, (b) determine program placement based
upon students interests and abilities, (c) identify discrepant
skills which exist between the student skill base and the
entry level skills required in a specific vocational program,
(d) determine the level of need for curriculum and/or
instructional accommodations, (e) develop a plan to provide
curriculum and/or instructional accommodations, and (f)
develop a plan for special educators and vocational educators
to monitor student performance during program participation.
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Issue Four: The findings of this national study bring into
question whether career interests and abilities determine the
placement of students with disabilities in school-to-work and
tech prep courses. IDEA defines transition services as a
“coordinated set of activities for a student with a disability
that is designed within an outcome oriented process, that
promotes movement from school to post-school activities,
including postsecondary education, vocational training, and
integrated employment” [Section 300.29 (1)].
Transition
services are to be based on the individual student’
s needs,
taking into account the student’ s preferences and interests.
Section 300.29 (2) of IDEA is, therefore, very specific that
the preferences and the interests of the student must be taken
into account in the design of the transition plan.
This study
revealed that career interests and abilities were seldom
examined with respect to the enrollment of students with
disabilities in secondary programs. In fact, fewer than four
out of ten (38%) school-to-work and tech prep teachers were
confident that career interest and abilities determined the
placement of students with disabilities in their courses. If
program placement decisions are not being made on the basis
of student interests and abilities, on what basis are these
decisions being made?
Policy Implications: IDEA mandates that transition
services include functional vocational evaluation
when
appropriate (emphasis added) [Section 300.29 (a)(v)]. Part
of the problem may reflect a need to amend IDEA. National
organizations such as the Division on Career Development
and Transition (DCDT) of the Council for Exceptional
Children have expressed the belief that transition planning
must always take into account the interests, preferences, and
abilities of individual students. Afunctional vocational
evaluation is, therefore, always appropriate and should be an
integral component of all transition planning. Moreover
,
current IDEA policy mandates that transition planning begins
no later than age 14 and younger than 14, if appropriate
[Section 300.347 (l)]. If a meaningful transition plan must be
in place by age 14, then transition assessment data must be
collected and interpreted prior to the onset of this planning.
Another programming issue that inhibits the meaningful
use of transition assessment information is the timing of
annual IEP meetings. Some local school districts schedule
IEP meetings without regard to the dates students will need
to register for high school classes for the following year
. In
order for program decisions to reflect the interests, preferences, and abilities of individual students, the individual IEP
meeting for high school students with disabilities need to be
scheduled just prior to course scheduling and not after the
fact. The participation of the high school guidance counselor
as a member of the IEP team could assist the team in making
sure that the agreed-upon courses for the following year did,
in fact, turn up on the student’ s schedule.

Issue Five: The findings of this national study suggest
that too few guidance and counseling staf
f are assisting
students with disabilities to choose an appropriate course of
study . According to survey respondents, fewer than one in
three (31%) believed guidance and counseling staf
f were
routinely assisting students with disabilities in choosing
appropriate courses of study . The lack of involvement of
school counseling staf f in guidance activities for students
with disabilities is unfortunate since school counselors have
skills that could assist students with disabilities to identify
interest and preferences as well as assist students toward the
development of career maturity .
As stated earlier , Section 300.382 (Improvement
strategies) requires that each state describe how the state will
address the identified needs for in-service and preservice
preparation to ensure that all personnel who work with
children with disabilities (including general education and
related services personnel) have the skills and knowledge
necessary to meet the needs of children with disabilities.
However , many counselors may lack the skills and knowledge needed to work ef fectively with students with special
education needs. In a study of school counselor certification
requirements in all 50 states and the District of Columbia,
Frantz and Prillaman (1993) found that only 1
1 of the 46
(25%) states completing the survey required at least one
course in special education for certification of school
counselors.
Policy Implications: Much could be done to enhance the
involvement of guidance and counseling personnel under
IDEA. Guidance and counseling staf f should participate in
transition planning for students with disabilities by: (a)
interpreting transition assessment data for students; (b)
attending IEP meetings for all students in whose transition
planning process they are actively involved; (c) scheduling
students into courses which are consistent with expressed
interests, preferences, and abilities; (d) providing an orientation for on-site visits to postsecondary education institutions
for students and parents; (e) assisting in making appropriate
referrals to adult providers; (f) assisting with application/
enrollment process to postsecondary educational settings; (g)
assisting with the financial aid application process; and (h)
conducting routine follow-up activities to evaluate student
outcomes after high school departure. Finally
, state training
requirements for school guidance counselors should include
preservice course work that prepares them to work ef
fectively with students with disabilities.
Issue Six: The findings of this national study suggest that
many local school-to-work models across the country are
excluding students with disabilities. Less than half (46%) of
the survey respondents indicated that their school districts
were implementing school-to-work and tech prep models
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that advocated the inclusion of students with disabilities.
How is this possible?
The mandate for the appropriate inclusion of students
with disabilities in the general education curriculum is clear
and substantial. Included in the comments section of the
rules and regulations accompanying the IDEA
Amendments
of 1997 was the following statement: “the intent of IDEA is
full participation of each child with a disability in the general
curriculum to the maximum extent appropriate to the needs of
the child; and the IDEA Amendments of 1997, as reflected in
these final regulations, have given greater emphasis on that
intent” (p. 12595). In addition, the Carl Perkins Vocational and
Applied Technology Education Act of 1998 (P.L. 105-332) and
the School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994 (P.L. 103-239
insure all students access to meaningful integrated vocational
education while in high school and beyond.
While Perkins, School-to-W ork, and IDEA legislation
all support the premise that all students must participate, all
students can benefit, and all students must be prepared for
meaningful vocational opportunities, there remains in much
vocational literature a strong undercurrent that technical
preparation programs and vocational education in general are
hampered by the very premise that
all students means all
students. Brown, Asselin, Hoerner , Danines, and Clowes
(1991) suggested that there is an increasingly common
tendency among educators to consider tech-prep programs
appropriate only for “elite” populations. This position is
articulated in the National Assessment of V ocational Education (NAVE) Interim Report to Congress (U.S. Department
of Education, 1994b, p. 79) in the following verbatim
selection from the report:
Since vocational education is the most marketable
alternative to the college-prep curriculum, it is a
natural place for all students who are not college
bound. The irony is that this noble goal can have
undesired consequences. W
ell-intentioned administrators and teachers who believe in the need to serve
special populations have noted that vocational
programs with relatively high enrollments of special
needs students often develop a self-defeating stigma.
Average or middle-ability students avoid enrolling in
these programs because they do not want to be
associated with “those” students, or because they
find classes with low-ability or unmotivated students
slow or uninteresting. In this perspective programs
lose the opportunity to serve many students for
whom vocational education is potentially of interest
and use, particularly since “average” students
constitute a large part of the future technical work
force.
This vision of who may or may not benefit from
technical preparation programming continues in even more
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contemporary writings. Mathematica Policy Researchers as
quoted in the Career Pathways Report (1998) suggest that the
emphasis on broad access over depth may be a mistake.
Mathematica Policy Researchers report finding (Career
Pathways Report, 1998) that “where
Tech Prep is promoted
as ‘for all students,’ local consortia are unlikely to emphasize
the creation of comprehensive career-focused programs of
study . . . . Interest in extending the benefits of
Tech Prep
ideas to all students . . .should not outweigh the importance
at the federal and state levels of insisting that
Tech Prep be
meaningful for those who participate.”
As educators, we are faced with a real dilemma. Federal
law requires the participation of all students in meaningful
vocational education programming. However
, there is a very
real concern that many students may not benefit from these
programs and may in fact limit the participation of students for
whom “vocational education is potentially of interest and use.”
According to Lombard, Hazelkorn, and Miller (1995),
some vocational educators believe that students with special
needs are being “dumped” in tech-prep programs.
The
NAVE Interim Report to Congress (U.S. Department of
Education, 1994b) suggests that there is an issue of “reverse
access” in which “special needs students [are] enrolling in
vocational education to such an extent that other students
then avoid it” (p. 78).
These beliefs as articulated in the above quotations limit
the potential for access and opportunity to vocational and
technical education for students with disabilities. While
these beliefs are unfortunate, the findings of the research by
Lombard et al. (1998) as summarized in this paper
, suggest
that these same beliefs are not without merit and consideration. While many vocational educators appear to believe
that students with disabilities are “dumped” into vocational
programs, research findings suggest that many students (at
least 43% in this study) are placed in vocational programs
without participation of guidance and counseling staf
f in
choosing the appropriate courses. Further
, the findings
suggest that vocational educators are confident that the
placement of a student with disabilities in their programs is
related to the interests and abilities only 35% of the time.
Findings of this research suggest that nearly two-thirds of
vocational educators in this study
never participated in the
development of the IEP for students with disabilities who
were enrolled in their courses. If large numbers of vocational educators were not assisting with the design of the
vocational program for students, then how could they be
expected to understand the purpose of the choice of the
vocational program for those students? Certainly this lack of
communication and collaborative planning can only exacerbate the vision that students are “dumped” into vocational
programs with no rhyme or reason. Further
, the findings of
this research suggest that special education staf
f rarely assist
vocational teachers in course modifications for students with
disabilities. The cumulative ef fect of these findings may shed
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some light on the perception that students with disabilities
are “dumped” into vocational education programs, as well as
on the reasons that vocational educators may believe that
their programs are of limited value to specific students.
Policy Implications: Regardless of the rationale for
exclusionary practices, the law is clear . Students with
disabilities must be included in school-to-work and tech prep
programs as appropriate. Inclusion in these programs must
be based on the interests, preferences, and abilities of the
students. State grant Request for Proposals (RFPs) must
include assurances for special populations with applicant
descriptions of how special populations will be recruited,
enrolled, and provided with appropriate support during
program participation. State departments of education must
create guidelines and models, which more closely monitor
and enforce the inclusion of all students in school-to-work
and tech prep programs. State Departments must include
representatives from special populations in related advisory
and leadership committees, and ongoing committee representation needs to be monitored.
Conclusions
This paper summarized the findings of a research study
conducted on a national sample of school-to-work and tech
prep educators regarding educators’ attitudes and practices
toward the inclusion of students with disabilities in their
programs.
This study found six critical concerns with policy
ramifications. First, students with disabilities are being
included in school-to-work programs without the provision
of reasonable in-service and staf f development for school-towork and tech prep teachers. Second, too few vocational
educators are participating in the IEP development process.
Third, too few special educators are assisting school-to-work
and tech prep teachers with course modifications to ensure
the appropriate participation of students with disabilities.
Fourth, student career interests, preferences, and abilities
seem to determine the program choice for inclusion in
school-to-work and tech prep programs on a far too infrequent basis. Fifth, too few guidance and counseling personnel are participating in assisting students in choosing
appropriate courses of study . Sixth, many local school
programs across the United States appear to be developing
school-to-work systems and tech prep programs that do not
advocate for the inclusion of students with disabilities as
required by law .
School-to-work systems and technical preparation
programs are critical curriculum components for many
students in public schools including students with disabilities. Meaningful vocational education leading to high-paying
jobs will address the needs of many young people. Students
with disabilities have the legal right to participate wherever

and whenever appropriate. Federal law ensures access and
opportunity to participation in these programs. V
ocational
education and special education must work together to
ensure all students have opportunities to participate.
Federal law is only as ef fective as its level of implementation. Therefore, monitoring and enforcement are key issues
in implementing the spirit as well as the requirements of the
law. The first key recommendation in this paper is increased
vigilance in monitoring and enforcing the law at the federal,
state, and local levels. Second, at the local level, there
appears to be a lack of communication between special
educators and general educators.
There appears to be a lack
of collaborative planning between general educators and
special educators. These concerns regarding the level of
collaboration between these key providers of educational
services lead to inef fective or inappropriate vocational
programming for students with disabilities.
There is an
obvious need to build capacity for meaningful access for
students with disabilities by developing systems of comprehensive staf f development based on sound principals and
current research. Certainly , leadership at the federal and state
levels can be used to develop policies to address this
significant need for staf f development.
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Meeting Attendance and Transition Outcomes as
Reflected in Students’ Individualized Education Programs
John S. Trach; Debra L. Shelden
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Abstract: Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) are key to providing a free and appropriate public education
for students with disabilities. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 extended IEP planning to
transition activities and outcomes and mandated that students be invited to their IEP
meetings. Attendance at IEP
meetings of transition-aged students in two school districts was examined by gender
, disability category , age, and
number of transition outcomes and activities identified on the IEP in 1992 and 1993 and again in 1997 and 1998.
More females than males attended their IEP
meetings. There was an overall increase in student and parent attendance. Dif ferences did exist in attendance across disability categories with non-attendance of students in the
TMD
and Other categories higher than expected.
The number of younger students who attended IEP
meetings increased
significantly. There was a decrease in attendance by school guidance counselors and rehabilitation counselors.
Finally, there was a significant increase in the number of transition outcomes and activities identified across time.
Introduction
The Individualized Education Program (IEP) is central
to the provision of special education services.
The IEP
development process is intended to plan for and ensure that
each child with a disability realizes his or her entitlement to a
free and appropriate public education, as well as to identify
the student’ s least restrictive environment and to facilitate
parental participation in the student’ s educational program.
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 1990 and
1997 (IDEA), P .L. 101-476 and 105-17, extended the
purpose of the IEP by defining the role of the IEP in planning
educational programs that would facilitate the transition from
school to adult life. This legislation provides a template for
what should be in a transition IEP .
The IDEA defines transition services as “a coordinated
set of activities for a student, designed within an outcomeoriented process, which promotes movement from school to
post-school activities” (Section 300.18). The law mandates
that transition services be considered within the context of
IEP development for all students with disabilities, beginning
at age 14 or younger when appropriate. Further
, IEPs for
students age 16 or older must include a statement of needed
transition services. Hence, transition services are now
covered under the same procedural safeguards as other
components included in the IEP (DeStefano, Hasazi, &
Trach, 1998; DeStefano, W inking, & Bullock, 1993).
In addition to the definition of transition services,
legislation also mandates specific components which must be
included in IEPs for transition-aged students. First, each IEP
must include a post-school vision statement.
The post-school
vision statement reflects the student’ s needs and preferences
related to the transition outcome areas. Second, the IEP must

include statements of annual needed service in the areas of
(a) instruction; (b) community experiences; (c) employment
and other post-school adult living objectives; and (4) when
appropriate, daily living skills and functional vocational
evaluation. These statements of annual needed services must
include the school or community agency responsible for
providing the service, the extent of the service, and the date
of initiation of services. Also, the statement of needed
services must include not only school-provided services, but
also services provided by related agencies (e.g., vocational
rehabilitation, SSI, mental health).
Requirements in the legislation specify a coordination of
services, which implies that a team of individuals including
the student, parents, teachers (both special and regular),
ancillary services (e.g., physical therapist), and career
development personnel (i.e., school guidance counselors,
rehabilitation counselors) participate in transition planning.
Many models which advocate for planning options for
independence and quality of life identify the necessity and
importance of a team of individuals and the inclusion of the
person for whom the planning is done (Mount, 1997; Mount
& Zwernik, 1988; Perske & Perske, 1988;
Trach & Shelden,
1999;Vandercook, York, & Forest, 1989).
Only recently have students been af
forded the same
right to participate in IEP development. The IDEA mandates
that services identified for the student must reflect his or her
needs, preferences, and interests.
The law also requires that
each student receiving transition services be invited to his or
her IEP meeting. IDEA, then, provides a legislative mandate
to involve students in their IEP development and transition
planning. Despite the noted importance of student involvement in transition planning and recent research indicating
that programs designed to promote student involvement can
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be ef fective (see Phillips, 1990; V an Reusen & Bos, 1994;
Ward, W ehmeyer , Martin, & Marshall, 1995), the extent to
which the student involvement mandate of the IDEA is being
realized is questionable.
Morningstar , Turnbull, & Turnbull (1995) conducted
focus groups with high school students with learning
disabilities, emotional and behavioral disorders, and mild
mental retardation to examine their perceptions of the role of
family in the transition process. One of the emergent themes
in the focus groups was that many students did not see the
IEP process as important. Further , many did not see their
involvement or that of their family members as key to the
process. Therefore, most students did not attend their IEP
meetings. Similarly , through interviews with 29 high school
students with mild disabilities, Lovitt (1994) found that most
students were not familiar with the IEP process and did not
contribute to IEP development.
Parental participation has always been a component of
the IEP process. The law requires that parents be invited to
participate in all IEP meetings; parents are to be viewed as
partners in educational planning for their children. Unfortunately , research on parental participation indicates that
parents are not active partners in their children’
s educational
planning (Devlieger & Trach, 1999; Goldstein, Strickland,
Turnbull, & Curry , 1980; L ynch & Stein, 1982; McKinney &
Hocutt, 1982).
This study examined the extent to which the primary
components of transition planning, including transition
content and team composition, are reflected in the IEPs of
transition-aged youth. Attendance by students, parents,
vocational rehabilitation counselors, and guidance counselors
is examined. Additionally, this study examined the number
and types of transition-related outcomes and activities
identified in the IEP . The following research questions were
addressed:
1. What proportion of IEP meetings were attended by (a)
students, (b) a parent or guardian, (c) a vocational
rehabilitation counselor, and (d) a guidance counselor?
2. Does attendance at the IEP meeting differ across student
disability categories?
3. Does attendance at the IEP meeting differ across student
age?
4. Does attendance at the IEP meeting differ across student
gender?
5. To what extent are transition outcomes and activities
identified within IEPs?
6. Do the number of transition outcomes and activities
identified within IEPs differ across student disability, age,
or gender?
7. To what extent has attendance at IEP meetings changed
over time?
8. To what extent has the number of transition outcomes and
activities identified within IEPs changed over time?
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Method
The Transition Services Checklist (TSC)
The TSC (Trach, 1999) was developed as a documentation tool for transition- related outcomes and activities in
IEPs. The checklist includes the seven outcomes identified in
the IDEA: (a) adult services, (b) community participation,
(c) continuing and adult education, (d) independent living,
(e) integrated employment, (f) postsecondary education, and
(g) vocational training. Definitions for each outcome area are
in Table 1. W ithin each outcome area, the six activities
identified in the IDEA are listed, including (a) acquisition of
daily living skills, (b) community experiences, (c) development of employment objectives, (d) development of other
post-school adult objectives, (e) functional vocational
evaluation, and (f) instruction.
Development of the TSC began with developing
definitions and examples for each outcome area. Subsequently , definitions and examples of each of the six activity
areas were developed for each outcome area.
The outcome
and activity definitions and activities were compiled into a
TSC Guide and sent for review to three researchers in the
area of transition services. Reviewer comments were
incorporated into a revised guide.
The TSC and TSC Guide
were revised and updated with the new collection of data
(i.e., 1997-98).
The TSC allows for ratings of outcomes and activities as
present, implied, or absent. Apresence rating (2) indicates
that an explicit reference to planning for the outcome area or
activity is made in the IEP goals or objectives. An implied
rating (1) indicates that an implicit reference to planning for
the outcome area or activity is made within the IEP goals or
objectives. An absent rating (0) indicates that there is no
explicit or implicit reference to the outcome area or activity
within the IEP goals or objectives. The decision process for
categorizing outcomes and activities as present, implied, or
absent is governed by a series of rules, examples, and nonexamples developed for use of the
TSC. Adetailed description of the decision process can be found in
Trach (1999).
Sample
The two samples of IEPs were drawn from two Midwestern suburban school districts. First, class lists for all junior and
senior high school special education students were obtained
for the 1991-92 and 1992-93 school years. Only those students
who turned 14 years old by September 1 of the year of the IEP
were included in the sample. Hence, students were eliminated
from the 1991-92 list if they were born after September 1, 1978;
similarly, they were eliminated from the 1992-93 list if they
were born after September 1, 1979. For students who remained
on both lists, only data from the second year (i.e., spring 1993
IEP) were used in this study , resulting in a sample of N=531.
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Table 1. Definitions of Outcome Areas From the Transition Services Checklist (TSC)
Outcome Area

Definition

Adult Services

To access services that provide the necessary support for adult persons to live, work, and
recreate in the community (e.g., be certified eligible for vocational rehabilitation services,
apply for residential services).

Community Participation

To participate in the community through established and recognized personal and social
roles (e.g., register to vote, join a service organization).

Continuing and Adult Education

To continue education, for some stated purpose, through established state and/or community programs (e.g., enroll in an adult art class to pursue hobby
, enroll in adult academic
remediation courses).

Independent Living

To access a living environment determined by available resources, and options (e.g., rent
apartment with a friend, live in group home).

Integrated Employment

To be placed in a work setting for pay , and with support if necessary , while still in school,
prior to graduation, and/or immediately upon graduation. (e.g., competitive employment,
supported employment).

Postsecondary Education

To prepare for and entrance to an institution of higher learning with the intent of accessing formal training to develop and prepare for a chosen career (e.g., enrollment in
community college for associate’ s degree, enrollment in bachelor program).

Vocational Training

To establish activities that would continue a student’
s training beyond high school in
either a formal or informal setting with the intent of attaining an accepted skill level in a
chosen profession or work area (e.g., auto mechanic program, nursing assistant program).

Next, the same process was used for 1996-97 and 1997-98.
However , the same data was collected on a 25% random sample
(N=253). Hence, students were eliminated from the 1996-97
list if they were born after September 1, 1982; similarly
, they
were eliminated from the 1997-98 list if they were born after
September 1, 1983. Table 2 lists the percentage of students
included in the sample for each school year according to primary disability category and gender .
Procedures
Data were collected by examining each student’
s
IEP. Demographic data, including birth date, gender
,
primary disability , and services received were recorded.
Student attendance was recorded when a student signature was present on the IEP on the date the meeting was
held. Attendance by parents, vocational rehabilitation
counselor , and guidance counselor was determined in
the same manner . IEP transition-related content was reviewed using the TSC. Each outcome and each activity
within each outcome was rated as described above.
Additionally, objectives with no apparent link to transition
planning were noted in a comments section.

Reliability. Reliability was assessed for both presence
and content data for 10% of the IEPs. Reliability was
calculated as the total number of agreements divided by the
combined number of agreements and disagreements.
Reliability for student presence was 88% in 1992-93 and
96% in 1997-98. For scoring outcomes, reliability was 97%
in 1992-93 and 93% in 1997-98.

Table 2. Percent of Students Included in Sample by
Disability and Gender
92-93 School years

97-98 School years

Disability
TMD
EMD
BD
LD
Othera

10
11
16
59
4

4
10
16
60
10

32
68

32
68

Gender
Female
Male
a

This category includes hearing impairment, physical disability, speech
and/or language impairment, visual impairment, and autism.
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Data Analysis
Disability categories used in the analysis included trainable mental retardation (TMD), educable mental retardation
(EMD), behavior disorder or mental illness (BD), learning disability (LD), and Other . The Other category included hearing
impairment, physical disability , speech and/or language impairment, and visual impairment. Age was calculated based on
the student’ s age on September 1 of the year of the IEP
.
Associations between student attendance and primary disability and student attendance and gender were examined using the chi-square test of homogeneity . These tests were also
conducted for attendance by parents, school guidance counselors, and rehabilitation counselor according to the age groups
14-15, 16-17, 18-19, and 20-22.
T-tests were used to compare the frequency with which
six activities (Instruction, Community Experiences, Development of Employment Objectives, Development of Other
Post-School Adult Objectives, Acquisition of Daily Living
Skills, Functional V ocational Evaluation) were present or
implied on IEPs within the seven outcome areas.
Results
Meeting Attendance
In 1992-93, 53% of students in the study attended their
IEP meetings; attendance increased to 64% in 1997-98 (see
Table 3). This was a significant increase. Also, there was a
significant increase in students with learning disabilities
(LD) and behavioral disorders (BD) attending their meetings.
In Table 4, the distribution of student by gender indicates that
while both increased, males were represented in significantly
greater proportion than females across both data recording
sets (see Table 2).

Table 4. Percent of Students Who Attended IEP
Meetings by Gender
92-93 School years

97-98 School years

Percentage attended

Percentage attended

Female

60a

74b

Male

50a

59b

Total

c

64c

53

X2 (1, n = 522) = 3.844, p = .05
X2 (1, n = 253) = 5.217, p = .02
c
X2 (1, n = 786) = 8.353, p = .004
a

b

Table 5 reveals a significant increase in both students
and parents attending IEP meetings. However , in the 18-19
year olds, student attendance decreased and parental attendance remained relatively the same.
There was a significant
increase in younger students (ages 14-16) and parents
attending IEP meetings. When the age groups were divided
into 14-16 and 17-21, there was a significant change in
attendance. Overall, the younger group increased and the
older group decreased (X2 (1, n = 785) = 5.675, p = .017).
Table 6 indicates that presence of school guidance
counselor decreased significantly , and the VR counselor ’s
presence declined. Significant decreases were noted for
school guidance counselor attendance at 14-15 and 16-17 age
groups and generally across all age groups. For rehabilitation
counselors there was only a slight increase for 16-17 age
group and a significant decrease for 20-22 age group.
Transition Content

Table 7 indicates that there were significantly more
transition outcomes listed in student IEPs.
All outcomes
except for Adult Services were significantly more present in
1997-98 than in 1992-93.
Table 3. Percent of Students Who Attended IEP
Table 8 indicates significantly more activities occurring
Meetings by Disability Category
in 1997-98 than in 1992-93. In the eleven cells indicated by
92-93 School years
97-98 School years
“ND,” no instances of that combination of activity and
outcome area were observed for either time period. SignifiPercentage attended
Percentage attended
cant increases in activities were noted in 15 of the 17 cells
TMD
47
45
marked with an asterisk (*). Table 9 reports the means and
standard deviations for each significant finding. In two
EMD
55
56
cases, the number of activities identified decreased.
BD
56
68
Identification of instructional activities increased from
68b
LD
53b
1992-1993 to 1997-1998 for all outcomes except adult
Othera
32
48
services. More continuing education activities were present
or implied for community participation and postsecondary
64c
Total
53c
education; however , fewer continuing education activities
a
This category includes hearing impairment, physical disability, speech and/or were identified for the outcome of independent living.
language impairment, visual impairment, and autism.
Activities surrounding the development of Employment
b
X2 (1, n = 465) = 9.552, p = .002
Objectives increased in the areas of
Adult Services and
c
X2 (1, n = 786) = 8.353, p = .004
Integrated Employment. More activities related to the
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Table 5. Proportion of IEP Meetings by Age
Attended by Students and Parents

other disability categories attended at higher proportions.
The discrepancy among disability categories is worthy of
further examination.
92-93 School years
97-98 School years
Also of concern is the decrease in attendance by
Percentage attended
Percentage attended
both school guidance counselors and vocational rehabilitation counselors. Both of these professionals have
Students
Parents
Students
Parents
resources to bring to the table, including knowledge of
77b
55a
95b
14-15
31a
postsecondary education and employment options, and
should be included in the transition planning process.
16-17
51c
77
72c
84
These are the experts in career development and employ18-19
67
70
57
73
ment, and command more resources and training than
20-22
61
81
85
92
typical teachers. It would seem logical that their consul64d
85e
Total
53d
75e
tation might help reverse current trends in employment
for persons with disabilities identified by a recent Louis
2
a
X (1, n = 183) = 9.837, p = .002
Harris poll which shows a decrease in overall employb
2
X (1, n = 183) = 10.534, p = .001
c 2
ment for persons with disabilities from 34% in 1986, to
X (1, n = 326) = 12.402, p = .001
d
31% in 1994, to 29% in 1998 (Risher & Amorosi, 1998).
X2 (1, n = 786) = 8.353, p = .004
e 2
X (1, n = 786) = 11.146, p = .001
These employment percentage points dif
fer only slightly ,
but indicate a trend. Why does this continue? Issues of
turf and professions at the expense of the students may
development of Other Post-School
Adult Objectives were
contribute to the employment outcomes. W
e have the law
seen in the areas of Adult Services, Postsecondary Educa(i.e., IDEA), but the policies do not support the law
. What we
tion, and V ocational Training. The frequency of Daily Living
have are local interpretations of transition and responsibiliactivities increased for the outcome area of Independent
ties (DeStefano et al., 1998). There must be local ef fort, but
Living. Finally, more Functional V ocational activities were
the outcomes should be similar to the intent of the law. We
identified related to Integrated Employment and fewer
need to include career-related professionals in the transition
related to V ocational Training. Community experience
process and coordinate the local efforts across all stakeholders.
activities increased for the outcomes of Community ParticiThe results of this study point to a need to refocus the
pation, Independent Living, and Postsecondary Education.
intent of incorporating transition planning into the IEP
process. While progress has been made, these results do not
Discussion
necessarily provide substantive evidence that comprehensive, outcome-oriented planning is being implemented for
The preceding reported results indicate that there are positive increases in attendance at IEPs, identification of postschool outcomes, and identification of transitionrelated activities. However , there still appears to be
Table 6. Proportion of IEP Meetings by Age Attended by
a considerable amount of ef fort needed to accomCounselors
plish actual transition results. While this study does
92-93 School years
97-98 School years
not evaluate post-school outcomes, nor does it predict success in post-school environments, it does
Percentage attended
Percentage attended
provide some indication of the foundation that
School
State
School
State
schools establish prior to students’
departure. The
Guidance
Rehabilitation
Guidance
Rehabilitation
following are some considerations that we must
make in reviewing transition planning and the IEP
02
39a
00
14-15
65a
process.
b
b
03
54
05
16-17
68
Overall attendance of students at their IEP
18-19
64
11
55
11
meetings increased from the 1992-93 school years
c
to the 1997-98 school years. Still, only 64% of stu31
15c
20-22
61
48
dents attended their IEP meetings. W e must look at
Total
65d
08
49d
05
why approximately one third of students do not ata
tend, and also examine strategies to engage them
X2 (1, n = 183) = 12.187, p = .001
b
in the process. Students with labels of mental retarX2 (1, n = 325) = 6.054, p = .014
c 2
X (1, n = 44) = 4.208, p = .040
dation (EMD and TMD) saw no increase in attend
X2 (1, n = 785) = 20.156, p = .001
dance from 92-93 to 97-98, while students in all
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Table 7. Chi Square of IEPs with Transition Outcomes
Identified as Present or Implied*
1992-93

1997-98

Adult Services

13.55

13.09

Community Participation

0.00

3.96

Continuing & Adult Education

0.00

4.77

Independent Living

4.06

66.40

Integrated Employment

11.92

69.17

Postsecondary Education

5.15

56.35

Vocational Training

1.63

19.45

2

* All outcomes X p œ .001 except for Adult Services.

students through their IEPs. While there has been a
signficant increase for all but one outcome area in the
proportion of IEPs in which they are included, the overall
picture is still bleak. Independent Living and Integrated
Employment continue to be the most consistently included
post-school outcome. Postsecondary Education, included in
only 5% of IEPs in the first sample, is included in more than
half of the IEPs in the second sample, a remarkable and
hopeful change. Still, four outcome areas are found in fewer

than 20% of IEPs. While not all students
need to identify outcomes in all seven areas,
this still reflects a narrow perspective on
Difference
post-school vision statements. W e seem to
focus on where one will live and learn, or
-.46
where one will live and work.
3.96
Also, there is little evidence within IEPs
4.77
that a coordainted set of activities is being
developed to assist students in achieving
62.34
those outcomes which are identified. W e
57.25
must examine why identified outcomes are
51.20
not being translated into statements of
17.82
needed trasntion services. It does not seem
productive to identify where students may be
post-school without a method or process for
attainment of those goals. Either outcomes or
activities presuppose the other , and one without the other
should not exist.
Future Research
This study explores the incorporation of transition
planning into the IEP process. As such, it points to several
additional areas for investigation. Examining the progression

Table 8. P-Values for T-tests Comparing the Number of Transition Activities
Identified as Present or Implied* per IEP by Outcome Areas for Two
Time Periods: 1992-1993 and 1997-1998
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Table 9. Means and Standard Deviations for the Number of
Transition Activities Identified as Present or Implied
by Outcome Area for 1992-1993 and 1997-1998
Activity/Outcome Area
1998

1992-1993

1997-

Development of Employment Objectives
Adult Services

.00
(.00)

.04
(.26)

Integrated Employment

.02
(.21)

.22
(.61)

Adult Services

.00
(.05)

.05
(.31)

Postsecondary Education

.01
(.14)

.31
(.72)

Vocational Training

.00
(.00)

.03
(.25)

.29
(.70)

.52
(.86)

Integrated Employment

.11
(.42)

.62
(.82)

Vocational Training

.21
(.65)

.00
(.00)

Development of Other Post-School Adult Objectives

Acquisition of Daily Living Skills
Independent Living

Functional Vocational Evaluation

of transition planning from age 14 to exit may illuminate
new facets of the process. Do IEPs over time reflect a more
continuous flow of planning? Is there a logical progression
in the development of post-school vision statements,
transition activities, and related objectives?
As Devlieger
and Trach (1999) suggest, the IEP cannot be the only
planning tool, and mediated action is necessary for the
attainment of transition goals, especially in light of who may
or may not attend IEP meetings.
While there has been a decrease in participation by
guidance counselors and rehabilitation counselors, there may
be other notable dif ferences in attendance. Are more regular
education teachers attending IEP meetings and involved in
the transition process? What impact do regular education
teachers have on developing a coordinated set of activities?
It may be that having people with no training or experience
in the area of disability attend these meetings actually
increases the possibilities. These individuals will have only

their own experience from which to set goals. However
,
there is a danger that they might also rely on traditional
stereotypes of persons with disabilities and have even lower
expectations for their future. Regardless, there is a need for
someone skilled in facilitating a discussion which both
positive and future-oriented.
Finally, we need to determine why we do not do what
we know to do. If there is consensus that comprehensive,
outcome-oriented transition planning should occur
, why are
we not implementing it? What are the systemic, attitudinal,
competency , or other barriers preventing the true infusion of
transition planning into the educational process? Examinations of success stories—of students, schools, and districts—
might lead to greater understanding of how the process can
be implemented and hence lead to strategies for implementing it elsewhere.

143

Issues Influencing the Future of Transition Programs and Services in the United States

References
DeStefano, L., Hasazi, S. B., & Trach, J. S. (1998). Issues in
the evaluation of a multi-site federal system change
initiative. Career Development for Exceptional Individuals, 20, 123-139.
DeStefano, L., W inking, D., & Bullock, C. (1993). Incorporating transition into the Individualized Education
Program: Manual and resource guide. Illinois State
Board of Education, Department of Special Education.
Devlieger , P. J., & Trach, J. S. (1999). Mediation as a
transition process: The impact of post-school employment. Exceptional Children, 65, 507-523
Goldstein, S., Strickland, B., Turnbull, A.P., & Curry, (1980).
An observational analysis of the IEP conference.
Exceptional Children, 46, 278-286.
Lovitt, T.C., Cushing, S.S., & Stump, C.S. (1994). High school
students rate their IEPs: Low opinions and lack of
ownership. Intervention in School and Clinic, 30, 34-37.
Lynch, E. W ., & Stein, R. (1982). Perspectives on parent
participation in special education. Exceptional Education Quarterly, 3, 56-63.
McKinney, J. D., & Hocutt, A. M. (1982). Public school
involvement of parents of learning-disabled children and
average achievers. Exceptional Education Quarterly, 3,
64-70.
Morningstar , M. E., Turnbull, A. P., & Turnbull, H. R.
(1995). What do students with disabilities tell us about
the importance of family involvement in the transition
from school to adult life? Exceptional Children, 62,
249-260.

Mount, B. (1997). Person-centered planning: Finding
directions for change using personal futures planning.
New York: Graphic Futures.
Mount, B., & Zwernik, K. (1988). It’s never too early; It’s
never too late: A booklet about personal futures planning. St. Paul, MN: Metropolitan Council.
Perske, R., & Perske, M. (1988). Circle of Friends. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press.
Phillips, P . (1990). Aself-advocacy plan for high school
students with learning disabilities: Acomparative case
study analysis of students’, teachers’, and parents’
perceptions of program ef fects. Journal of Learning
Disabilities, 23, 466-471.
Risher , P., & Amorosi, S. (1998). The 1998 N.O.D./Harris
survey of Americans with disabilities. New York: Louis
Harris & Associates.
Van Reusen, A. K., & Bos, C. S. (1994). Facilitating student
participation in individualized education programs
through motivation strategy instruction. Exceptional
Children, 60, 466-475.
Trach, J. S., & Shelden, D. L. (1999). Natural supports:
A
foundation for employment. Innovations, 16. Washington, DC: AAMR Monograph Series.
Vandercook, T., York, J., & Forest, M. (1989). The McGill
action planning system (MAPS): Astrategy for building
the vision. Journal of the Association for Persons with
Severe Handicaps, 14, 205-215.
Ward, M. J., W ehmeyer , M. L., Martin, J. E., & Marshall, L.
H. (1995). S tudent involvement in transition planning:
Fulfilling the intent of IDEA. Manuscript submitted for
publication.

Author Information
Authors may be contacted at:
John S. Trach, Ph.D.; University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, College of Education, Bureau of Educational Research,
1310 South 6th Street, Room 236, Champaign, IL 61820,
j-trach@uiuc.edu
Debra L. Shelden; Transition Research Institute, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 1
Center , 51 Gerty Dr ., Champaign, IL 61820; 217-244-0851, dshelden@uiuc.edu

144

17 Childrens Research

10
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Supplemental Security Income Program on
Transition Age Youth With Disabilities
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Abstract: The SSI program is intended to provide youth with disabilities with the basic resources necessary to
live independent, productive and fulfilling lives, and is important to many youth as they transition from school to
work and adult life. This article discusses the potential benefits of the SSI program; describes the sharp growth in
numbers of SSI program participants, and the public allegations of fraud and abuse of the SSI program; and
presents the difficulties posed by SSA’s fraud and abuse policies, The specific problems the fraud and abuse
investigation presents for special education teachers and administrators, other school personnel, and for the
students with disabilities who may suffer as a result of such investigations are highlighted. Recommendations for
SSA consideration on behalf of students with disabilities include removing language on the School Activity Report
requesting that special education teachers report instances of SSI fraud and abuse; and focusing SSA attention on
other possible reasons for the growth in the SSI program, such as increases of children and youth in poverty.
Introduction
Because Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is a
relatively new and dif ferent field for most special education
administrators and teachers, they are not aware of the
potential benefits that it can of fer to students with disabilities. Most special education administrators and teachers do
not realize that if students with disabilities currently receiving SSI benefits are found ineligible during a special
reassessment at age 18, they are denied support critically
needed to make the transition to an independent and productive life. Therefore, the purpose of this paper is to present a
brief overview of the potential benefits of SSI for students
with disabilities that can be so important to the students’
transition from school to independent living. Secondly
, we
will summarize the history of what we call the SSI “fraud
and abuse” investigation that has caused the Social Security
Administration (SSA) to make changes in the SSI program.
These are changes that were implemented as a result of what
SSA assumed was a public perception: of children and youth
with disabilities falsifying their eligibility status in order to
receive SSI benefits. W e will highlight the specific problems
the fraud and abuse investigation presents for special
education teachers and administrators, other school personnel, and as for the students with disabilities who may suf
fer
as a result of such investigations. Finally , we will present
recommendations that we would like to see the SSA consider
implementing and suggestions that practitioners can take on
behalf of students with disabilities-now and in the future.

SSI Benefits Available for Students With
Disabilities
The SSI Program, Title XVI of the Social Security Act,
was developed to assist and support aged, blind, or disabled
individuals in maintaining a minimum level of income (SSA,
1997a). Administered by the SSA, this program is of
particular importance to transition-age youth with disabilities. For qualified individuals, it of fers cash benefits, health
insurance and work incentives. All of these provide critical
financial assistance to young adults making the transition
towards independence and self-suf
ficiency.
In addition to cash benefits, most states allow individuals enrolled in SSI to establish immediate Medicaid eligibility. Participation in the Medicaid program is important for
several reasons. First, when an individual with a disability
reaches transition age, he or she is often excluded from a
parent’ s or a guardian’ s medical plan. Health insurance is
rarely a benefit provided to employees in supported, parttime, or minimum wage employment situations, and the cost
of independent health insurance is too high for most of these
young adults. Therefore, Medicaid is often the sole source of
health insurance for much of this population. Second,
Medicaid provides funds for community based services such
as competitive and suppported employment programs that
provide such services as a job coach to assist the student in
learning and becoming a productive worker while on the job.
Medicaid also funds many residential facilities and group
homes. So for health insurance benefits alone, SSI eligibility
is critical for many students with disabilities.
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Fears of Losing SSI Benefits
Before we discuss the specific work incentives or
transition benefits of SSI, it is important for special education administrators and teachers to know that students with
disabilities and their families who have been identified as
eligible and have received SSI cash benefits since childhood
may be fearful of losing this income. For many years the
argument has been made that such cash benefits were
“disincentives” to employment. This was because if the
student with a disability became employed full time, not only
were the student’ s cash benefits terminated, but also the
student’ s medical/Medicaid benefits. This was devastating if
medical and medication costs exceeded the budget of a
newly employed student with a disability . The fears of
parents of children with disabilities have been very real in
this regard. Therefore, as a result of ef forts on the part of
families and advocates, as well as SSA, great strides have
been made to turn this potentially negative situation into a
positive one. SSA now provides special “work incentive”
benefits for students with disabilities that enable them to
receive training, to be trained on the job, and to have the
opportunity and time to test the ef fects of part-time and
eventual full-time employment without the loss of needed
cash benefits and/or Medicaid. W ithdrawal from these
benefits may be spread out over time to ensure that the
individual’s income and employment status have been
stabilized.

transition-age students with disabilities are as follows (The
Study Group, Inc., 1998):
•

Earned Income Exclusion. This benefit applies to all
SSI program recipients and includes any student earning
wages from a school-sponsored employment program or
other employment. For students with disabilities, this
means that most or all of their SSI benefits are maintained while they participates in school-sponsored paid
employment or other paid work situations.

•

Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE). This
allows a student with a disability who is under the age of
22 and attending school regularly to
exclude up to $400
of earned income per month (maximum annual exclusion is $1620) before applying the Earned Income
Exclusion (above). This exclusion and the one above can
be used in combination. There is a formula that can be
used to determine the exact amounts that this means to
an individual.

•

Impairment-Related Work Expense (IRWE). The cost
of certain disability related items and services that
students with a disability requires in order to work can
be deducted from their gross earnings through an IR WE
incentive. The student requesting the IR WE must be able
to verify that the items or expenses were incurred as a
result of his/her disability and necessary for job performance. There are specific criteria for such expenses.
Examples are a personal care attendant or special
transportation services to and from the job site.

•

Plan for Achieving Self-Support (PASS). This work
incentive allows a student to set aside income and/or
resources for a specified period of time in order to
achieve a work goal (postsecondary education, purchase
of job-coaching support, job-related equipment, etc.).
The income and/or resources set aside in a P
ASS do not
count in determining SSI benefits. SSI cash benefits
cannot be used to support a P ASS. There are certain
instances when a P ASS may be used in conjunction with
other SSI work incentives. If a student under the age of
18 cannot satisfy the SSI income eligibility requirement
only because his or her parents’ income is too high, the
student may apply for a P ASS incentive through which
the parents can set aside enough income to make the
student eligible for SSI benefits.

•

Blind Work Expenses (BWE). For students who are
blind, SSA has special rules allowing them to
earn a
higher income and maintain SSI eligibility. It can
include expenses for a guide dog; transportation; federal,
state, and local income taxes; social security taxes;
attendant care services; etc.

Transition Planning and the Role of SSI Benefits
A major focus of special education at the secondary
level is transition planning for students with disabilities.
The
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1997
requires that transition planning begin at age 14 (younger
, if
appropriate) for all students with disabilities and that it is to
be part of the student’ s Individualized Education Plan (IEP).
At age 16, the IEP must also include a statement of transition
services that the student may need from another agency
,
service provider , or support system, especially if such
support will be required to assure post-school opportunities
for the student to participate in community living and/or
employment (The Study Group, Inc., 1998). For some
students with disabilities, it is very important that they have
access to what are called SSI work incentives that can be
made available to them through their local social security
office. It is through the IEP transition planning and discussion that parents and students can begin to determine the
extent to which any or all of the SSI work incentives may be
able to provide assistance.
It is not the purpose of this article to discuss the work
incentives in depth, but simply to provide a very brief
overview . A list and brief description of several of these
important SSI benefits, or work incentives, specifically for
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students who are SSI recipients to increase their income
without compromising their SSI status, thus maintaining SSI
eligibility benefits during a transition process.
The SSI Fraud and Abuse Investigation
One of the major reasons that the SSI program came
under the scrutiny of Congress and the media was due to an
increase in the number of individuals who were enrolled in
the SSI program. The specific growth in the transition-age
population is unclear; however , between 1985 and 1994, SSI
enrollment among adults (age 18 and older) grew by 78%,
and among children by 236% (GAO, 1995c).
Accompanying
this enrollment growth were alarming media reports of fraud
and abuse. Major newspapers and television programs
described cases of children being coached by their parents to
fake a disability in order to receive SSI benefits. One
example occurred in the early 1990s when an
Arkansas state
representative, working on a hunch that one of his constituents was falsifying SSI eligibility , launched an investigation
of the SSI program that turned into a 30-month media frenzy
.
Numerous allegations surfaced that the program designed to
help financially needy , disabled children had become a
money making venture for unscrupulous families (Georges,
1995). Press reports contended that families were coaching
their children to fake disabilities in order to receive cash
benefits (Georges, 1995; Hancock, 1994). Some members of
Congress claimed that the SSI program was being abused,
and they cited the media stories to support this conclusion
(Feldman, 1997).
SSI Enrollment Increase
As a result of the emphasis and concern created by the
media, Congress requested an investigation by the General
Accounting Of fice (GAO) to determine the reasons behind
the growth in the number of individuals with disabilities
receiving SSI benefits. The GAO study discovered that the
increase in enrollment for SSI services was attributed to
several factors including: improved outreach ef
forts by the
SSA; increased numbers of children and youth living in
poverty; major changes in eligibility criteria; increased
immigration; and medical advances (GAO, 1995c). Further
,
the allegations of students falsifying a disability were found
to be “unsubstantiated” (Georges, 1995) and “anecdotal”
(GAO, 1995c).
Improved outreach efforts. In the late 1980s and early
1990s, at the direction of Congress, the SSA increased its
outreach ef forts resulting in an increase in SSI program
enrollment (GAO, 1995b). The Omnibus Budget Act (P.L.
101-239) of 1989 established an outreach program for
disabled children. As part of the Sullivan v . Zelby case, the
SSA was required to launch a national media campaign and
conduct outreach to schools and welfare of
ficers. Further , in

1990 Congress mandated that the SSA widen its outreach
efforts and provided SSA with $21 million dollars of funding
for this project (GAO, 1995b).
Increased numbers of children living in poverty. Another
explanation for the increase in SSI program participation is
tied to the economy . The recession of the early 1990s and the
increase in poverty over the last ten years (Children’
s
Defense Fund, 1999) have resulted in a greater number of
people with disabilities who meet the financial eligibility
requirements of the SSI program.
Major changes in eligibility criteria. Recently , the
eligibility criteria for transition-age youth were tightened as
a result of the W elfare Reform Act (P.L. 104-193). However ,
during past 15 years the SSI eligibility standards have been
much less strict. The passage of the Disability Benefits
Reform Act (P.L. 98-460) in 1984 expanded the definition of
disability for both children and adults. In 1990, the Sullivan
v. Zelby Supreme Court Case (493 US521) also loosened the
standards for children, and added an Individualized Functional Assessment (IF A) to assess how a child’ s impairment
affected his/her ability to behave in age-appropriate ways.
Both of these fundamental changes in eligibility criteria
caused an increase in growth (GAO, 1995b).
Increase in immigration. In the last 20 years the level of
legal immigration has doubled (Federation for
American
Immigration Reform, 1999). In 1996, more than 900,000
people legally immigrated to the United States (Federation
for American Immigration Reform, 1999). Logically , this
population of immigrants includes persons with disabilities
who were af forded the same rights of eligibility in the SSI
program as U.S. citizens. Consequently
, immigration
enrollment accounts for some of the increase in growth in the
SSI program (GAO, 1995b). During the same time period,
non-citizens who were not immigrants (in other words,
citizens of other nations who do not intend to take up
permanent residence in the United States) were one of the
fastest growing groups of SSI recipients (GAO, 1995b).
Medical advances. Another reason for growth in SSI
enrollment was medical advancement. Prevalence of some
disabilities may have increased due to medical progress
(GAO, 1995b). For example, those who would not have been
expected to survive certain health conditions 15 years ago
are being kept alive by medical and therapeutic advances.
Unsubstantiated fraud and abuse charges. To date, the
literature in this area has not provided validation of the
media allegations that students with disabilities and their
families were falsifying disabilities to qualify for SSI
(Feldman, 1997; GAO, 1995a; Schulzinger
, 1998). To the
contrary , four major studies of the SSI program-by the
General Accounting Of fice, the Social Security Administration (1994), a Congressionally appointed Disability Policy
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effect, the SSA looked at the results of these changes.
They
discovered that between August 1996 and September 1997,
56% of the initial redeterminations at age 18 resulted in
cessation of SSI benefits (SSA, 1998c). Recommendations
for cessation ranged from a low of 32% of reviews conducted in Hawaii to a high of 77% of those conducted in
Louisiana (SSA, 2998c). Nationwide 73% of cessations were
in the category of mental disorders (SSA, 1998c).
Although
the intent of the W elfare Reform Act pertaining to age 18
redeterminations was never fully explained, advocates
Changes Initiated by the Social Security believed that SSA field staf f had misread it to mean that
Congress wanted most benefits to end at age 18 (Community
Administration
Legal Services of Philadelphia, 1999).
Despite the above findings by the GAO and the other
Disability Determination Services Initiative
investigative studies explaining the many reasons behind the
growth in SSI enrollment, the media and resulting public
To specifically target potential fraud and abuse, the SSA
pressure continued to perpetuate the belief that students were
asked its State Disability Determination Services (the
falsifying disabilities in order to qualify for SSI programs.
agencies funded and overseen by the SSA that determine
Relying heavily on these media reports, Congress took action
applicants’ eligibility for SSI) to identify the number of cases
to scale back the SSI program to eliminate this type of “fraud
in which coaching was suspected or alleged. During a oneand abuse” (Georges, 1995). In response to this pressure, the
year period, between June 1994 and July 1995, they found
SSA implemented several initiatives. One initiative was
only 1,232 cases nationwide (GAO, 1996). During this same
stricter eligibility criteria that were implemented through the
period 460,000 total cases were processed (GAO, 1996).
Welfare Reform Act of 1996 (P .L. 104-193). Despite
This percentage amounts to .003% of all cases, and repreevidence explaining the many reasons behind the growth in
sents alleged or suspected cases, not even proven cases of
SSI enrollment, the SSA stated that the program was still
fraud or abuse. From the 1,232 cases, 77 eventually resulted
“vulnerable to abuse” (1997a, p.6) and continued its fraud
in award of SSI benefits, meaning that fraud allegations in
and abuse investigations through two other initiatives to
those cases were unfounded (GAO, 1996). Of the remaining
identify “coaching or other such abuses” (GAO, 1996, p.2)
1,155, cases it is not clear how many were proven to be
in the SSI program. The first of these continued “fraud and
fraudulent.
abuse” investigation initiatives involved each state’
s Disability Determination Services; the other initiative was the
Hotline Initiative
creation of a telephone hotline.
Panel, and the Inspector General of the Department of Health
and Human Services-all confirm that there has been no
evidence of widespread fraud and abuse (Cohen, 1997;
Georges, 1995). In 1997, the SSA
acknowledged this
evidence in a section of their August Monthly Information
Packet that specifically addressed disability fraud and
coaching. It stated, “studies showed that there were few
instances of children actually receiving benefits who were
not disabled” (1997b, p 4).

Stricter Eligibility Criteria
Among the changes in standards was the implementation
of a disability redetermination for individuals turning 18 who
had been receiving SSI benefits as children.
These 18-yearold students with disabilities had to be evaluated
under the
same rules that applied to adults with disabilities who were
filing new claims. Now , when students with disabilities who
have been receiving SSI benefits as children reach the age of
18, they must meet the adult eligibility requirements by
undergoing a “redetermination,” even through they are still
in school. In order to continue to qualify for SSI benefits, the
student must “exhibit an inability to engage in any substantial gainful activity (paid employment) because of a medically determined physical and/or mental impairment” (The
Study Group, Inc., 1998).
Unfortunately , these initiatives have had serious,
negative implications for transition-age youth who applied
for or were undergoing an age 18 review for the SSI program. Shortly after the changes in eligibility criteria took
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The creation of a telephone hotline was the SSA
’s other
initiative to curb suspected fraud and abuse. SSA opened
toll-free telephone numbers in each of the SSA
’s ten regions
for general and special education teachers and other school
personnel to report suspicions of coaching and other abuses
(GAO, 1996). The hotline numbers were published in several
different brochures distributed to various school and health
professionals who worked with children receiving SSI
benefits. The SSA explained in its brochures that, in addition
to cases of coaching, it was looking for potential misuse of
funds by representative payees (typically
, parents or guardians of a child with a disability receiving SSI benefits). If a
school professional believed that representative payee was
misusing a child’ s benefits they were asked to call the
hotline. During a one-year period all ten hotlines received a
total of only 166 calls reporting cases of alleged fraud or
abuse (GAO, 1996). The 166 cases reported by these calls
are included in the 1,232 cases mentioned above.
Again, the
166 cases were allegations, not necessarily proven instances
of abuse.
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How These SSI Changes Involve School
Personnel
The SSA relies heavily on school personnel, specifically
special education administrators and teachers, to assess SSI
eligibility for students of all ages including transition-age
youth. In reality , the SSA has actually enlisted the help of
these school personnel in the search for fraud and abuse. It
accomplishes this in several dif ferent ways: the hotline
(discussed above); the Disability Determination Services of
each state; SSA publications; and the “School Activity
Report.” Special education administrators, teachers, and
other school personnel are also often requested by the
Disability Determination Services to compile school records
and provide information related to a student’
s functional
ability. The SSA requests the help of those school professionals, especially those in special education, who work with
students with disabilities to report (1) any suspicions of a
representative payee “misusing a child’ s benefits” (SSA,
1998b, p. 3) or (2) “knowledge that a child has been coached
to behave poorly” (SSA, 1998b, p. 7). Examples of these
requests are evident in the publications and solicitations
created by the SSA for educational personnel.
SSA Publications
One way in which the SSA currently elicits the assistance of educators in locating cases of fraud and abuse is
through its publications. For example, in the SSA
’s October
1998 brochure, Childhood Disability: The Supplemental
Security Income Program: A Guide for School Professionals,
Kenneth S. Apfel, Commissioner of Social Security , indicates that the SSA relies, to a great extent, on the professional expertise and judgment of school personnel in the
disability determination process. He specifically requests that
education professionals report any suspected misuse of funds
by a representative payee.
This SSA brochure also asks
special educators and other school personnel to report any
suspicions they have of students being coached to function
poorly in order to fraudulently qualify for SSI benefits.
Also,
the 10 regional SSA hotline numbers are listed in this
brochure.
School Activity Report
Another document that SSA uses to enlist the aid of
school personnel in locating cases of fraud and abuse is the
“School Activity Report” (also called the “School Activity
Questionnaire”). This questionnaire, which is routinely
distributed to educators, is the means by which each state’
s
Disability Determination Service requests information about
a student from a school professional who works closely with
that child. Information solicited from the school professional
relates to the student’ s school functioning and normally

includes communication ability , physical functioning, social
development, personal functioning, and concentration,
persistence, and pace.
Presently , each state creates its own questionnaire, but
the SSA is in the process of developing one standard
questionnaire to be used by all states. W
ithin the majority of
state questionnaires, as well as the most recent draft of the
federal questionnaire, is an inquiry about “coaching.”
As an
example, specific language from the V irginia School Activity
Report is cited below:
The Social Security Administration has received a
number of complaints from the education community
that some children are being “coached” (e.g.,
instructed to do poorly on tests or engage in disruptive behavior in class) in order to obtain SSI childhood benefits.
To determine if this is a problem, the Social Security
Administration requests that we ask the following
question when developing evidence of function from
teachers and other school personnel.
This questionnaire goes on to specifically ask teachers
about recent behavior , and if they have any personal knowledge of whether a student has been coached by parents in
order to obtain SSI benefits.
Problems for Special Educators,
trators, and Students

Adminis-

Enlisting the assistance of school personnel in a fraud
and abuse investigation through the School
Activity Report
and SSA publications is potentially problematic for educators
and for students and families applying for or receiving SSI
benefits. It can produce biased responses on the School
Activity Report, may put educators at risk of liability , and
may perpetuate a damaging stereotype of students with
disabilities and their families who are living in poverty .
Potential Questionnaire Bias
Research indicates that when questions pertaining to
“coaching” are introduced into the School
Activity Reportthe entire questionnaire becomes invalid. School professionals (special education administrators and teachers) have
important information to contribute to the disability determination process. Knowledge they have about a child’
s
functional skills is unique and needs to be shared with the
Disability Determination Services. However , when questions
about “coaching” are presented alongside the questions
pertaining to functional behavior , responses to the functional
behavior questions become biased. This occurs because the
coaching questions are considered “inappropriate” on many
levels (GAO, 1993; Fowler , 1995; Singleton, Straits, Straits,
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& McAllister, 1998). The questions regarding coaching are
inappropriate for the following reasons: (1) the information is
irrelevant to the original intent of the School Activity Report;
(2) the questions are loaded and worded in a leading manner;
and (3) they expose the respondents, such as special education
teachers and administrators, to risk and liability if answered.
According to the GAO report (GAO, 1993, p. 80),
“Questions that are not relevant to the goals of the evaluation
. . . should be avoided.” Such unrelated questions that are
meant to be used for another separate evaluation, such as the
SSI fraud and abuse investigation, are called “riders.”
The
addition of riders changes the context and meaning of all the
questions and is the single biggest cause of nonparticipation
(GAO, 1993). Floyd J. Fowler supports this idea in his book,
Improving Survey Questions (1995). He explains that
evaluators should only ask questions related to the specific
evaluation being conducted, in this case, the student’
s
functional ability .
Of specific concern is that in the introduction to the
questions about coaching on the School
Activity Report, SSA
describes the prevailing condition of coaching as existing in
more than a few isolated instances.
According to the GAO
report, this is called “status quo bias” and may produce
inaccurate data (GAO, 1993). Further , when questions are
preceded by this type of background information they are
considered leading and produce biased responses (Singleton
et al., 1998). Fowler (1995, p. 82) agrees, instructing
questionnaire designers to “avoid questions that impose
unwarranted assumptions.”
Professional Risk of Liability
While it would seem obvious, it is important to mention
that questions that expose respondents (special education
teachers and administrators) to risk are unfair and inappropriate (GAO, 1993; Fowler , 1993; Singleton et al., 1988).
Providing information about potential fraud and abuse of SSI
benefits puts special education teachers, administrators, and/
or school systems at risk of litigation. If such questions
cannot be avoided (for example, if the respondent is the only
source of such information) assurance of confidentiality must
be expressed in the questionnaire (Singleton et al., 1988, p.
276). The School Activity Report is a procedural tool used
by the Disability Determination Services to assess eligibility
.
Special educators and administrators (and any other school
personnel who become involved) are put at professional risk
when they are asked by a federal agency (the SSA) to
provide information about fraud and abuse by students and/
or their parents. Providing such information not only puts
them at professional risk, but also places them in an uncomfortable and unreasonable position. Unfortunately
, there is no
assurance of confidentiality for special educators or administrators who complete the School Activity Report.
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Perpetuation of a Damaging Stereotype
Another potential result of the SSA ’s fraud and abuse
inquiry is the perpetuation of a damaging stereotype. People
living in poverty are easy targets for unflattering and unfair
labels. As a result of the recent media crusade alleging abuse
in the SSI program, SSI recipients and their families have
shouldered an inordinate amount of this burden as evidenced
by the comments made by several members of Congress at
the time of the media reports. According to Common Cause
magazine, Newt Gingrich stated that there were thousands of
these “brat kids” whose parents taught them to misbehave in
order to get checks from the government (Lutterbeck, 1995,
p 8). “These brat kids,” Gingrich was quoted saying, “get
$400 to $460 a month just for being jerks,” (Lutterbeck,
1995, p. 8). In another example, Senator Robert Byrd
claimed that SSI was teaching young adults “that their future
lies not in hard work, but in ripping of f the government for
benefits” (Georges, 1995, p. 70). The disabilities of many
SSI recipients will prevent them from earning enough to
financially support themselves, regardless of how hard they
work. This is the fundamental principle upon which the SSI
program was developed.
By inserting a request for information about fraud and
abuse into SSA documents given to school professionals, the
SSA appears to be implying that all SSI recipients and their
families should be viewed with suspicion, not only by the
SSA but also by the school professionals themselves.
According to Jonathan Stein, a legal activist for disabled
children, the climate created by the media reports make
families suspect (Feldmann, 1997), even in light of the
studies disproving the existence of coaching.
The addition of
the fraud and abuse probes in the SSA publications may
further be serving to arouse the suspicions of educators;
however , it is likely that this is not the intention of the SSA.
Summary

and

Recommendations

The SSI program was developed, in part, to provide
assistance to youth with disabilities and their families in
hopes that they would be able to live independent, productive, and fulfilling lives. The intent of this program is
admirable and its benefits are a necessary support for many
transition-age youth. The fraud and abuse inquiries that are
still included in the assessment process seem to perpetuate
the misconception that students are falsifying disabilities to
become eligible for SSI benefits. This misconception may
have played a role in the implementation of the age 18
review that, in the first year alone, resulted in 34,344 youth
being dropped from the SSI program. It would be unfortunate if other potentially damaging outcomes result from this
investigation. It has been proven that the investigation has
found very few cases of fraud and abuse, so, consequently
,
we might assume that few positive outcomes have resulted
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from this ef fort. It does, however , have the potential for
several negative outcomes.
For instance, one possible detrimental consequence is
the biased information the Disability Determination Services
will continue to receive while the questions about coaching
remain in the School Activity Report. School professionals,
especially special education teachers, have significant and
unique information that is valuable to the Disability Determination process. As long as coaching questions remain in the
School Activity Report, the information received from the
school will be biased and unreliable. Students with disabilities and their families who rely on SSI cash benefits are, in
turn, relying on school personnel, especially special education teachers and administrators, to give unbiased information to the Disability Determination Services.
The coaching
riders in the School Activity Report are preventing educators
from being able to do this.
By answering questions related to fraud and abuse,
school professionals, especially special education teachers
are taking a risk. It’ s possible that the special education
administrators are not even aware of this risk.
They may not
be aware that special education teachers are being asked to
share confidential information about their students with
disabilities and their families that could make the teachers,
the administrators, and the school districts who employ them
all vulnerable to litigation. Most school systems face
tremendous pressures as a result of due process hearings in
the field of special education alone. It is reasonable to
assume that they do not want to open the door to further
legal involvement and unnecessary complications.
Another consequence of the SSA ’s fraud and abuse
search is the perpetuation of a stereotype: one that characterizes SSI recipients and their families as malingerers worthy
of suspicion. Mistaken perceptions of people living in
poverty abound, and unfortunately , people with disabilities
live in poverty at more than twice the rate of nondisabled
people (Kruse, 1998). Through the fraud and abuse inquiry
this population is being further marginalized.
We hope that the fraud and abuse language, probes,
questions, and concerns will be completely removed from all
SSA publications, but, until they are removed, we of
fer the
following recommendations:
•

•

Special education teachers, Administrators, and other
school personnel should assist the SSA in revising their
role. If the fraud and abuse probes continue to be included
in the School Activity Report, then school personnel,
especially special education teachers and administrators, as
well as the professional organizations that represent them,
should inform the SSA that they will not cooperate with
the Disability Determination Services and that they will
advise all other educators to not cooperate in this process.
Development of a national questionnaire should
include input from special education teachers, administrators, and other school personnel. School profession-

•

•

als, particularly special education teachers and administrators, should be significantly represented in any future
revisions of the School Activity Report and/or the development of any other similar questionnaire, because they are
the primary respondents of the School Activity Reports.
Any development of this questionnaire, as well as any
other similar questionnaires to which they are asked to
respond, should include a significant representation of the
special and other educators who will be involved. Involving these stakeholders will help ensure that SSA does not
put educational personnel in at-risk situations.
Future national questionnaires should be field tested
with their target audience. Any future questionnaires
that involve input from school personnel, especially
special education teachers and administrators, should be
put through the rigor of field tests with their target
audiences to ensure acceptable levels of reliability and
validity are achieved.
The SSA should focus its attention on other possible
reasons for growth in the SSI program, such as the
increase of children and youth in poverty. The SSA
should look at the increasing rates of poverty and the
relationship of poverty to disability as a possible explanation for the increase in SSI enrollment. The number of
Americans living below the poverty line has steadily
increased over the past three decades from 24.2 million in
1969 to 36.5 million in 1996 (Fujiura & Yamaki, 1999). As
poverty increases, the number of children and youth with
disabilities receiving special education has also increased
(Fujiura & Yamaki, 1999). In other words, increased
enrollment in the SSI program would be another logical
result of this increase in poverty.

Conclusion
One of the most important times in the life of a student
with a disability is the transition-age period when these
students are attempting to prepare for employment and
independence. For many students with more severe disabilities who require SSI medical and cash benefits during the
transition process, it is unfair to deny them their full potential
of development. If their SSI benefits are eliminated as they
enter or are in the middle of this important transition process,
they may miss important milestones that may never again be
achieved. As special educators and administrators and other
educational personnel, we need to:
• become more aware of the SSI benefits that are available for
those students with disabilities who qualify,
• understand our important role in helping these students
maintain their SSI eligibility status,
• be cautious about providing confidential information about
our students with disabilities to other agencies innocently
requesting such information;
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• realize that if we do share confidential information with
other agencies we are putting ourselves and our school
systems at professional and legal risk, and, finally
,
• inform SSA that, if the fraud and abuse probes appear on
questionnaires or materials, we will not help complete them.
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Challenges Facing the Future of Transition Services
David R. Johnson
University of Minnesota
Since the 1980s, the ef ficacy of public education
programs has been challenged by policymakers, business
leaders, and professionals, as well as the general public.
Whether the impetus for such reform comes from a perception of “falling behind” our international counterparts (as
asserted in A Nation at Risk), or from a belief that we are just
“falling short” of providing equitable opportunities to all US
children (as in The Forgotten Half), the public consensus
seems to be that there are serious things wrong with public
education, that the problems are systematic rather than
programmatic, and that nothing short of major structural
change will fix these problems (Cobb & Johnson, 1997).
Other major reports such as
The SCANS Report for America
2000 have come forward in response to employers’ concerns
regarding the preparedness of youth for the labor market.
While these developments have been predominantly targeted
on improving the general education system nationally
,
special education has been initiating ef
forts to closely align
its programs with those of general education to respond to
emerging educational reforms. That is, special education is
defining “what” it does and the “results” it achieves for
young people and their families parallel to those of the
general education system.
In particular , special education programs have been
influenced by several recent federal and state general
education reform developments. For example, the School to
Work Opportunities Act of 1994, Goals 2000: Educate
America Act of 1994, and the Improving America’s Schools
Act of 1994 have promoted comprehensive strategies for
improving public school programs for all students.
The
reforms established through this federal legislation stress
high academic and occupational standards; promote the use
of state and local standards-based accountability systems;
point to the need to improve teaching through comprehensive professional development programs; and have called for
the development of broad-based partnerships between
schools, employers, postsecondary education institutions,
parents, and others in designing comprehensive statewide
school-to-work systems.
These national educational reforms, now being adopted
across states, are viewed as consistent with and complementary to special education, including the transition services
requirements of IDEA 1997. W ithin states, these federal
policy reforms are becoming an integral part of the transformation of high school programs that address and support the
needs and interests of all students, including students with
disabilities. These federal and state educational reforms
have, however , placed additional responsibilities on special
education to ensure that students with disabilities are fully

involved in and benefit from their participation in these
emerging initiatives. For special education, and, in particular
secondary special education and transition programs, several
challenges have been identified.
These include, but are not
limited to:

,

Challenge 1: Ensure students with disabilities access to the
full range of secondary education learning experiences
IDEA 1997 includes statutory language intended to
improve the access of students with disabilities to the general
education curriculum. This has provided many students with
disabilities new opportunities to participate in and benefit
from a wider range of general education courses and learning
experiences. High-stakes testing has become a common
component of standards-based reform and educational
accountability . IDEA 1997 requires that students with
disabilities participate in these high-stakes testing programs.
Tests are viewed as “high stakes” when they are used to
make critical decisions about a student’
s (1) access to
educational opportunity , (2) grade-level retention or promotion, (3) graduation from high school, and (4) receipt of a
standard diploma vs. an alternative diploma (e.g., special
education diploma, certificate of completion).
These
decisions all have immediate and long-range implications for
students.
There are, however , both intended and unintended
consequences of high-stakes testing on students with
disabilities. There is the potential for these assessments to
result in many benefits for students with disabilities, but for
this to happen, several unintended consequences will need to
be addressed. When students with disabilities experience
difficulties in passing high-stakes tests and minimally
meeting state general education standards, pressures mount
for school districts, schools, and professionals to ensure that
students ultimately pass these tests. Observable consequences may include: (1) increasing referrals to special
education for services; (2) lowering expectations of students
as learners; (3) narrowing of the curriculum and instruction
to focus on the specific learning outcomes assessed in state
tests; (4) teaching to tests; (5) using test preparation materials that are closely linked to the assessment without making
changes to the curriculum; (6) limiting the range of program
options students can participate in, due to intensified ef
forts
to concentrate on areas of weakness identified by testing;
and (7) using test scores to impact whether a student will
graduate from school with a standard or alternative diploma
(Education Commission of the States, 1998; Lane, Park, &
Stone, 1998; Nelson, 1999; Thurlow & Johnson, in press). A
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major concern is that scores on high-stakes tests will be used
to place students with disabilities in “low-track” classes,
where they learn less than they are capable of learning.
Given these unintended consequences, ef
forts must be
undertaken to ensure that students with disabilities remain on
a full “curriculum track,” with learning expectations that
guide the instruction of general education students.
That is,
students’ IEP teams must work to ensure that high expectations for learning and achievement are maintained and that
students are af forded opportunities to develop skills and
knowledge through a wide range of curricular options.
The
high school curriculum in most school districts across the
United States af fords students many opportunities to participate in a wide range of academic, vocational education, and
service learning opportunities. Students’ IEPs must focus on
the broadest range of curricula and programs that support
students with disabilities in successfully achieving state
academic and related standards, as well as developing
essential adult-life skills. Several of these high school
curricular options include:
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Community-Based Work Experience: This type of
program of fers structured, part-time, paid and unpaid
opportunities in which students can participate and earn
high-school credit.
Vocational Education: Programs of vocational education include vocational courses, paid work experiences,
participation in student organizations, and other learning
experiences. Increasingly ef forts are underway to
integrate academic learning with vocational education
programs.
Dropout Reentry Programs: These programs are
designed for students who have dropped out of school
and want to return and complete their high school
diploma. These programs typically emphasize a strong
base of classroom, as well as experiential, learning,
including paid work experiences.
Independent Living Skills Programs: Programs
specifically designed to help students to develop daily
living skills necessary for living independently in the
community . Such programs can be coordinated with
local centers for independent living.
Tech Prep Programs: The tech-prep educational path
combines math, science, and communication with a
strong technical core. Beginning in eleventh grade, tech
prep education is a four-year sequence of study that
continues into at least two years of postsecondary
vocational/technical education.
Service Learning Opportunities: These programs
combine experiential education and curricular goals to
help students develop skills and knowledge concerning
community service/human service career options. Students
earn high school credits for graduation in these programs.

•

Postsecondary Education Options: These programs,
offered in several states, allow students, typically in the
eleventh and twelfth grades, to take classes at public or
private postsecondary institutions, under the guidance of
their high school teachers/counselors.

Challenge 2: Make high school graduation decisions
based on meaningful indicators of students’ learning
and skills and clarify the implications of different
diploma options for students with disabilities
Requirements that states set for graduation can range
from Carnegie unit requirements (a certain number of class
credits earned in specific areas), successfully passing a
competency test, high school exit exams, and/or a series of
benchmark exams (Thurlow , Ysseldyke, & Henderson,
1995). States may also require almost any combination of
these. Diversity in graduation requirements is complicated
further by an increasingly diverse set of possible diploma
options. In addition the standard high school diploma,
options include special education diplomas, certificates of
completion, occupational diplomas, and others.
Many states have gone all out to improve the passing
rates of students with disabilities on state exit exams and in
meeting other requirements for graduation. Strategies have
included grade-level retention, specialized tutoring and
instruction during the school day and after school, and
weekend and summer tutoring programs. While these may be
viewed as appropriate interventions and strategies, there is
little research evidence to suggest that this is the case.
Persuasive evidence indicates, for example, that repeating a
grade does not improve the overall achievement of students
with disabilities (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1992;
Holmes, 1989). Asecond concern arises for students who
become frustrated at repeated failures on state graduation
tests and drop out of school. Dropping out of school is one of
the most serious and pervasive problems facing special
education programs nationally , yet very little data are
presently available on dropout rates among youth with
disabilities. The last study of the secondary school experiences of students with disabilities that was mandated by the
US Congress found that approximately 36% exited school by
dropping out (W agner , Newman, D’Amico, Jay , ButlerNaylin, Marder , & Cox, 1991). No studies to date have been
conducted to examine the relationship between “high-stakes”
assessment practices and related graduation requirements on
dropout rates for students with disabilities.
There is a critical need to better understand the implications of state graduation requirements, considering the potential
negative outcomes students experience when they fail to meet
state standards for graduation. There are several challenges that
must be addressed in relation to state graduation requirements
and the granting of alternative diplomas for students with
disabilities. Several of these include the need to:

The Challenges

•

•

•

Promote the use of alternate assessments to support
graduation decisions. In addition to meeting state
course requirements and/or passing exit examinations,
other relevant, multiple sources of information and
documentation of student knowledge and skills should
be used in making graduation decisions and the granting
of diploma options. While alternate assessments are
being used by some states as a way for some students to
show that they have met graduation requirements, these
really don’t provide the multiple sources of information
needed. Other possible sources might include authentic
or performances based assessments, portfolios, or other
documentation.
Clarify the implications of developing and granting
alternative diploma options for students with disabilities. The question here is whether receiving less
than a standard high school diploma may limit a
student’ s access to future postsecondary education and
employment opportunities. Currently , most states of fer
and grant alternative diplomas in addition to the standard high school diploma (Guy , Shin, Lee, & Thurlow,
1999). State and local education agencies need to
thoroughly discuss the “meaning” and “rigor” of these
alternative diplomas with, at a minimum, postsecondary
education program representatives and employers.
Consensus must be reached on their use for
postsecondary education admissions and in making hiring
decisions.
Clarify the implications of different diploma options
for continued special education services. It is important for parents and educators to know that if a student
graduates from high school with a standard high school
diploma, the student is no longer entitled to special
education services unless a state or district has a policy
about continued services under such circumstances.
Most states, however , do not have such policies. Special
education and general education teachers should
carefully work with students and families to consider
what it actually means to receive a high school diploma.
In some cases, it may be advisable to delay formal
receipt of a standard high school diploma until the
conditions (goals and objectives) of the student’
s IEP
have been fully met, including all transition service
requirements outlined in IDEA 1997.

Challenge 3: Ensure students access to and full participation in postsecondary education, employment, and
independent living opportunities
Young adults with disabilities still face significant
difficulties in securing jobs, accessing postsecondary
education, living independently , and fully participating in
their communities. Currently , only 29% of persons with

disabilities, ages 18-64, work full- or part-time, compared to
79% of the nondisabled population (National Organization
on Disability/Harris poll, 1998). Further , participation rates
among individuals with disabilities in postsecondary
institutions is 50% lower than the enrollment among the
general population (Pierangelo & Crane, 1997).
At present,
fewer than one in five persons with disabilities pursues
postsecondary education during their young adult years
(Blackorby & W agner , 1996). Similar dif ficulties are noted
for persons with disabilities in achieving personal goals for
independent living and participating in other aspects of
community life.
One of the major reasons why young adults with
disabilities have failed to achieve desired outcomes is a lack
of coordination and collaboration between schools, community
service agencies, postsecondary education programs, and
employers. While there are “effective” models of interagency
cooperation that have supported young people in the transition
from school to adult life, these models have not been widely
adopted by state and local education agencies in addressing the
transition service needs of students with disabilities.
It is well understood that preparation for the transition
from high school to postsecondary education, employment,
and independent living must begin early , or at least by age
14. It is at this age that students’ IEP teams must engage in
discussions regarding the types of course work students will
need, at a minimum, to be able to enroll in postsecondary
education programs, the types of learning options and
experiences students will need to develop basic work skills
for employment, as well as skills needed for independent
living. Specific levels of accommodations and supports a
student will need to participate in these post-school environments must also be identified. Prior to the student’
s graduation from high school, it is the responsibility of the student’
s
IEP team to identify and engage the responsible agencies,
resources, and accommodations required for the student to
successfully achieve positive adult life outcomes.
All
agencies responsible must:
•

•

Ensure that community service agency participation
systematically occurs in the development of postschool transition plans. Strategies such as formalizing
agency responsibilities through interagency agreements
or memorandums of understanding, and formalizing
follow-up procedures and actions when agencies are
unable to attend should be considered.
Engage in integrated service planning. The IEP should
be coordinated with the individualized service plans
required under other federal and state programs (T
itle I
of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, Title XIX of the
Social Security Act [Medicaid], Title XVI of the Social
Security Act [Supplemental Security Income], and other
federal programs).
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•

•

Provide information to parents on essential health
and income maintenance programs. Information on
the SSI program, including information on basic
program eligibility , 18-year old benefit redeterminations,
appeals processes, and use of the SSI work incentives in
promoting employment outcomes must be readily
accessible to professionals, parents, and students with
disabilities. Special education personnel must play a
major role in making such information available and
assisting parents and students in accessing needed
benefits.
Establish partnerships with workforce development
entities. The participation of youth and young adults
with disabilities, family members, and special education
and rehabilitation professionals in state and local
workforce development initiatives should be promoted.
This is critically important to ensure that initiatives such
as the W orkforce Investment Act’s youth employment
programs are fully accessible to individuals with
disabilities as they pursue postsecondary education and
employment opportunities.

clear how successful these strategies have been in creating
“meaningful” and “valued” roles for parents. Because of the
critical role that parents play in assisting their children in
making the transition from school to adult life, additional
attention must be given to establishing strategies and
methods needed to actively engage them in discussions and
decisions concerning school and post-school options. Several
actions that should be taken to improve the student and
parent participation include:
•

Challenge 4: Support student and family participation in
the IEP and transition planning process
The importance of student participation has been
reinforced by emerging practices in public schools emphasizing the core values of self-determination, personal choice,
and shared responsibility . OSEP has played a major role in
advancing a wide range of self-determination strategies
through sponsored research and demonstration projects.
The
IDEA 1997 regulations are explicit and require that all
special education students age 14 and older are to be invited
to their IEP meetings when transition is being discussed.
Recent studies have shown that many students are attending
their IEP meetings (Hasazi et al., 1999; Johnson & Sharpe,
2000). There remains, however , a significant number who
are not involved. This raises obvious concerns as to whether
these students are not being extended opportunities for
involvement, or are simply choosing not to attend. It is
difficult, however , to imagine conditions under which
students would not attend their IEP meetings other than by
personal choice. Questions must also be raised as to how
well prepared these young people feel to participate in and
ultimately lead discussions concerning their goals.
Parent participation has been advocated for since the
inception of the EHA of 1975. Alarge part of the discussion
in the literature centers around the role of parents as participants in the development of their child’ s IEP. IDEA 1990 and
the 1997 Amendments have also required that state and local
education agencies notify parents and encourage their
participation when the purpose of the meeting is the consideration of transition services. While existing policies have
strongly encouraged the participation of parents, it is less
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•

•

Support students in the development of decisionmaking, communication, and self-advocacy skills
necessary to assume a leadership role in their
transition/IEP meetings. Strategies may include
offering classes specifically designed to enhance
decision-making, ef forts to promote self-determination
and goal-setting throughout the curriculum, and sending
information home to assist parents in preparing their
child for participation. Students’ goals for self-determination must also be clearly stated within IEPs. Resources should also be committed to large-scale technical assistance and dissemination ef
forts to ensure that
elementary , middle, and high schools nationwide have
ready access to relevant information, curricula, and
strategies to promote self-determination.
Increase the participation of parents, especially
parents from diverse cultural backgrounds and those
living in poverty. Research has shown that parent
participation in IEPs has generally been passive,
principally due to parents’ lack for information and
training or due to barriers posed by the attitudes and
practices of education professionals. It is readily
acknowledged that the participation of parents from
diverse multicultural and economic backgrounds has
been dif ficult to achieve. Ef forts to date to systematically address this have been minimal.
Additional
outreach and training strategies must be developed and
put into place to ensure broader levels of participation
among these parents.
Ensure that each Parent Training and Information
center (PTI) has the information and capacity to
support parents and students in the IEP and transition planning process. These PTIs represent a national
network of organizations charged with the responsibility
of providing parents information and support in relation
to their child’ s participation in special education. PTIs
must be viewed, in part, as a logical and important
network for sharing information on the transition service
requirements of IDEA 1997. Resources need to be
committed, however , to help these organizations develop
the capacity to provide training and disseminate such
information.

The Challenges

Challenge 5: Improve collaboration at all levels
A wide range of collaborative approaches and models
have been part of the ongoing ef fort to improve transition
services and post-school outcomes for youth with disabilities
and families for more than two decades. For example, the
coordination of services across federal, state, and local
agencies is one of the most importance objectives of federal
transition policy . Collaboration has also been a central theme
in supporting students’ access to the general education
curriculum. Broad levels of collaboration between general
education and special education have been stimulated
through recent research and demonstration projects funded
by OSEP . Collaboration has also been promoted as a means
to achieving more ef ficient services through interagency
resource pooling and cost-sharing, cross-agency training and
staf f development initiatives, coordinated service planning,
and other methods. To improve collaboration at all levels to
support the transition of youth with disabilities from school
to adult life, there is a need to:
•

•

•

•

Promote general education and special education
collaboration. This would include collaborative models
of student assessment, IEP and transition planning, and
instruction between general education and special
education to promote positive school and post-school
outcomes.
Establish cross-agency evaluation and accountability
systems. This would include evaluations of school and
post-school employment, independent living, and related
outcomes of former special education students.
Develop innovative interagency financing strategies.
Fiscal disincentives should be removed and waiver
options provided to promote cost-sharing and
resourcepooling among agencies in making available needed
transition services and supports for students with disabilities.
Promote collaborative staff development programs.
Approaches such as cross-training, train-the-trainer
,
team-building, and others involving collaborative
relationships between state and local agencies, institutions of higher education, parent centers, and consumer
and advocacy organizations must be promoted.

Challenge 6: Ensure the availability of a qualified
workforce to address the transition needs of youth with
disabilities
State and local education agencies across the US are
currently experiencing a shortage of personnel to serve
children and youth with disabilities. In 1997-98, more than
4,000 full-time equivalent special education teaching
positions were vacant, and an additional 31,000 special
education teachers were not fully certified for their positions
(US Department of Eduction, 1999). This is coupled with

other severe shortages of related services personnel nationwide. Included within this larger concern for special education personnel, is the growing concern over projected
shortages and current skill levels of personnel available to
address the transition needs of students with disabilities.
Miller, Lombard, and Hazelkorn’ s research (see also
Johnson and Sharpe) reports that few special education
teachers have received training on the methods, materials,
and strategies to develop meaningful IEPs that include goals
and objectives on transition or specifically address the
students’ transition needs through the curriculum and
instruction. Many special education personnel lack the
unique skills and competencies required to engage in
effective transition planning and programming for students
with disabilities. The article by W illiams and O’Leary
discusses this specific problem in relation to OSEP’
s
monitoring findings and results. These authors comment on
the need to provide comprehensive preservice and inservice
professional development opportunities for special education
and related services personnel.
Actions include the need to:
•

•

Address the shortages of personnel with specific
responsibilities for transition. State and local education agencies need to recruit individuals with specific
responsibilities for transition to promote improved postschool outcomes among students with disabilities.
Ensure that special education personnel possess the
unique skills and competencies to address the
transition service needs of students with disabilities.
State and local education agencies must work closely
with institutions of higher education to commit the
resources necessary to ensure that current and future
special education teachers and related services personnel
have the skills and competencies necessary to fully
address the transition service needs of students with
disabilities. This could include committing a portion of
state improvement grants (SIGs) to this purpose.
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