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In an attempt to maximize opportunity, transition services have been developed to promote 
social and economic involvement in all aspects of society for individuals with disabilities. For 
high school students with disabilities, these services are intended to improve access to 
employment, postsecondary education, vocational training, adult services, independent living, 
and community involvement.  Specific interventions should assist students in identifying career 
goals, gaining work experience, receiving instruction in daily living skills, connecting to adult 
services and community agencies specific to their needs, and receiving guidance in identifying 
work or school opportunities.    
Recent 2002 U.S. Census Bureau data indicate that over 18% of Americans have a disability, 
with 11.5% affected severely.  Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
2004, children with disabilities are required to receive a free and appropriate public education, 
the specifics of which are documented in Individualized Education Programs (IEP). IEPs are 
developed by educators, parents, children, and administrators to establish goals and necessary 
interventions for achieving those goals.  One required component of the IEP is a transition plan 
regarding preparation for the student’s post-high school life. 
 
Unfortunately, there are significant differences in success between those with disabilities and 
their non-disabled peers (i.e., graduating high school – 55% vs. 75%2; attending college 20% vs. 
41%; employed post high school 50% vs. 84%). Children with disabilities drop out of high 
school at twice the rate of their non-disabled peers.  If they do attend college, they are less likely 
to graduate3.  These statistics suggest that the transition process facilitating educational, 
vocational, and living skills needed for post-high school life, may not be effective for some 
students with disabilities.   
 
Project Purpose and Objectives 
 
We hoped to better understand parents’ perceptions of the benefits and problems with the 
transition process regarding student’s preparation for post high school education or employment. 
Also, we wanted to develop recommendations to help improve the transition process (e.g., post-
high school education, employment, living options). 
 
Methods 
 
Participants 
 
Inclusion criteria included: parent(s) of a child who is was at least 16 years old and was currently 
receiving, or had received, special education services through an Individualized Education 
Program (IEPs). Three focus groups were conducted, which consisted of parents of young people 
with disabilities.  The groups were comprised of twelve mothers and three mother and father 
dyads. These parents represented 10 boys and 5 girls, all with disabilities, ranging in age from 
16-22.  Ten of the young people had not yet completed high school. Seven of the families were 
involved in a medical home program, and eight of the families were involved in at least one 
parent advocacy / support group related to their child’s disability.   
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Procedures 
 
This study was approved by the Utah State University Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The 
focus group method was selected and appropriate transition-related focus group questions were 
developed. All focus groups lasted 90 minutes. Parents were provided with an IRB-approved 
letter of information detailing the study procedures in the beginning of the focus group.  Parents 
also completed a brief, anonymous demographic form at the start of the focus groups. Parents 
were provided with the list of focus group questions, though the questions were not always 
presented in order, and in some cases, not all questions were covered during the group due to 
time limitations. 
 
All focus group sessions were audiorecorded and notes were taken during the sessions. The 
audiorecordings and notes were later reviewed independently by the co-investigators to look for 
themes regarding parents’ perceptions of the transition process and recommendations from 
parents. 
 
Results 

 
Parents’ responses primarily addressed five areas.  Comments were directed towards general 
recommendations for all children with disabilities, not toward any particular disability category.   
 
(1) Concerns about effective transition: Generally, parents reported that the system is 
overwhelming and difficult to maneuver.  They also reported feeling that the school personnel 
did not fully understand how to integrate the school’s plan beyond high school.  Parents 
expressed concern about the adequacy of the transition process in preparing a child for the 
transition and also indicated feeling alone in the transition experience.   
 
(2)Positives: One special education teacher was identified as being particularly helpful by 
several parents.  A primary care provider and a neurologist were also described as helpful.  
Vocational Rehabilitation, a division of Utah State Division of Workforce Services, was 
referenced as being a good source for assistance in accessing employment, educational support, 
and financial support.  Support groups such as ARC of Utah, Family-to-Family Network, 
Uniservices, Utah Voices, and the Utah Parent Center provided emotional and financial support 
and guidance.  Events such as the Family Links Conference in Murray, Utah and the Agency 
Fair were important sources of transition-related information.  Parents identified other families 
who had experienced the transition process as important in support and direction.    
 
(3) Negatives: Parents reported discontinuity between school and community programs and a 
lack of investment by school personnel who were described as “passive,” “overwhelmed,” 
“uninterested,” and “uninformed” regarding the transition process.  Issues regarding work 
choices, specific preparation for jobs, education regarding living skills specific to the challenges 
of the disability such as transportation, financial management, household management, and 
social opportunities were not a part the IEP.  Financial difficulties included a lack of personal 
resources, the need to carefully limit income to continue to qualify for federal assistance, being 
limited by a lack of personal financial resources, not being informed about programs such as 
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Medicaid or Social Security Income (SSI), and the school’s inability to provide legally mandated 
services were concerns.  Several parents voiced frustration that transition-related meetings were 
held at times they were not able to attend due to working (i.e., mornings) or were cancelled and 
never rescheduled. 
 
(4) Suggestions for Improving Transition Programs:  Parents expressed the need for a 
simplification in accessing and implementing transition services and better coordination between 
high school and post high school services and agencies.  Suggestions included the need to have 
people involved in the program who are “committed” to the young people’s successes.  One 
parent suggested that standardized transition guidelines that can be individualized to meet each 
child’s needs would be helpful.    
 
(5) Suggestions from Parents, for Parents:  These suggestions seemed to fall into two general 
categories: (a) strategies implemented by families and (b) services accessed through 
organizations. 
 (a) Family strategies that were suggested included; “get organized,” “start as soon as you 
reasonably can,” and “you need to be noisy.”  One parent stressed the need for a “safety plan” 
involving both legal and practical preparations for care of the child if the caregiver becomes 
unable to continue to care for the child.  Other recommendations were more specific.   These 
included, “Save everything; IEPs, medical information, school information,” “Get everything 
you need into the IEP,” “Call an IEP whenever you feel it is needed,” “14 years old is too late to 
start transition,” and “talk to your pediatrician about planning medical transition early.” 
 (b) Organizations can provide support on several levels including: procedural 
information, financial help, support groups, employment assistance, and practical guidance.  
Organizations specifically identified were: ARC of Utah, Family Voices, Uniservices, Utah 
Parent Center, and Vocational Rehabilitation.   
 
Discussion 
 
There are numerous barriers to schools achieving full compliance with the IDEA 2004 
transition-related requirements.  Parents find themselves in conflict with schools who have a 
federal mandate to provide what can be expensive, as well as skills and technologically specific 
transition services that are underfunded, or often, unfunded.  The system is complicated, difficult 
to navigate, often with contradictory components and unconnected services.  Many needed 
services may not be geographically available.  School personnel are not always skilled in 
effectively preparing and guiding students toward individualized post high school experiences. 
 
Our purpose for conducting the focus groups was to identify the strengths and weaknesses in the 
transition process implemented by special education programs in public schools, as perceived by 
parents.  For parents and students, transition is a much larger issue, one that cannot be easily 
compartmentalized.  Currently, no single entity with the ability to provide this guidance was 
available or familiar to any of the parents who participated in these focus groups.   
Successful transition must include coordination between schools, governmental agencies, local 
agencies and programs, private support groups, and families.   
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Recommendations 
 
For students and families, professional coordination of the transition process could effectively 
remedy many concerns by providing a guide experienced in the process from inception to 
fruition.  The benefits would include: (1) improved communication between families, schools, 
transition programs, and post-high school education, employment, and living options, (2) 
provision of a standardized transition process, (3) connection of families to key agencies that can 
help in non-academic related transition concerns, such as guardianship, adult medical care, SSI, 
and Medicaid, and (4) empowerment of families to become effective self advocates. A care 
coordinator’s primary responsibility would be to the client, not to a specific system.  
Coordination would begin at point of entry into the special education program and would end at 
the time mutually agreed upon goals for transition are met.    
 
The transition process should be started as soon as the special need is identified.  At the starting 
point families need to be presented with a solid, working definition of transition and need to be 
provided with a timeline of crucial transition events that are both academically- and non-
academically related (e.g., having the student and family decide about career, post-high school 
education, living, and social aspirations; deciding about guardianship and providing parents the 
is tools to pursue this if necessary; applying for SSI and Medicaid).  
 
From a national, systems-level perspective, there is a clear need for improved IDEA funding 
related to the transition process. Improved funding would serve to provide care coordination and 
lead to more beneficial transition-specific services, such as creating more variety in hands-on job 
training, more options for adult living, and more social outlets for children transitioning out of 
the high school environment.  Improved funding could also contribute to the development of 
national and local “clearinghouses” of disability and transition-related information so that 
families will have access to all the necessary information they need to successfully navigate the 
transition process.  It will be necessary for local and national organizations to advocate for 
legislative changes that could help better fund the transition process. 

 
Websites Providing Information to Parents and Young Adults in Transition 

from High School to Post High School Employment, Education, and Training 
 

http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/outprint/ts7txt.htm  
 
This transition summary, although from 1997, is an excellent tool to help youth with disabilities, their 
families, and the professionals who work with them understand options available to them.  This summary 
focuses on only one aspect of the transition to adult life -- namely, identifying, pursuing, and obtaining 
postsecondary training and employment. Information and resources are available to help young people 
with disabilities develop and execute effective transition plans. 
 
http://www.schwablearning.org/articles.aspx?r=970
 
This site provides an introduction to the transition process, including the roles of parents, the students, 
and the school. Some essential components of transition, and what the research suggests about adults with 

http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/outprint/ts7txt.htm
http://www.schwablearning.org/articles.aspx?r=970
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learning disabilities who are successful is also included.  SchwabLearning.org is a non-profit organization 
specializing in advice in all areas of learning disability. 
 
http://www.pluk.org/trans.html
 
This is one of the best websites we found related to disability and transition to post high school.  It is a 55 
page document, developed in 1997 by Katharin A. Kelker, Ed.D. & Roger Holt  for “Parents, Let's Unite 
for Kids (PLUK)” in Billings, Montana.  The organizations that are recommended are specific to services 
in Montana but these recommendations can lead readers to look for similar organizations in their states.  
This is the most complete explanation we found of how to approach and implement a post high school 
transition plan.  
 
http://www.csun.edu/cod/conf/2003/proceedings/143.htm  

 
This site describes a program, InfoUse, developed for students, their parents, and education and 
employment professionals, which provides an ongoing opportunity for developing student potential, 
career awareness and exploration, and is an aid to eventual career selection through the use of multimedia 
products.  These products depict a variety of adult role models, including different ethnicities, disabilities, 
and a range of careers that require a variety of post-secondary education and vocational preparation. 
 
http://www.nlts2.org/reports/index.html
 
The National Longitudinal Study-2 (NLTS2), which began in 2001 by the U.S. Department of Education, 
Institute of Education Sciences (IES), is a follow-up of the original National Longitudinal Transition 
Study, for Office of Special Education from 1985 through 1993.  During the course of the NLTS-2, 
information will be collected over 10 years from parents, youth, and schools and will provide a national 
picture of the experiences and achievements of young people as they transition into early adulthood. 
Focusing on a wide range of important topics, such as high school coursework, extracurricular activities, 
academic performance, postsecondary education and training, employment, independent living, and 
community participation, the study will produce information of interest to many audiences, including 
state and local education agencies, the U.S. Congress, the U.S. Department of Education, parents, 
teachers, researchers, advocates, and policy-makers.  This site provides web access to reports that explain 
important findings from the parent interviews and school data collection activities related to transition.   
 
http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/transition.html
 
This is a 2007 U.S. Department of Education pamphlet.   The information in this pamphlet, provided by 
the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) in the U. S. Department of Education, explains the rights and 
responsibilities of students with disabilities who are preparing to attend postsecondary schools. This 
pamphlet also explains the obligations of a postsecondary school to provide academic adjustments, 
including auxiliary aids and services, to ensure the school does not discriminate on the basis of disability. 
 
http://www.disabilityworks.org/default.asp?contentID=65
 
This site provides information on a wide area of transition related topics such as the individual’s interests 

http://www.pluk.org/trans.html
http://www.csun.edu/cod/conf/2003/proceedings/143.htm
http://www.nlts2.org/reports/index.html
http://ies.ed.gov/
http://www.sri.com/policy/cehs/dispolicy/nlts.html
http://www.sri.com/policy/cehs/dispolicy/nlts.html
http://www.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/transition.html
http://www.disabilityworks.org/default.asp?contentID=65
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and how this will effect the transition process, what families can do to support the process, financial 
considerations such a SSI, and many links to resource web sites.   
 
http://www.disabilityinfo.gov/digov-public/public/Search.do

 
DisabilityInfo.gov (www.DisabilityInfo.gov) is a federal Web site designed to offer people with 
disabilities and many others access to the information and resources they need to live full and 
independent lives in the workplace and in their communities. Managed by the U.S. Department of Labor's 
Office of Disability Employment Policy (ODEP) (www.dol.gov/odep), DisabilityInfo.gov offers a broad 
range of valuable information, including transition, not only for people with disabilities, but also their 
family members, employers, educators, service providers and many others.  Many excellent links can be 
found at this site.   

http://www.disabilityinfo.gov/digov-public/public/Search.do
http://www.disabilityinfo.gov/
http://www.dol.gov/odep

