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Introduction

The importance of Secondary Transition in special
education has evolved dramatically over the last 10
years along with increased expectations of families of
youth with disabilities for appropriate services. These
expectations are reinforced by legislation requiring
transition planning, services and coordination in the
Rehabilitation Act (93-112), the Workforce Investment
Act (PL. 105-220) and the Carl Perkins Vocational
and Applied Technology Act (P.L. 10 1-392) as well as
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (P.L.
108-446). Families therefore reasonably expect serious
and measurable outcomes from schools and service
providers that may include: competitive employment
upon high school graduation, postsecondary education
opportunities, independent living, active community
participation, and—when needed—assistance from
appropriate public programs (e.g., healthcare, Social
Security benefits and Plan to Achieve Self-Support
[PASS] plans, housing vouchers, transportation).

To transform these high expectations into reality,

and help youth with disabilities achieve successful
transition outcomes, disability practitioners, including
parent center staff, must have a knowledge base that
includes disability rights, service systems, and research-
based transition practice. In addition, parent center
professionals must have a set of skills and abilities that

enable them to help youth with disabilities and their
families plan and actively prepare for the future.

This information is intended to help parent centers
as they increase their expertise to serve the families
of transition-age youth with disabilities, demonstrate
the need for staff with transition-focused expertise
to funding agencies, consider potential employment
candidates, and identify staft development needs.

The knowledge areas, skills, and abilities presented
here reflect both research by TATRA Project staff into
proficiencies identified for similar professionals and the
combined experience of project staft who implemented
the transition-focused parent information and training
projects funded by the U.S. Department of Educations,
Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) from
2007-2012." It is a work in progress and the authors
welcome your comments and suggestions.

Parent Centers and the Need for Transition
Specialists

Parent centers authorized by the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and funded by the U.S.
Department of Education’s Office of Special Education
and Rehabilitative Services provide training and assistance
to the families of the nation’s 6.7 million children with
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disabilities. Every state has at least one parent center, and
those with larger populations have more.

These parent centers are funded to serve families of
children of all ages (birth to 26) and with all disabilities
(physical, cognitive, behavioral, and emotional). They
provide a variety of services to families including one-to-
one support and assistance, workshops, publications, and
Websites to help parents help their children and youth
with disabilities “meet developmental and functional goals,
and challenging academic achievement goals that have
been established for all children”, and be “prepared to lead
productive independent adult lives, to the maximum extent
possible” (IDEA, Title I, Part D, Sec. 602(3))

Parent centers are charged with helping parents to
communicate effectively and work collaboratively
with education personnel. They help parents to obtain
appropriate information about the range, type, and
quality of options, programs, services, technologies,
practices and interventions and resources available to
assist children with disabilities and their families in
school and at home.

The TATRA 2009 Survey of Federally Funded Parent
Centers found 98.8% of parent centers responding to the
survey rated the need for additional staff specializing

in transition and vocational rehabilitation as “very
important” or “important” in order to meet the needs

of families. Parent center professionals have repeatedly
indicated that they need to expand their skills in a
variety of areas that will benefit families of transition age
youth. These areas include increasing their knowledge of
career awareness and vocational exploration, transition
planning and resources, advocacy skills for both families
and youth, and increasing their ability to engage in
interagency collaboration.

Similar needs have been reported in a study conducted
to identify and validate competencies for transition
specialists in related fields. The highest-rated
competencies chosen by special education, vocational
special education and vocational rehabilitation
professionals were “knowledge of agencies and systems
change.” “Utilizing effective interpersonal communication
skills, problem-solving, collaboration, facilitation, and
coordination” were among the next highest rated
competencies (DeFur & Taymans, 1995). Research by
Morningstar & Kleinhammer-Tramill (2005) has also
shown that whereas knowledge of transition basics is
important, knowing “how to implement” successful

transitions for youth with disabilities is critical.

“The role of secondary special educators has shifted from
involving traditional, school-based service provision to
requiring coordination among all stakeholders during
the transition process” (Morningstar & Kleinhammer-
Tramill, 2005).

The active collaboration of a wide range of service
providers has always been key to a successful
transition team. As difficult as this may be to establish
and coordinate, researchers of transition outcomes
have identified “interagency cooperation” and
“interdisciplinary skills” as among the most important
competencies for professionals in the field of transition
(DeFur & Taymans, 1995). Along with interdisciplinary
skills—communication, collaboration, consultation—
the following general, core competencies are important
when considering the knowledge, skills and abilities
needed by parent center transition specialists.

It is important to remember, however, that transition
planning is team focused. No one person should be expected
to have expertise in all the following areas. Building a
professional network is equally important, so that parent
center transition staff are able to make appropriate
referrals to families and youth in all of these areas.

History of Transition and Disability Legislation

Parent center professionals are called upon to collaborate
with or provide consultation services to families, the
schools and State and Federal staft (e.g., Vocational
Rehabilitation (VR), Department of Human Services,
Social Security). They may be called upon to help
facilitate the student’s transition from school to work,
post secondary education, independent living and
benefit programs. This often includes planning for
appropriate services through the development of the
special education Individualized Education Program
(IEP) and VR’ Individualized Plan for Employment
(IPE), Medicaid and healthcare programs, County
Services and Social Security PASS plans.

A thorough understanding of transition-related legislation
in the fields of special and vocational education,
rehabilitation, labor and civil rights is therefore critical.
This includes knowledge of the historic foundation,
current regulations, amendments, and best practices. It is
important to understand the differences that might exist
between Federal and State transition law, how regulations



are being implemented in local school districts, and
whether a student’s particular district is in compliance.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation, and
support skills are required in areas such as:

«  Transition requirements of IDEA during high
school and the Americans with Disability Act
(ADA) that provides protection for students with
disabilities in postsecondary, employment and
other settings after graduation;

o Development of the IEP and IPE and knowledge of
due process procedures, parents’ rights, informed
choice, self-determination, universal access and
reasonable accommodations, students’ rights at the
Age of Majority;

«  Knowledge of disability related legislation such as the
Rehabilitation, Americans with Disabilities, Work
Force Investment, Higher Education Opportunity,
Fair Housing, Developmental Disabilities, Social
Security, Carl Perkins Vocational and Applied
Technology, and Telecommunication Acts;

« Eligibility for and advantages of Social Security,
Supplemental Security Income, Medicaid, Health
Care Reform, waivers and other County, State and
Federal programs;

«  Roles of federal, state and local legislation for
providing transition services;

o  History of national transition models, initiatives
and outcomes;

o  Strategies for increasing families’ knowledge and
skills about transition-related issues and disability
related topics, including transition-focused
educational program development.

Adult Services and Benefits

While in high school, the school district determines

if a student is eligible for special education services
and is then responsible to provide those services.

The school determines eligibility as defined by one
law—the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.
IDEA’s transition regulations requires schools to help
students with disabilities prepare for further education
and develop job goals and independent living plans (if
needed) before they leave high school.

After high school graduation, or when the student has
aged out of the special education system, no one piece
of legislation defines federal services to youth with

disabilities. Services similar to those authorized through
IDEA may not be available, may have waiting lists, and
will generally require eligibility determination.

Youth and their families may experience a confusing
number of providers with different eligibility
requirements linked to a variety of state and federal
legislation and funding streams. This lack of a
centralized system makes understanding and accessing
adult services difficult.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation and
support skills are required in areas such as:

»  Eligibility, the application process, and services
provided by the Department of Vocational
Rehabilitation;

Eligibility and application processes for Social
Security, Supplemental Security Income, work
incentives, health and other benefits—especially in
relationship to work;

»  Eligibility and application processes for community
disability and non-disability services;

«  Community-based programs, school-to-work
programs and various funding streams;

o  Benefit planning, especially in regards to transitioning
from public assistance to self-sufficiency.

Youth and Parent Engagement and Training

It has been demonstrated by research that youth, as
well as their families and communities, benefit from
coordinated activities focused on preparing youth for
adult living. The importance of helping youth develop
self-determination and self-advocacy skills has also
emerged as a key predictor of post-school success

for youth with disabilities. In addition to helping
parents plan for the future and connect their youth to
needed transition services, parent centers are uniquely
positioned to provide families with training on what
they can do to help youth develop these skills. The
importance of this function cannot be over stated as
parents are the only consistent resource for youth with
disabilities. They may, however, need to effectively
support their youth’s transition to adulthood.

Knowledge of issues and trends affecting youth with
disabilities is important (e.g. low expectations, attitudinal
or environmental barriers, need for social integration). It
is also important for parent center transition staft to have
ongoing training on both traditional and new topics, for
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example, privacy and confidentiality rights in the age of
social media and electronic communication. Texting is
often a preferred form of communication; the Internet
has become a major portal to information, employment,
education, housing, transportation, and recreational
opportunities; and the online community is where youth
spend a significant amount of social time.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation, and
support skills are required in areas such as:

+  Development of youth and family advocacy skills;
«  Facilitation of person-centered planning;

« Identification and use of Assistive Technology;

«  Basic Internet and social networking skills and
consumer online safety education;

« Involvement of youth in their own planning
process—setting realistic goals and action steps,
becoming involved in their own IEP and making
informed choices;

o  Parent and youth training on transition-related
education and services, post-school options, and
disability awareness and culture;

o  Connecting families to support networks and
services needed by youth;

. Personal assistance services, including attendants,
readers, interpreters, or other such services.

Self-determination and Self Advocacy

Research has shown a link between post-school
outcomes for youth with disabilities and self-
determination and self-advocacy skills. Self-
determination skills include self-knowledge, goal setting,
decision-making, problem-solving, and self-advocacy.
The process of becoming a self-determined individual
is one of gaining control over one’s life. This process
becomes a life-skill that will serve students for all of
their lives. Youth who leave high school with self-
determination skills have a greater chance of achieving
positive post-school outcomes.

Youth with self-determination and advocacy skills
will be able to exert greater control in the selection
and use of adult services and supports to reach their
post-secondary education and employment goals. As
youth move from a system of entitlement to one based
on eligibility, they will need to know what their rights
are and how to ask for accommodations. Colleges

report that a large percentage of youth with disabilities
who need accommodations cannot effectively state

what their disability is, how it impacts their ability

to learn, and what accommodations they need to be
successful. If students cannot self-disclose and ask for
accommodations at post-secondary institutions or in the
workplace, they will not receive them.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation, and
support skills are required in areas such as:

« Independent and community living options
including accommodations and supports;

o Waivered Services that help keep an individual
either in their family home or provide them with
services in the least restrictive environment within
the community;

o Age of majority and transfer of rights requirements
beginning at least one year before a student reaches
the age of majority under State law consistent with
Part B §300.520 (IDEA 2004 regulations);

o  Guardianship and conservatorship options;

e  Assistive technology and accommodations
strategies for the workplace or post-secondary
education;

o  Health planning such as medication management,
scheduling clinic appointments, and transitioning
from pediatric care to adult medical care;

«  Community orientation and mobility/travel

training, such as accessible transportation, bus
routes to and from housing, health clinics, etc.;

o  Local programming of Centers for Independent
Living (CILs), nonprofit community-based
nonresidential programs that are operated by and
for people with disabilities.

Career Development and Post Secondary
Education

According to families the preparation for post high
school employment and post-secondary education is
extremely important for youth with disabilities. The
expectation is high among families, professionals and the
community for young adults, with or without disabilities,
to work. Career development and writing career plans
require purposefully thinking about and writing

down ideas about employment goals and preferences.
Information to be included on a career plan is discussed



and decided by a youth with support and input from
her or his family. It should provide information about a
youth’s employment skills, strengths, preferences, goals,
and accommodation and support needs.

Career exploration expands on the youth’s interests,
strengths, and abilities. Formal programs such as
apprenticeships, job shadowing, community- or service-
learning projects, and classes open to non-degree
program adults at a community college, university, or
technical school are possible options. Informal career
exploration experiences may include activities such as
summer camps, visiting colleges, touring area businesses,
or volunteering to help at a nonprofit organization.
Internet or library searches will provide information
about schools, entry requirements, cost, length, and
financial support. These first exploratory steps can be
expanded upon throughout the young adult’s career
path. Collaboration with a Vocational Rehabilitation
counselor for guidance, vocational assessment, job
training and other potential resources and services can
be a valuable part of this process for youth who qualify
for these services.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation and
support skills are required in areas such as:

o Interpretation of a variety of formal and informal
career, transition, and vocational assessments
that identify an individual’s skills, interests, and
preferences;

o  Facilitation of job readiness skills and assessment of
employability strengths and barriers;

« Instruction on job seeking and retention skills
including use of technology and the Internet;

o Workplace and labor market trends;
o Methods and principles of work-based experiences;
o Work Force Center adult and youth programs;

o Post-secondary education, training options and
funding;

«  Eligibility for VR services and the supports
available through the state VR agency for career
exploration, training and post-secondary education;

o  Development of natural support systems.

Community Connection and Networking

Parent center staff are expected to have culturally
appropriate implementation skills, demonstrate

positive regard for the capacity and service constraints
of community agencies, and be proficient at
communicating with and coordinating a variety of
stakeholders.

Successful transition outcomes require youth, family
members and a variety of service professionals to operate
as a team with a united focus on the youth’s preferences,
strengths, and quality of life needs. However, team
members may have different perspectives, differing levels
of authority, or concerns about financial resources that
make consensus difficult to achieve. There are many
opportunities for the transition plan, even with the best
intentions of all team members, to breakdown at the
individual, team, or systemic level.

Implementation of a youth's transition plan requires
more than extensive knowledge of transition legislation
or evidence-based practices. It requires high-level
coordination, consulting, and communication sKkills,
and a clear understanding of the perspectives, beliefs,
and experiences of other team members that influence
motivation, decisions, and outcomes.

Families can be encouraged and supported to use their
personal networks—both formal and informal—to
increase and improve the kinds of opportunities available
to their son or daughter. A personal network, made up
of all the people that a family knows, is an important
resource both for the transition plan and for families to
work with informally outside the school system. Parents
can share what type of work or volunteer experiences,
independent living expectations, transportation needs,
and recreational activities their youth is interested in
and brainstorm about possible opportunities that might
be a good match. Contacts in a network open up a wide
range of possibilities especially when referral to others
is solicited. Developing a youth’s ability to follow-up on
these network resources contributes to the development
of life-long independent living skills.

Collaboration, consultation, implementation and
support skills are required in areas such as:

. Identification of community resources—i.e., people,
places, and funding;

o  Building relationships and networks with
community agencies and other potential partners—
i.e., educators, administrators, employers, and
agency representatives;

«  Connection of youth to community institutions,



resources, and supportive adults, including mentors
and role models;

o  Team building, conflict management, and
resolution strategies;

«  Ability to build relationships, trust, and rewarding
experiences with culturally diverse participants;

«  Knowledge of universal access and design, reasonable
accommodation, auxiliary aids, and services.

Summary

IDEA transition requirements, along with the

Rehabilitation Act, the Americans with Disabilities Act,
the Work Force Investment Act, Higher Education Act,
and Fair Housing Act have the broad intent of enabling
youth with disabilities to live independently; enjoy self-

careers; and enjoy full inclusion and integration in the
economic, political, social, cultural, and educational
mainstream of American society. Collectively, these
federal laws establish policies, expectations and
standards for programs and services for youth and adults
with disabilities.

As these laws demonstrate, Congress clearly has intended
to create and fund federal programs and tools that help
individuals with disabilities achieve successful quality

of life outcomes (such as post-secondary education,
competitive employment, community participation,

and independent living). Implementation of this vision
requires coordinated services, and the active collaboration
of youth, family and multiple service agencies.

Knowledge of “agencies and systems change” is

- . . : a complex skill but one of the most important
determination; contribute to society; pursue meaningful P P

competencies listed by special education, vocational special education and vocational rehabilitation professionals as a
foundation for successful transition outcomes (DeFur & Taymans, 1995).
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