
Curriculum in Context      Spring 2014

13

Preparing students with disabilities 
for life after high-school is an essential 
component of their education and educators 
have many opportunities to affect those 
outcomes. Every year approximately 
6,500 students in Washington State who 
received special education services while 
in high school graduated, aged out at age 
21, or dropped out of school. Of those 
students who responded to a survey one 
year after leaving high school, 3,236 
students or 65.7% of them were attending 
postsecondary education, some type of 
training program, or were employed. Some 
were involved in two or more of these 
activities (14%). The differences between 
those who graduated high school and those 
who did not (i.e., aged out or dropped 
out) are striking. For students who did 
not graduate less than half were engaged 
in some type of post-school education 
or employment (44.7%). Strategies to 
support students with disabilities transition 
to positive post-school outcomes can be 
provided by educators in both elementary 
and secondary schools.

Prior to the passing of Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1975, 
U.S. schools educated only one in five chil-
dren with disabilities; today, more than 6.5 
million youth ages 3 to 21 receive special 
education services through IDEA (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2011). Since 
the signing of the original act by President 
Ford in 1975, it has been amended and 

reauthorized six times. Beginning with the 
1990 reauthorization of IDEA, transition 
services were added as a component of 
the Individual Education Program (IEP) 
to assist students with disabilities in their 
transition from high school to post-high 
school settings including education, train-
ing, employment, and independent living. 
The most recent reauthorization in 2004 
added a new emphasis on post-school 
outcomes and “expanded the purpose of 
the law beyond that of merely requiring 
access to further require an emphasis on the 
measurement of outcomes for preparing 
children with disabilities for employment 
and independent living” (Alexander & 
Alexander, 2009, p. 562). Along with the 
reauthorization of IDEA in 2004, President 
Bush also signed into law the No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB) in 2002. His hope was 
to inspire a “new era in special education―
one that doesn’t seek to meet minimum 
requirements, but rather embraces increased 
academic achievement and real results for 
every child with a disability” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2002, p. 4). Together 
these laws no longer focus on access to 
education but on the outcomes for students 
with disabilities.

How do we measure outcomes for 
students with disabilities?

Assuring that students with disabilities 
complete high school is certainly a goal 
of teachers, school districts, and the 

communities, but is this the only measure 
of success? Are students with disabilities 
graduating at the same rate as their peers 
without disabilities? Are young adults with 
disabilities successful in finding and keeping 
a job or attending college after high school? 
Are they getting the services and supports 
necessary to be successful? The Center for 
Change in Transition Services (CCTS), a 
state-needs project funded by the Office of 
the Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
works with local school districts to answer 
many of these questions. In partnerships 
with local school districts, CCTS specifically 
analyzes data collected from students 
receiving special education services or their 
families to determine if these young adults 
were successful in obtaining post high 
school employment or education within 
one year of leaving high school. These 
rich data source provides information on 
employment demographics (i.e., average 
hours worked per week, wages, and setting) 
and postsecondary education and training 
demographics (i.e., program attended, 
completion of at least one term) as well as 
postsecondary support services students may 
have utilized.

The 2013 data collection for youth 
with disabilities exiting high school during 
the 2011-2012 school year shows that 
65.7% of youth with disabilities are engaged 
in some type of postsecondary education 
or employment within one year of leaving 
high school (see Figure 1). However, this 
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also means that 34.3% of youth with 
disabilities (approximately 1,700 youth 
annually) are not engaged in any type of 
post high school education or employment. 
For those students with disabilities who 
did not graduate, 13.8% were attending 
postsecondary education or training, and 
30.9% were employed. (see Figure 2).

How do we improve outcomes?
If we want students to be successful 

after high school, we need to make sure that 
they graduate, which means remaining in 
school, accruing credits towards graduation 
and perhaps more importantly, that they are 
engaged in school. The IEP team is crucial 
in developing a plan to assure that students 
are provided the services and supports 
needed to complete a course of study 
leading to high school completion. Aligning 
the student’s individual strengths, needs, 
interest, and preferences to the IEP and 
identifying the post-school goals is required 
by IDEA and is a process that optimizes 
student involvement, development of 
self-determination skills, and creates 
opportunities for the implementation of 
relevant curricula.

What do educators need to know?
Teachers generally know that all 

students receiving special education services 
have an Individualized Education Program 
(IEP) and one that is updated annually with 
new goals based on current assessments. 
Not all teachers may know that by age 16 
a transition plan must be included in the 
IEP that identifies the student’s goals for 
life after high school. These goals address 
postsecondary education, training, and 
employment and are based upon annual 
transition assessments which include 
identifying students’ interests, strengths, 
preferences and needs.

Once the student’s interests, strengths, 
preferences, and needs have been 
determined the IEP Team then identifies 
transition services such as instruction, 
related services, community experiences, 
employment, or independent living skills 
that will facilitate the student’s movement 
from high school to post-school activities. 
The student’s course of study (i.e., a 
description of the coursework and activities) 
is also documented in the IEP and aligned 
to the student’s interests.

In addition to developing individual 
transition plans for students with disabilities 
school districts are also required to follow-

up with their students who received special 
education services 1 year after graduating or 
dropping out of high school to determine 
if they are attending any postsecondary 
education or training program or are 
employed. School districts conduct surveys 
with former students and these data are 
analyzed and reported at the state, regional, 
and local level by CCTS. Data are then 
analyzed annually to determine areas of 
strengths and needs at the state, regional 
and local level for the purpose of program 
improvement.

What can educators do to improve 
outcomes?

With the emphasis on outcomes, 
perhaps the most important thing that 
educators can do is become familiar with 
a student’s IEP, provide information and 
input into the development of the IEP, 
and be an active participant in the annual 
IEP meeting. With this information and 
involvement with the student receiving 
special education services, educators can 
assist them in identifying their strengths and 
interests as well as areas that are difficult for 
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them. Educators can encourage and support 
students in developing their advocacy 
skills by attending their IEP meetings. 
Even students at the elementary level can 
attend a portion of the meeting. They could 
introduce their family members to their 
teachers and share a goal they want to work 
on over the coming year.

At the secondary level educators should 
be knowledgeable of the student’s IEP and 
they should also know the student’s goals 
for life after high school. The information 
in the IEP, including the student’s areas 
of needs and strengths, provides rich 
opportunities to connect with students, to 
develop and implement relevant lessons, and 
continue to increase skills in self-advocacy 
and self-determination. By age 16 students 
with disabilities are required to participate 
in their own IEP meeting. Therefore it is 
important to prepare a student for this role. 
By the time a student is in high school, he 
or she should not only attend the meeting 
but lead the meeting as much as possible. 
There are curricula and programs to help 
students learn these skills (see http://www.
seattleu.edu/ccts). These skills are necessary 
for access and success in college, training 
programs or employment. 

Preparing young people for life beyond 
high school is often neglected in the 
increasingly busy school days of standards-
based instruction and high-stakes testing. 
However, these seemingly competing 
interests are not mutually exclusive. By 
creating engaging lessons based on a 
student’s interest and aligned with academic 
standards, competencies necessary for 
the next environment can be integrated 
to ensure that all students are developing 
the transition skills needed to make the 
successful move to postsecondary education, 
training, employment, and independent 
living.
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