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Transtion: A Frame of Reference
Mabrey Whetstone and Philip Browning *

The purpose of this paper istoprovidethe reader withabasic awareness and understanding of the concept
and practice of trangtion as it applies to youth and young adults with disabilities. First, the evolving
definitions of trangtion services are presented. These definitions are then examined, aong with the
developing program models that have provided the operational framework for the implementation of
trangition services and activities.

Definitions of Transition
OSER’s 1984 Definition

Whenthe trangitionmovement beganasafederd initiative in 1984, Madeeine Will, the Assstant Secretary
of the U.S. Office of Specia Educationand Rehahilitative Services, U.S. Depatment of Education, defined
trangtion as

. . . an outcome oriented process encompassing a broad array of services and
experiences that lead to employment. Transition is a period that includes high
school, the point of graduation, additional post secondary education or adult
services, and the initial years of employment. Transition is a bridge between the
security and structure offered by the school and the risks of life. (Will, 1984, p. 1)

Will identified different levels of services or means of crossing this bridge (no specia services, time-limited
services, and ongoing services) that an individua with disabilities might need in order to obtain hisor her
desired employment outcome.

Halpern’s 1985 Definition

Halpern (1985) broadened Will’ s definition to include community adjustment as a desired adult outcome.
In addition to employment, he suggested amore comprehensive approach to trangtion that included the
components of res dentia adjustment and the establishment of desirable socid and interpersona networks.
Halpern(1989) further proposed that community adjustment would be enhanced by devel oping persona
factors such as one' s self-esteem and empowering the individua to sdlect his or her own goas and make
decisons. Hapern's concept of trangtion focused the developers of trangition programs on a broader
array of desired student outcomes.
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Brolin’s 1989 Definition
In 1989, Brolin, anationd leader in the fidd, wrote:

Transitions occur throughout on€’ slifetimeandincludebothpaidwork and the work
rolesof students, homemakers, family members, volunteers, and retirees, aswell as
productive recreational, avocational and leisureactivities. Many people encounter
problemswhen making various transitions. Adultsin transition, especially many of
those with disabilities, sometimes become confused and need special assistance to
help them solve their problems and make wise decisions. The “ transition from
school-to-work” concept isinextricably related to the career development concept
that has been theorized and implemented in various education and agency settings
for many years. (Brolin & Schatzman, 1989, p. 22-23)

Brolin (1993) expanded the trangition concept further using the familiar bridge model by linking dementary
and secondary students not only to employment but also to community living, integration, and socidization.
Heidentified several key componentsthat had to be effectively implemented if successful transitionservices
wereto be provided. Thesecomponentsincluded: " interagency cooperation; individudized trangtionplans,
employer incentives, supported employment (for some individuds); a functiond career curriculum;
collaborative efforts with employers, agencies, and parents; and a postsecondary support and follow-up
system to ensure community and job adjustment” (Brolin, 1995, p. 207).

IDEA’s 1990 Definition

The Individuds with Disghilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (Public Law 101-476) amended and
changed the name of the Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 (Public Law 94-142).
I ncorporatingthe increasing broader focus on student outcomes, this new legidationmandated and defined
trangtion 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 empl oyment), continuing and adult education, adult services, independent
living and community participation. The coordinated set of activitiesshall takeinto
account the student’s preferences and interests, and shall include instruction,
communityexperiences, the devel opment of employment and other post-school adult
living objectives, and when appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and
functional vocational evaluation. [IDEA, PL 101-476,20 U.S.C. Chapter 33, Section
140 (a)(19)]
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Significantly, the 1997 Reauthorization of the IDEA mandated initiation of trangtion planning by no later
than age 14 and required integration of trangtion services into other aspects of the student’s program
(Section614). Therefore, from a legidative sandpoint, transition now requireslooking at the entire period
of education from age 14 (middle schoal) to graduation, postsecondary education, and employment.

CEC’s 1994 Division of Career Development and Transition Definition

Seeking to create aframework for continuing development in the fidld of trangtion services, the Divison
of Career Development and Trangtion (DCDT) adopted the following definition in 1994,

Transition refers to a change in status from behaving primarily as a student to
assuming emergent adult roles in the community. These rolesinclude employment,
participating in post-secondary education, maintaining a home, becoming
appropriatelyinvol vedinthecommunity, and experiencing satisfactory personal and
social relationships. The process of enhancing transition involvesthe participation
and coordination of school programs, adult agency services, and natural supports
within the community. The foundations for transition should be laid during the
elementary and middle school years, guided by the broad concept of career
development. Transition planning should begin no later than age 14, and students
should be encouraged, tothe full extent of their capabilities, to assume a maximum
amount of responsibility for such planning. (Hapern, 1994, p. 117)

A Few Comparisons

Just asthe federa definitionof trangtionisrepresented by that of OSERS (Office of Specia Educationand
Rehdbilitative Services), the profession’s definition is represented by DCDT's (Divison of Career
Development and Trangtion, Council for Exceptiona Children), as originated by Hapern. Table 1 (page
4) presents acomparative profile of these two contemporary definitions (Browning, 1997). Asde from
their many smilarities, an important quaitative difference between them is the emphas's placed upon the
Sudent as consumer. Firg, while both definitions cal for consumer input into the development of the
trangtionplan, the profession’ spogtionisthat students should be the primary architectsof their own future
to the fullest extent of their capability. Inthis respect, the nature of each plan differs depending upon the
individud, and the extent to which the blueprint is the sudent’s own rests upon his or her capability in
drafting it. Furthermore, the student should be encouraged to assume a maximum amount of
responsibility for the development of their own plan. By contrast, OSERS's definition subtly implies that
someone other than the consumer is primarily responsible for determining the student's needs and
developing the planto address them. While thoseneedsare to indude students interestsand preferences,
one senses that the students smply must be alowed the opportunity to provide such input into the larger
design.
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A second noticegble differenceisthat DCDT’ s outcomesaremore consumer oriented inavariety of action
roles (participating, maintaining, becoming, experiencing, and interacting withothers). These verbs
sgnify that trangtionsuccessisto be earmarked by the consumer’ sinvolvement inthe process of assuming
adult roles. Third, with respect to the trangtion process, DCDT’s definition focuses on the consumer's
growing-up stages fromadolescent to young adulthood. By contrast, the OSERS definitionreferstothe
trangtion movement as if it were areocation from place A (school) to place B (post-school). The firs
definition emphasizes how consumers should behave in various settings, whereas the latter emphasizes
wherethey will reside. Findly, withreferenceto time-frame, DCDT includesa tarting point of no later than
14 years of age, drawing upon the field of career education and its concept of career development over
time, beginning inthe e ementary school years. OSERS stime frame is|éft to the more datic vantage points
of ‘school’ to ‘ post-schooal .’

Tablel: A Comparison Between Two Highly Regarded Trangtion Definitions

Criteria OSERS 1990 DCDT 1994
Transition movement from school to post-school change in status from behaving primarily as a stu-
dent to assuming emergent adult rolesin the
community
Services - instruction coordination of
community experiences school programs,
the development of employment adult agency services, and
other post-school adult living natural supports within the community
objectives, and when appropriate,
acquisition of daily living skills and
functional vocational evauation
Outcome An outcome-oriented process that employment
Goas promotes participating in post-secondary education
- postsecondary education maintaining a home
vocational training becoming appropriately involved in the
integrated employment (including community
supported employment) experiencing satisfactory personal
continuing and adult education participation successful
adult services adult living
independent living, or community interacting with others
participation and working
Time school to post-school activities Foundations for transition should be laid during
Frame the elementary and middle school years,
guided by the broad concept of career
development.
Transition planning should begin
no later than age 14
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Person ... activities shall be based upon the Students should be encouraged, to the full extent
Centered individual student's needs, taking into of their capabilities, to assume a maximum amount
account the student's preferences and of responsibility for such planning.

interests

In summary, trangtion has dways been consdered an outcome oriented process, regardiess of the
definition being consdered. Thisissue of outcome is critical whenwe consider that the high school’ s god
isto prepare its students for asuccessful transitionfrom school to a meaningful post-school life. And, it is
within this context that we are faced with the more specific question of what we mean by a* meaningful”
adult life, as well as how we might measure it as being successful.

Modelsof Transition
Work-Study Modél

The 1960s gave birth to what later would become the extensve literature on vocational preparation for
people with disahilities. The intended goal of successful employment focused educators on equipping
studentswithgenera work habits, skills, knowledge, and attitudes. The devicefor accomplishing thisgoa
was the establishment of the work-study program mode as a transition strategy to more effectively assst
students asthey move from schoal to the workplace. Work-study models provided integrated academic,
socid, and vocationd curricula, including community-based work experiences, to prepare students for a
meaningful and productive adult life Hapern (1992) noted that work-study program modes had many
elements in common with trangtion programs of today, induding a focus on vocationa ingruction,
community experiences, and interagency linkages.

Through these work-study programs, community employment became a legitimate part of the school
curriculum and rehabilitation counsel ors became an agency partner with the assigned schools they served.
As areault, sudents with disghilities experienced educationand school much more relevant to their future
lives as they learned basic knowledge and skills that led to employment and active community life.

Career Education Modd

During the 1970s and early 1980s, the concept of career educationemerged and became anationd priority
and pre-trangtion program modd . Professionds influenced by the career development movement began
to adopt a more longitudind and expangve life-centered approach to students with disabilities and their
preparation for adult life.

Brolin (1995) defined career education as “alifelong processthat infusesa career emphasisindl subjects,
grades K-12, induding job training, gpprenticeship programs, mentoring, career exploration, and the
nonpaid work done as afamily member, citizen, and leisure seeker” (p. 53). Hoyt (1987) identified seven
magjor goas of career education, many of whichwere to become central tenets of the trangtion movement:
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(a) to hdlp persons incareer awareness, career exploration, and decison-making; (b) to equip persons with
genera employabilityand adaptability skills; () to promote and implement private sector and public school
system partnerships, (d) to interface educationand work so that the sudent may make better choices; (€)
to reform education by infusing a “careers’ emphasis in academic classrooms; (f) to make work a
meaningful part of the individud’s life and (g) to protect freedom of choice by reducing prejudice and

dereotyping.

Severd of the early career education curriculum models successfully used with students with disabilities
incdluded (@) the life-centered, competency-based model (Brolin, 1978); (b) school-based career
development and trangtion education mode (Clark, 1979); (c) ecological inventory (Brown, Branston,
Hamre-Nietupski, Pumpian, Certo, & Gruenewdd, 1979); (d) experienced-based model (Larson, 1981);
and (e) career development moded (Egelston-Dodd & DeCaro, 1982). Each of these models presented
aviable method for appropriately blending academic and functiond lifeskills. While evolving over a 30 year
period, the career education approach continues today to be important for educators to consider as they
develop curriculum to meet contemporary needs of students with disgbilities in regard to productive,
competitive work and meaningful avocationd activities.

Special Needs Vocational Education M odel

The specid needs vocationd education modes grew out of the Education Amendments of 1976, Public
Law 94-482, Vocationd Education Section provisons, which set asde 10% of each state's federd
vocationa education grant for youth with disabilities. These models required that students be provided
accessto dl appropriatevocational educati onclasseswithmodified occupationd content and supplementa
serviceswhenneeded. This requirement resulted in acontinuum of vocational options ranging fromgenera
vocational class placement to segregated vocationa education programs. Examples of this model included
aschool-based career deve opment and transition education mode for adol escentswithdisahilities (Clark,
1979), the Ohio Specia NeedsVocationd Model (Hexer, Smmons, Luft, & Baer, 2001), and the Three-
Stage Vocationd Trangtion Modd for Youth with Disabilities (Wehman, Kregd, & Barcus, 1985).
Unfortunatdy, whenthe * specific 10% set asde’ vanished and the cdll for higher academic standardswas
issued, many of these mode options disappeared.

The“Bridges’ Model

In 1984, Maddeine Will, Assstant Secretary of the Office of Specia Education and Rehabilitative
Searvices (OSERS), U.S. Department of Education, established trangtionfromschool -to-work as apriority
of the decade. Among other things, Will proposed a modd for trangtion from school-to-work that
emphasized “ bridges’ or servicelinkages between the high school and employment (Will, 1984). Her mode
identified different levels of services (no specid services, time-limited services, and ongoing services) that
an individud with disgbilities might need in order to obtain his or her desired employment outcome. The
modd sarted with the premise that a solid foundation of functiona curriculawas essentia as the student
crossed one of the three support bridges, depending upon his or her need for further training and support.



AFCEC Online Journal Special Issue, October 2002

Community Adjustment Modd

In 1985, Halpern proposed his community adjustment trangition model as an dterndive to the Bridges
Model (Hapern, 1985). Based upon hisresearch, this model broadened Will’ stotal focus onemployment
to incorporate community adjustment and its three related components. employment, resdentid
environments, and socia and interpersona networks. To impact the overdl community adjustment (quality
of life) for students with disabilities, Hapern (1985) advocated trangtion programs that built upon these
threerelated componentsto create a solid foundation for needed support services. After muchdiscusson,
his modd was largely adopted as the basic structurefor defining trangtion services in the Individuads with
DisabilitiesEducationAcct, leading to community participation, community living, and employment (Johnson
& Rusch, 1993).

SUmmary

Thetrangtiongod isfor our high schoolsto prepare their sudents with disabilities to successfully assume
young adult roles and responghilities. Thus, the issue of trangtion outcomes remains acritical dimension
when conddering what we mean by young adult roles and responghbilities. Will's (1984) initid definition
only included “employment” as a post-school outcome. Since then, avariety of life gods have come to be
deemed asimportant outcomes for students with disabilities. Halpern (1985), for example, chalenged the
employment-only definition by offering an dternative definitionthat also included * community adjusment”
congderations interms of res dentiad environmentsand the qudity of socia and interpersona networks. The
legidaive definition (1990) referred to trangtion as an outcome oriented process that included “post
secondary education,” “vocationd training,” “integrated employment,” “continuing and adult education,”
“adult services,” “independent living,” and “community participation.” And findly, DCDT’ s professiond
definition (1994) views outcomes from the sandpoint of emerging adult roles in the community, induding
“employment,” “ participatinginpost secondary education,” “maintaining ahome,” “ becoming appropriatel y
involved in the community,” and “ experiencing satisfactory persond and socid relationships.” Findly, in
the 1990s, qudity of life issues came to the forefront as a critical component of any trangtion mode that
had to be considered, snce individuds with disgbilities had a high likdihood of living in poverty, beng
victims of crime, and having health and medica concerns (Doren, Bullis, & Benz, 1996; West, 1991).

Over the past 40 years, numerous trandtion modes have been drafted and implemented. These models
have provided the operationa framework from which to desgn programs and deliver services.
Contemporary trandtionmodd s include many e ements from past models, such asthe work-study modd,
career education model, speciad needs mode, bridges mode, and community adjustment modd. Hexer,
Simmons, Luft, and Baer (2001), for example, highlight common eements of the 60s work-study model
that exigt intrandtionpractices of today. Theseeementsinclude (@) part-timework experiences combined
with functiond academics with credit toward graduation for work experience; (b) the classroom teacher
asawork coordinator working adong with the rehabilitation counsdor as part of the school program; and
(c) interagency agreements utilized to combine school transition, including work-based learning, and
rehabilitation services. Findly, the Bridge' s Modd of the 80s hasremained until this day a cornerstone for
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trangtion efforts, even though it has since beenexpanded by many other professionds (e.g., Brolin, 1993;
Brolin& Schatizman, 1989; Hapern, 1985; Rusch & Phelps, 1987; Wehman, Kregel, & Barcus, 1985).
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