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Alabama Transition Initiative:
A Statewide Systems Change Program

Karen Rabren *

The Alabama Trangtion Initiative (ATI) was afive-year systems change grant (1996-2001) designed to
increase the State' s capacity to improve and expand its trandtion services and programs. I1ts mgor goa
wasto assst inthe development of the necessary services, supports, and opportunitiesfor youthand young
adults with dissbilities so they may reach ther persond desired qudity of life. The ATI plan was
comprehensive and required the cooperation and coordinationof many state agencies, employers, families,
locdl schools and the genera public. Even though the grant has officidly ended its five year federd funding
period, much of ATI’s systems change program and its five initiatives continue to be promoted and
implemented.

ATI’sframework is provided through five initigtives (1) Interagency, (2) Loca Programs and Services,
(3) Post-school Linkages, (4) Training, and (5) Student Tracking. The initiatives continue to have animpact
in the development of significant changesin programs that have effectively improved trangtion servicesin
Alabama. The remainder of this paper highlights the nature of these initiatives and their related progress.

Interagency Initiative

The purpose of the Interagency Initiative isto identify interagency barriersto effective trangtion services
and develop state and local policies and procedures that eliminate or reduce those barriers, resulting ina
more comprehensive, coordinated trangtion service system. A strong trangition partnership exists among
Alabama' s agencies and service ddivery programs, as demonstrated by the following two examples.

One exemplary trangition partnership exists between the Alabama Department of Rehabilitation Services
(ADRYS) and loca school systems who co-fund the salary for 78 school-based job coachesin 71 school
systemns. The co-funded job coaches represent atota financiad commitment of 2.5 milliondollars. ADRS
funds 1.3 million of this commitment and the remaining 1.2 million is dispersed among participating locd
school systems.

ADRS's commitment is further evidenced by the inclusion of transition sudentsin the casdoad of 72 of
its rehabilitation counsdors. Trangtion students represent 36 percent of dl the consumers served in the
Vocationa Rehabilitation Services program and 33 percent of dl the consumers employed. The
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commitment of such resources by agency trangition partners represents a strong emphasis on cregting a
seamless system of sarvice delivery for sudents with disabilities.

Another example of interagency collaboration has been the Alabama Council for Developmental
Disabilities financid commitment to the Student Summer L eadership/Self-Advocacy Camp and the Parent
Trainingin Transition Program (1997-2000). The Student Summer Leadership/Sdf-Advocacy Camp
provided intense leadership training for high school students selected to represent their school system and
the Parent Training in Trangtion Program provided family members with specific training in trangtion so
they could better assist their young adults. These two interagency partnerships reflect the leadership,
commitment, and true collaboration among Alabama sinteragency trangtion partners, which has and will
continue to result in red systems change in trangtion.

Local Program/ServicesInitiative

The second initiative, Loca Program/Services, is intended to empower loca education agencies and
communities to implement proven effective programs and servicesthat result inpostive post-school adult
outcomes. The three-prong Strategy for addressng ATI’ sLoca Program Initiativeis (a) the establishment
of model trangtion Demondtration Sites, (b) the development of a Leadership Academy from among the
gtes, and (c) the creetion of locd interagency Community Trangtion Teams.

Theloca school Demonstration Siteswere selected through arequest for funding proposal (RFP) process
and monitored for their progress and impact with a program evaluation modd. The sdected Stesinclude
city and county school sysemsinboth urbanand rura areas of Alabama sfour mgor geographic regions.
Since 1996, 49 trangtion Demondgtration Sites have been etablished with locd public school systems. Of
these, 39 were awarded mini-grantsfor years 1, 2, 3, and 4. In year 5, 10 new siteswere funded for the
2000-2001 school year (see Figure 1 and Table 1 for name and location of ATI Demondtration Sites).

A second strategy of the Local Program/Servicesnitidive isthe Alabama TrangtionL eadership Academy,
whichisdesigned to further extend training and technical assstance across the state. ATl Demondiration
Sites have the opportunity to become members of the Alabama Trangtion Leadership Academy. These
Academy members are awarded $5,000 to provide training and technica assistance to other school
sysems inthar geographic region. This Leadership Academy model provides school systems, who are not
ATI Demondration Sites, an opportunity to gaininformationfrom personnel who are a part of exemplary
trangtionprograms. This mentor programis expected to result inoutreach that will impact dl of Alabama's
128 school systems and, therefore, provide the structure for comprehensive systems change in the Sate.

Thethird and last strategy of the Loca Programs and Services Initiative is the establishment of Community
Trangtion Teams (CTT). Community Trangtion Team meetings are an important interagency program
component at the local levd. The purpose of these interagency community teams is to discover and
implement new and better ways of providing trangtion programs and services in their own community.
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Theseteams take advantage of the unique strengths of their individua communitieswhile working to solve
common problems.

In September 1999, 23 ATI Demonstration Sites were surveyed about the stakeholder identity of thear
Community Trangtion Teams and trangtion barriersin ther communities. Regarding the identity of ther
CTT members, the survey responses identified a total of 634 transition stakeholders from 22 Sites,
according to their trangtion role. The roles with highest representation in CTTs at that time were: (@)
specia education personnd (21%), (b) students (19%), (¢) employers (15%), and (d) parents (13%).
Consumers represented atotal of 32% of CTT memberships. Regarding primary community barriersto
trangtion, 77% 45%, and 27% of the responding teams identified transportation, parenta
awareness/support, and curriculum, respectively.

Figure 1: Geographic locations of ATI Demondration Sites
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Table 1: ATI Demondtration Sites by Regions and  School Systems (A = City Schools, B = County

Schools)
SchoOl System City/County School System City/County
(A) City (B) County School (A) City (B) County School
Region | Jefferson(B) Jefferson Region Baldwin (B) Baldwin
! Birmingham (A) Jefferson I Bibb (B) Bibb
v Vestavia Hills (A) Jefferson v Butler (B) Butler
Winefield (A) Marion Choctaw (B) Choctow
Tuscaloosa (B) Tuscaloosa Conecuh (B) Conecuh
Tuscaloosa (A) Tuscaloosa Crenshaw (B) Crenshaw
Jasper (A) Walker Selma (A) Dallas
Winston (B) Winston Demopolis (A) Marengo
Haeyvile (A) Winston Mobile (B) Mobile
Region | Blount (B) Blount Monroe (B) Monroe
I Anniston (B) Calhoun Wilcox (B) Wilcox
v Oxford (A) Calhoun Region Chambers(B) Chambers
Piedmont (A) Calhoun v Lanett (A) Chambers
Cullman (A) Cullman v Chilton (B) Chilton
DeKalb (B) DeKalb Elmore (B) Elmore
Attalla (A) Etowah Auburn (A) Lee
Gasden (A) Etowah Opelika (A) Lee
Jackson (B) Jackson Pike (B) Pike
Scottshoro (A) Jackson Shelby (B) Shelby
Athens (A) Limestone Talladega (B) Talladega
Madison (B) Madison Sylacauga (A) Taladega
Huntsville (A) Madison
Madison (A) Madison
Marshall (B) Marshall
Hartselle (A) Morgan
Pell City (A) St Clair
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Post-school Linkages Initiative

The Post-school Linkage Initiative is intended to establish and strengthen appropriate linkages among
students, local adult services, and opportunities avalable through state agencies, communities, busnessand
industry, and employment assistance. These linkages are accomplished, in part, through the provision of
job coach services, disseminationof |abor market needs, development of busi ness/school partnerships, and
existenceof postsecondary networks. Post-school linkagesare accomplished al sothroughthecoordination
of services with specid education and career/technica educeation. To promotethis coordination, inservice
traning has been provided a individua school systems, regiond meetings, and state conferences to
teachers of specid education and career/technical education about working together in the trandtion
process. Furthermore, technica assistance documents have been prepared to assist in the continued
coordination of these two secondary programs.

Training and Dissemination Initiative

The purpose of ATI's fourth initiative, Traning and Dissemingtion, is to implement a comprehensve
program to improve and increase the ability of dl stakeholdersintranstionto promote and understand the
trangtionprocess. Thisprogram cond stsof multiple training strategies, induding inservicetraining, technica
ass stance, distance education, and materids devel opment. Through these diverselearning approaches, an
aray of stakeholdersis more effectively served (eg., Sudentswithdisabilitiesand families, project aff,
interagency personnd, teachersand service providers, regiond and local trangtion providers, employers,
and thegenerd public). To determinetraining and technical assstance needs, a 1996 Satewide survey was
conducted and atota of 1,098 transition stakeholders responded. These survey responses were used as
a foundation for the development and refinement of a training modd which depicts the organization,
program delivery, and Strategies, aswell as the training content (see modd).

The two-tiered ATl Training Model provides the infrastructure for the delivery of dl ATl programs,
throughacombinationof technol ogy-based and traditiond training. Theprimary festuresof thetechnology-
based training of tier one was the Alabama Trangtion Initiative Information Center (ATIIC) and Auburn
Universty’s Distance Education in Trangtion program. Although ATTIC no longer exiss asit did in its
origind state, the Auburn Trangtion Indtitute has recently launched aninteractive Web Ste containing many
of ATTIC' s features (www.auburn.edu/rsefingditute). In its early stages, AT TIC was complemented by
a Digtlance Education Program in Trangtion at Auburn Universty (Rabren & Browning, 2001a). Three
distance education courses on trangtion were developed and pilot tested with a total of 22 trangtion
stakeholdersin Alabama. Subsequently, one 10-week course entitled Foundations in Transition was
implemented through the Department of Rehabilitation and Specid Education at Auburn Universty. This
course was jointly sponsored by Alabama s systems change grant, the Alabama Trangtion Initiative. The
course was successfully completed by 66 trangtion stakeholders who were afiliated with ATI’s
Demondtration Sites. As of Fal 2002, these initid ATI training efforts have been expanded to include a
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disance education madter’'s degree in ether specid education or rehabilitation counsding

(Www.auburn.edu/rsefingtruction/distance).
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The second tier of the ATI Training Model involves the more traditiond (or face-to-face) training suchas
insarvicetraining sessions, workshops, and conferences. A ggnificant trangtiontraining event hed annualy
isthe Alabama Trangtion Conference. This two and one-hdf day statewide event is held at the Auburn
Universty Hotel and Dixon Conference Center in Auburn, Alabama. The purpose of this training
conference, held since 1991, isto (@) increase the participants knowledge of trangtion problems, issues,
resources, and programs, epecidly as they pertain to Alabama; and (b) to expand and strengthen the
network for dl personsinterestedinAlabama syouthand young adultswithdisabilitieswho areintrangtion
from school to work and community. The total number of participants attending the 12" annua Alabama
Trangtion Conferences exceeded 6,500. In the words of Dr. Andrew Hapern, a nationd leader, “The
Alabama Transition Conference is one of the country’s premier programs of itskind.”

For this second tier of traditiond training, a program content model was developed which depictstraining
content, targeted persons for training, and trainingimpact (Rabren& Browning, (2001b). First, thismodel
incdudes a st of best practices identified in the literature, as wdl as through ATI’s training needs
assessment. For this modd, these practices are classfied under the generic headings of (8) student-
directed, (b) sdf-advocacy, (c) family-facilitated (d) assessment guided, (€) preparation, (f) school-to-
work, (g) interagency, and ( h) outcome-focused. Each genera category also indudes specific best
practices. Under preparation practices, for example, isfunctiond curriculum and 1EP trangtion planning
(see program modd!).

The mode’ s second dement s the identification of the persons for whom the content is targeted (e.g.,
students, parents, teachers, adult service providers). The model assumesthe need to match best practices
to stakeholders in terms of ther trangtion roles. This matching feature is in keeping with the notion that
effective trangtion requires a coordinated set of activities, or in this case, activities based on a set of best
practices aligned with stakeholder roles. Individudizing professona training in best practices to meet
participant needsis especidly relevant to teambuilding a the locd levd. Also, the modd’ s trainingimpact
dimension extends beyond knowledge and skills and recognizesthat vauesand commitment are essential
for sysems change. Vaues drive the development of policies, procedures, and best practices to be
employed. ATI’s model acknowledges the importance of value-based practices and teaches that “ . . .
where best practices are the tools to be applied in our transition trade, best values should serveas
a decision-making foundation for their application” (Browning, 1997, p. 69).

Over 4,500 stakeholders were trained through the firg three years of the ATI Training Program. Also,
trangtionstakeholdersfromal of Alabama s67 countieswererepresentedinone or moretraining sessions.
The array of training participants included special education, general education, and career technical
educationteachers; rehabilitationcounsa orsand job coaches; local school and state agency adminigtrators,
and parents and students.
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Findly, through the Program Eva uation System, informationon the effectivenessof training programs was
obtained on 2,236 traineesrepresenting 110 individud programs. This evauationsystemincluded aninput
ingrument that contai ned information on training program obj ectives, methods and outcomes. Withrespect
to outcomes, the participants a the conclusion of the program were introduced to four types of possible
change that could result from training. They were then asked to indicate the degree of change (if any) they
perceived as a result of ther training program. The degree of change ranged from no change, dight
change, moder ate change, to much change.

Informational Change: This term refers to the acquisition of professona knowledge.
Informationa change means an increase in your awareness and understanding of the
subject matter of the training program.

Behavioral Change: Thistermrefersto the acquistionof professond skills. Behaviord
change means an increase in your ability to apply the subject matter of the training
program.

Motivational Change: This term refers to the acquisition of professond incentive.
Motivational change means an increase in your desire and drive to be involved with
activities related to the subject matter of the training program.
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Attitudinal Change: This term refers to the acquisition of appropriate professond
vaues. Attitudina change means a modification of your beliefs and perceptions related to
the subject matter of the training program.

Type and Degree of Change

(% response)

informalional change

bechavioral change

molivational change

attlinddinal change

0 10 20 30 4 A0 60

Much Change
Moderate Change
Slight Change

No Change

NOLE

Presented here are the combined results from 2,236 training participants representing 110 training
programs. Of the total responses across the four types of change (informationd, behaviora, motivationd,
and attitudina), 44% were for Much Change, 37% for Moder ate Change, 13% for Sight Change, and
6% for No Change. With respect to each change area, 47%, 35%, 39%, and 52% of the participants
indicated Much Change for informationd, behaviord, motivationd, and atitudind, respectively.

Student Tracking Initiative

The fifth and find ATI Initigtive is Student Tracking. The intent of this outcome-focused initiative isto (a)
improve the trangition planning process and related service programs at the local levd, (b) serve as an
accountability index for the state department regarding the performances (in-school and post-school) of
its youth and young adults with disgbilities, and (c) bridge Alabamas existing data collection systems
currently being utilized by avariety of agencies. A blueprint for the Alabama Student Tracking Systemwas
initidly articulated in the Alabama Federation Council for Exceptional Children Journal (Browning,
Whetstone, Rabren, & Dunn, 1995).
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The Alabama Student Tracking System cong sts of two Smilar instruments, an In-school Survey and aPost-
school Survey, whichare used to gather informationabout specia educationstudentsat two pointsintime.
The current 1n-school Survey consists of ademographic section, as well as 23 questions pertaining to (a)
consumer satisfaction variables rdated to high school programs and experiences, (b) plans for the future,
and (c) empowerment and self-determination. This survey indrument isadministeredto al eleventh grade
sudentsin specid education. Students with disabilities who are in ungraded school placements are given
the survey when they are 17 years old, prior to departing high school. The In-school Survey was
developed and piloted with the Post-school Survey form.  The current Post-school Survey ispardléd to
the In-school Survey in format, containing a demographic sectionand 27 corresponding questions, which
can be divided into three generd categories. (a) consumer satisfaction variables reated to high school
programs and experiences, (b) post-school vocationa outcomes, and (c) qudity of lifeindicators.

Currently, the student tracking program, which is housed in the Trangtion Ingtitute, has tracking data.on
10,325 of Alabama s high school students with disabilities: 7,373 of Alabama's 11™" graders (in-school)
and 2,952 former students one year out of school (post-school). For the school year 2001-2002, atotal
0f 9,420 surveys were maled; 4,211 (or 68%) of themwere returned compl eted. For this most recent data
collection phase, 135 and 98 Alabama high schools are represented for “in-school” and “ post-school”

surveys, respectively.

This cumulative data bank, which began in 1996, now serves as a research depository for programmeatic
research. As of this date, it has supplied data for three dissertations (Austin, 1999; Holder, 2000;
Whetstone, 2002). Furthermore, two studieshave been conducted and published. Thefirst study reported
a post-school outcome employment rate of 72% and 81% respectively, for a smal sample of former
trangtionstudents from rurd and urban school systems (Dunn & Schumaker, 1997). A morerecent study
examined the employment status of 1,393 former students who received specia education services and
who exited from37 of Alabama’ s128 school systems between 1996-2000 (Rabren, Dunn, & Chambers,
2002). Using a hierarchical logidic regression analys's, there was an 87% probability that these students
would be employed one year after high schoal if they held a job at the time they exited school. Other
findings showed that the probakility of the student having ajob one year after high school was sgnificantly
greater if the Sudent was made, had a learning disability, was from an urban school, and had ajob at the
time of school exit.

Statewide Study

A datewide study on Alabama's secondary schools for students with disabilities was conducted to
determine among other things the impact of these five initiaives (Browning, Rabren, & Hal, 2000). In
order to serve this purpose, survey instruments were devel oped to assessaset of content areas, induding
the high school program, the Alabama Occupationd Diploma, the Alabama Trangtion Initiative, best
practices in trandtion, stakeholders, professond development in trangition, and student success. A total
of 985 persons participated across seven target groups of trangtion stakeholders: (a) specia education
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coordinators (92), (b) secondary specia education teachers (369), (C) career technical teachers (357),
(d) job coaches (36), (e) rehabilitation counselors (48), (f) rehabilitation unit supervisors (11), and ()
parents of studentswithdisabilities(72). The average returnrate for these sevengroupswas 68%. Intotd,
seven ingruments yielded 203 variables. While there areitems unigue to eachtarget group, there are dso
gmilar items across each of the seven instruments. The respondentsrepresented 102 (80%) of Alabama's
128 city and county school systems.

The results of this study are reported in a 159 page document that provided an introduction to the nature
of the study and over 100 easy-to-read summary narrative statements accompanied by bar graphs and 94
date-based tables ((Browning, Rabren, & Hdl, 2000). One example of the findings of this study pertained
to the stakeholders' perception of change. Specifically, al survey respondents were asked to indicate the
degreether high school had shown positivechange over the past severd yearsin preparing itshigh school
students for a successful trandtion. The number and percent of respondents (N = 729) who answered
reported that the degree of pogtive change was none (26, 4 percent), dight (120, 16 percent), moder ate
(267, 37 percent), much (222, 30 percent), and very much (94, 13 percent).

Degree of Positive Change (N =729)
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Summary

This paper highlightsmany of the exciting and promising trangtion activities being implemented through the
Aldbama Trangtion Initiive. Since ATI’s beginning in 1996, the five Initiatives discussed here have
provided Alabama aframework to advance the nature and qudity of itsservicesand programs for itsyouth
and young adults with disabilities. The successful implementation of ATI’s five initiatives has been
recognized by the Nationa Trangtion Alliance for Y outh with Disahilities as one of the most exemplary
trangtion programs in the United States. This honor not only reflects the quality of services and best
practices being implemented, but dso demongtrates the commitment of all of Alabama’s transition
stakeholders who are actively engaged in making a difference.
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