Chapter 6: Family Involvement and Supports

This chapter examines the fifth and final Guidepost, Family Involvement and Supports, and its positive effect on youth with disabilities, particularly with respect to success in school and improved post-school outcomes. Research has shown that the involvement of parents, family members, and/or other caring adults promotes the social, emotional, physical, academic, and occupational growth of young people, and leads to better post school outcomes (see Exhibit 6.1 for the supporting research for this Guidepost). 
A family has many relationships within its structure. Families are systems that undergo change (e.g., marriage, divorce and remarriage, birth of a sibling, chronic health issues, disability, and the death of family members). In the context of this Guidepost, family relationships are viewed very broadly and may consist of immediate family members (mother, father, stepmother, step-father, siblings, and grandparents), blood relatives (aunts, uncles, cousins, etc.), relationships from adoptions, and close family friends. Young people may have many roles in a family: son or daughter, brother or sister, grandchild, cousin, niece or nephew, and friend. 
For any number of reasons in today’s busy and stressful society, parents and family members may not be very involved in the lives of youth. Parents differ significantly in both their ability and willingness to get involved in the lives of their children. This is particularly true for youth living in poverty. According to Hashima & Amato (April, 1994), “it has been well documented that economic hardship influences how parents interact with their children.” They note that “many studies have revealed that as a family’s economic situation worsens, parents exhibit less nurturance and more inconsistent discipline towards their children.” 
For a variety of reasons, parents and family members of low-income youth may have limited involvement in their children’s educational endeavors. In low-income families that are single parent homes, the parent may not be able to attend school functions due to a lack of time or the inability to afford a babysitter to care for siblings. Even in two-parent households, both parents may be working, sometimes multiple jobs, resulting in their being unable to attend school functions or help with homework. Some low-income families do not own a car and do not have access to public transportation. Often times, parents and family members would like to be involved in the lives of their children but do not know how to without incurring costs that they simply cannot afford. 
Using the data from the second National Longitudinal Transition Study (NLTS-2), Wagner, Cameto, and Guzmán (2003) found that more than one-third (37 percent) of youth with disabilities live in poverty, which is significantly more than the 20 percent of youth in the general population whose households are below the federal poverty line. They also found that just under one-third (31 percent) of youth with disabilities live in single-parent households. Further, when compared to the general population, youth with disabilities were twice as likely to live with a head of household who did not have a high school diploma (21 vs. 10 percent) and were significantly more likely to be unemployed (17 vs. 11 percent). These factors can have a significant impact on the aspects of family involvement and supports outlined in the Guideposts for Success.   
The Social Response 
Rapidly changing demographics, combined with the disproportionate number of minority students served in special education, furthers the need for programs and staff to create a climate conducive to increasing the involvement of family members. Sometimes the goals of a program, such as independent living, self-determination, and self-sufficiency, may clash with the cultural values of the family. In some cultures parental involvement in a school or an education program is viewed as inappropriate. Since culture can play such an important role in family involvement and support, HS/HT program coordinators need to be informed about the cultures of the students they are serving. In some cases, it may be necessary to identify a cultural broker from a particular community to help make necessary connections to the parents of youth enrolled in HS/HT. 
Despite the many impediments to family involvement, it is important that HS/HT program coordinators make every effort to enlist the support of parents, family members, and other caring adults as their support greatly contributes to the successful transition of youth to adulthood. One way to do this is to provide parents and family members with examples of how they can support their children in their academic endeavors and in their social and emotional development. For example, HS/HT program coordinators might suggest that parents and family members 
• read to or with their children, 
• assist their children with their homework assignments and/or monitor the completion of homework assignments, 
• spend time with their children going over materials and instructions provided by teachers, 
• tutor their children, 
• help their children develop good study habits, 
• ask about what their children are learning in school each day, • ask about their children’s social relationships at school, 
• use TV shows and commercials to demonstrate good/bad behavior and discuss morals, 
• regularly discuss things that happen in the news with their children, 
• assign their children regular chores around the house, 
• talk to their children about their vocational interests, 
• emphasize the importance of volunteer work and community service, and 
• talk with their children about options for postsecondary education and training after high school.   

Component 1: High Expectations 
For many youth, achieving success depends to a large extent on the expectations of those closest to them. When parents and family members communicate low expectations to a young person, that youth is not likely to expect much of him or herself. Conversely, if the caring adults in a young person’s life have high expectations for that youth, s/he is likely to strive to meet those expectations. 
As our culture still tends to have low expectations for youth with disabilities, HS/HT program coordinators need to communicate the value of high expectations to participants’ family members. Help parents build upon their son/daughter’s strengths, abilities, capabilities, and interests in communicating the young person’s potential. Of course, merely having high expectations is not enough. HS/HT program coordinators must encourage parents and family members to communicate those expectations, not only to their sons and daughters on a regular basis, but also to their sons’ and daughters’ teachers, guidance counselors, and other professionals.   

The local coordinator for Hendry/Glades HS/HT site in Florida schedules monthly meetings with the parents of HS/HT students. Flyers are taken home by the students. While the parents are meeting in one room, participating youth are meeting as the Student Advisory Council in another room. During the later part of each meeting, the parents and students come together as a single group where the parents share their issues, the students report on their discussion, and the date for the next meeting is set. This process has proven to be an effective way to open up communication between the teens and their parents. The next day the local coordinator calls the parents who missed the meeting and provides them with a progress report on their sons/daughter’s involvement in HS/HT. This lets them know they were missed. 
The local coordinator believes this is a vital part of the site’s success. It provides regular communication with parents and multiple opportunities to remind parents how important it is to tell their sons/ daughters that they are proud of them. The average attendance at these monthly meetings is 23-25 people, a notable accomplishment given that the site covers two counties with some parents traveling as much as 70 miles roundtrip to attend. The coordinator rotates the sites for these meetings to be fair to those who must travel such distances. 
One effective way of getting parents and family members to see their children’s potential is to invite HS/HT students who have successfully transitioned to adult life to talk to the parents of participating youth. As these youth describe how HS/HT helped them overcome different challenges to complete high school and enter postsecondary education or employment, they can help the parents of participating youth see new possibilities for their children’s futures. 

Component 2: Ensuring Access to and Progress in the General Curriculum and Understanding How a Youth’s Disability Might Impact His/Her Education, Employment, and Daily Living Options 

HS/HT program coordinators can play an important role in helping parents and family members understand the importance of ensuring that their children have access to and are progressing in the general education curriculum. Parents may need to be encouraged to be proactive in providing the school with information on their son’s/daughter’s strengths, particularly as those strengths can be used to master aspects of the school’s curriculum. The HS/HT program coordinator, therefore, should help parents gain a better understanding of their children’s strengths, particularly as they apply to vocational interests, teamwork, leadership skills, and other transition skills needed for independent living. 
HS/HT program coordinators can help parents understand how their child’s disability might impact his/her learning, potential for employment, options for daily living, and opportunities for socialization experiences. If the program coordinator has been working with the young person over a period of time, s/he may be more familiar with the types of accommodations that will work best for that particular youth in an educational setting. When such information is shared with parents, they are better prepared to work with teachers and members of the child’s IEP team to advocate for the use of the most effective instructional strategies and the most appropriate individualized supports to promote that student’s participation and progress in the general curriculum. When a problem arises, the HS/HT coordinator may be able to assist the parent in determining the source of the problem, in identifying activities that can be undertaken at school and at home to address the problem, and in identifying services available in the community to address the problem 

The Information Families Want and Need 
Surveys conducted by the PACER Center (Parent Advocacy Coalition for Educational Rights) in 2001 indicate that families seek information on a variety of issues including 
• helping youth develop self-advocacy skills; 
• balancing standards-based academic instruction with functional life skills training; 
• inclusive education practices at the secondary level; 
• postsecondary options for young adults with developmental and cognitive disabilities; 
• pre-employment experiences and employment options that lead to competitive employment; 
• financial planning; 
• resources available to youth through the workforce investment, vocational rehabilitation, Medicaid, and Social Security systems; 
• better collaboration with community resources; • housing options; and 
• interacting with the juvenile justice system. 
In addition to helping parents understand various aspects of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the HS/HT program coordinator can also assist parents in understanding the provisions under the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act that apply to including students with disabilities in the state’s standardized assessments, and when a student might be considered for alternative or modified assessments. Parents who understand the interplay between IDEA and NCLB and the issues related to including students with disabilities in assessments can play a critical role in ensuring that their children are included in standardized or alternative assessments, as deemed appropriate, and in ensuring that their children have access to needed accommodations during assessments. 

Component 3: Taking an Active Role in Transition Planning 
The 2004 amendments to IDEA place new emphasis on transition planning for special education students. Of particular importance to HS/HT is the fact that they clarify the all too often misunderstood fact that one of the goals of special education is employment. For the first time, states receiving funding under IDEA are required to report on the “percentage of youth aged 16 and above with an IEP that includes coordinated, measurable, annual IEP goals and transition services that will reasonably enable the child to meet the postsecondary goals.” Referred to as “Indicator 13,” measures of success in meeting this indicator examine a variety of factors, including the following: 
• Is (are) there a measurable postsecondary goal or goals that cover(s) education or training, employment, and, as needed, independent living? •
 Is (are) there annual IEP goal(s) that will reasonably enable the child to meet postsecondary goal(s) outlined in the IEP? 
• Are there transition services in the IEP that focus on improving the academic and functional achievement of the child to facilitate his/her movement from school to post-school? 
• For transition services that are likely to be provided or paid for by other agencies, is there evidence that representatives of applicable agencies were invited to the IEP meeting (i.e., with the consent of the parents and/or youth)? 
• Is there evidence that the measurable postsecondary goals were based on age-appropriate transition assessment(s)? 
• Do the transition services include courses of study that focus on improving the academic and functional achievement of the child to facilitate his/her movement from school to post-school? 
Furthermore, IDEA 2004 requires states to report on the “percent of youth who had IEPs, are no longer in secondary school and who have been competitively employed, enrolled in some type of postsecondary school, or both, within one year of leaving high school” (Indicator 14). In addition to the transition planning that must now occur within the IEP team and be recorded in the IEP, youth with disabilities and their parents and family 6-5 members can benefit greatly from learning how to use individualized planning tools to assist the youth in achieving their transition goals and objectives. HS/HT program coordinators can help youth with disabilities and their parents and family members identify individualized planning tools that are designed for transition-age youth. Program coordinators can also help youth and their family members better understand how to use these planning tools to drive the development of the transition component of the young person’s IEP. 
HS/HT coordinators should encourage parents to become active members of the various “planning” teams that are working with their sons/daughters. For example, they should be encouraged to become active members of their child’s IEP team, attending meetings and providing information on the child’s disability, learning style, accomplishments, strengths, interests, likes, dislikes, etc. The HS/HT coordinator may be able to assist youth and their parents in coming up with specific recommendations regarding additional people to include as members of the IEP team when transition planning begins. By providing youth and their parents with information on employment options, the importance of and options for further education and training, and the services and supports available through the adult services systems and in the community, the HS/HT program coordinator has provided them with the tools they need to be active participants in transition planning. As needed, the HS/HT program coordinator can serve as an important source of information regarding medical, professional, and peer support networks that are available to assist young people as they try to establish their independence and work towards self-sufficiency.
 While HS/HT program coordinators will want to encourage parents to get involved in identifying the annual IEP goals for their children and the ways that their children’s progress towards meeting those goals will be measured, they should also encourage parents to assist their children in pursuing self-determination to the maximum extent possible. Ultimately, the student should be the driving force throughout the transition planning process. The HS/HT program coordinator can point out the benefits of the multiple opportunities for the student to use his/her skills in self-determination, self-advocacy, and informed decision-making within the transition planning process. The HS/HT coordinator can help parents identify the types of information that a young person would need to facilitate his/her ability to make informed decisions, and then encourage them to step back and let the student take the lead in making the decisions that will impact the rest of his/her life. 

The local coordinator in Gainesville, Florida, encourages parents and family members to attend workshops conducted by HS/HT and to participate in IEP meetings, particularly when people have been invited to talk about postsecondary options, financial aid, and scholarship information. The local coordinator is also in contact with parents and guardians throughout the year regarding transition planning. In addition to regular communication by phone and written updates, parents and family members are invited to participate in kick-off events, career counseling sessions, and annual holiday parties. At these events, parents are encouraged to talk about the change that HS/HT has made in their sons’ and daughters’ lives, including how they have improved both academically and in their attitudes towards college and their future careers. In April 2007, this site conducted its first-ever family field trip, held over a weekend so everyone could attend. 

Component 4: Having Information on Programs, Services, Supports, Accommodations, Rights, and Responsibilities 
Some youth with disabilities need to access programs, services, supports, and accommodations that are not found within the school setting (e.g., medical, mental health, independent living, and employment services). HS/HT program coordinators can serve as a valuable source of information on what is available in the community, and can assist youth and their parents as they try to access needed programs, services, supports, and accommodations. 
HS/HT program coordinators can provide young people and their families with critically important knowledge about the rights and responsibilities associated with specific disability programs as outlined in disability-related legislation. Some HS/HT programs provide orientation and/or training programs to help parents understand the educational and related services available to special education students under IDEA, and to familiarize them with a student’s rights and responsibilities under both NCLB and IDEA. Such training usually includes information on, among other things, the standardized assessments called for under NCLB, provisions related to accommodations and alternative assessment for students with disabilities under NCLB, and the mediation and appeals processes spelled out in IDEA. This type of information will enhance the ability of family members to advocate on behalf of their children within the educational system and teach their children how to advocate for themselves. 
As a student moves into the transition years, both the family and the student need to become familiar with the programs and authorizing legislation and governing regulations that apply to programs that are available to assist people with disabilities as they move from entitlement to services in the special education setting to the “eligibility-based” adult services delivery system. For example, HS/HT staff provide youth and their families with information on the services available to all youth through each state’s system of One-Stop Career Centers (see Exhibit 5.2) and on the services and supports offered through state VR agencies to assist individuals with disabilities in securing employment (see Exhibit 5.3). Many program coordinators encourage participating youth and their parents to seek the involvement of VR counselors when IEP meetings are dealing with vocational issues. 
HS/HT program coordinators can also help youth and their family members understand the issues surrounding disability disclosure outside of the secondary school setting and the implications of disclosing one’s disability in different settings, including postsecondary education, employment, and social settings. Since many young people with disabilities enter postsecondary educational settings with no understanding of how to obtain needed accommodations, HS/HT programs commonly include exposure to Disability Support Services in the orientation they provide to postsecondary education. 

The HS/HT program in Columbus, Georgia, uses The 411 on Disability Disclosure, produced by NCWD/Youth in collaboration with ODEP, to help parents and students learn to shift responsibility for disclosure from the parents to the students. Meetings are planned where parents and students are brought in to discuss the students’ future career plans. The discussion looks at the feasibility of accomplishing the students’ vocational goals and the steps that are needed to accomplish those goals. Since some students have no interest in self-disclosure, this group setting is used to discuss the benefits of disclosure, particularly as it applies to maximizing one’s college experiences. This approach, which is used to help graduating seniors explore disability disclosure, has proven to be quite enlightening to all who participate. 

Getting Organized 
There are many things that HS/HT programs can do to assist family members in taking an active role in a young person’s education and transition planning, and to support a young person’s involvement in HS/HT. 

Keep Parents, Family Members, and Caring Adults Informed 

• Conduct an evening session designed specifically to inform parents and family members about the HS/HT curriculum and activities.

• Plan a transition class that will inform parents and family members about the requirements under NCLB and IDEA and the services and supports available through special education, and to help them understand what to expect in the IEP process. 

• Invite parents and family members to a presentation by a Disability Program Navigator where they can learn about the services and supports available in the community and the employment and training programs that can help a young person find and keep a job. 

• Develop/disseminate informational flyers on a variety of topics (e.g., the IEP and other individualized planning tools, rights and responsibilities under disability laws, the steps to applying for postsecondary education, etc.). 

Get Parents, Family Members, and Caring Adults Involved 
• Encourage parents to participate in HS/HT activities by asking them to serve as chaperones, facilitators, presenters, or trainers. 
• Ask parents to provide transportation to HS/HT events. 

• Encourage parents to participate with the student in conferences and workshops being sponsored by HS/HT. 

• Invite parents to serve on the HS/HT board of directors or advisory body. 

• Encourage parents to serve as ambassadors for the program when interacting with other parents in their community. 

• Involve parents and family members in fundraisers and recruitment efforts.

 Ask Parents, Family Members, and Caring Adults to Supplement What You Are Doing 
• Ask parents to keep track of the HS/HT activities in which the student is involved. 

• Ask parents to engage the student in discussions about his/her HS/HT experiences. 

• Ask parents to talk with their sons/daughters about the results of vocational exploration and assessment activities undertaken as part of the HS/HT program. 

• Ask parents to provide the students with information about any jobs they have had; what it took to get those jobs; and what responsibilities were involved in each job. 

• Ask parents to help their children explore options for additional training and education beyond high school, particularly postsecondary education. 

Ask Parents, Family Members, and Caring Adults to Promote High Expectations and Self-Determination 

• Ask parents to undertake activities to foster self-determination and develop decision-making skills by providing information on options and encouraging youth to make their own decisions. 

• Ask parents to encourage their children to increasingly take on responsibilities such as inviting people to participate on their IEP teams, leading their IEP teams, scheduling meetings with service providers and support personnel, and completing their homework assignments without assistance. 

• Ask parents to provide their children with information on options for postsecondary education and employment, and to discuss those options with their sons/daughters to help them identify the pros and cons of each option. The ultimate goal is for the young person to make his/her own decisions based on the information that has been gathered. 

The mother of one of the Tech-Now students in Oklahoma has been extremely involved in the program, including providing snacks for the weekly meetings at the local site at Memorial High School. After attending Tech-Now’s 2006 state competition, this mother realized the significant impact the program was making in her daughter’s life and insisted that her daughter continue in Tech-Now during her senior year. Although this mother and daughter had never considered postsecondary education as a viable option, both are now seriously considering the possibility and the daughter is looking into the programs at Tulsa Tech. 
Supporting Research: Family Involvement 
Demonstrating Commitment to Family Involvement and the Family’s Role in Supporting High Achievement and Post-School Results 
A number of research studies, literature reviews, and program evaluations have linked family involvement and support to positive outcomes for youth with and without disabilities (Henderson & Berla, 1994; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Hughes et al., 1997; James & Partee, 2003; Keith et al., 1998; Kohler, 1996; Sanders, Epstein, & Connors-Tadros, 1999; Shaver & Walls, 1998; Simon, 2001; Yap & Enoki, 1994). These outcomes include improved achievement test results, decreased risk of dropout, improved attendance, improved student behavior, higher grades, greater commitment to schoolwork, and improved attitude toward school. Some studies have found that characteristics of family involvement are correlated with social, racial/ethnic, and economic variables (Catsambis & Garland, 1997; Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; Muller & Kerbow, 1993). Research findings indicate the appropriateness of refraining from broad generalizations with regard to family involvement and its relationship to increased student achievement as such generalizations mask the complexity of the issue. The research literature indicates that student achievement outcomes differ depending on (a) the particular component(s) of family involvement studied, and whether data analyzed were provided by parents or by schools; (b) achievement measure(s) used (e.g., achievement test scores, grades, GPA); (c) cultural or racial/ethnic groups involved; (d) the subject matter (e.g., mathematics, reading, science) being tested; (e) income levels of the parents; and (f) gender of the parents (Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002). 
Although several studies have examined the relationship between family involvement during the K-12 years and student outcomes (Cotton & Wicklund, 1989; Desimone, 1999), the majority have focused on the elementary school setting. With many, if not most, of these studies focusing on younger children, much less is understood about the impact of family involvement on middle and high school students (Balli, Demo, & Wedman, 1998; Brough, 1997; Keith et al., 1993; Rutherford & Billing, 1995; Trivette et al., 1995). Morningstar, Turnbull, and Turnbull (1995) found that secondary students with disabilities themselves reported the need for their families to guide and support them as they planned for the future. 
Research has also found that the benefits of family involvement exceed the mere realm of academics to include enhanced selfconcept and motivation of students (Haynes, Comer, & Hamilton-Lee, 1989; Perla & O’Donnell, 2002). The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 indicated that the following positive outcomes were associated with family involvement: 
• improved student motivation to learn and academic self-confidence (Hoover-Dempsey, et al., 2001); 
• more consistent attendance (Falbo, Lein, & Amador, 2001); 
• improved homework completion and greater time spent on homework (Callahan, Rademacher, & Hildreth, 1998; Cooper, Lindsay, & Nye, 2000); 
• improved academic performance (Keith et al., 1998; Simon, 2001), including achievement on standardized tests (Sui-Chu & Willms, 1996; Thorkildsen & Stein, 1998; Zellman & Waterman, 1998); 
• higher school completion rates (Rumberger, Ghatak, Poulas, Ritter, & Dornbusch, 1990); 
• more clearly defined future plans and educational expectations (Trusty, 1999); and 
• higher rates of postsecondary education enrollment (Eagle, 1989). 

Facilitating Family Involvement 
Numerous programs are continuously developed, implemented, and evaluated to foster increased family involvement in educational issues and facilitate school leaders in identifying practices and policies that encourage parent trust and involvement in the process of schooling (Machen, Wilson, & Notar, 2005; Nistler & Angela, 2000). Components of effective family involvement identified in the literature include: 
• engaging and supporting families in a wide range of activities from preschool through high school (Henderson & Berla, 1994; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; James & Partee, 2003; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Sanders & Epstein, 2000), including facilitating parental presence and voice in educational practices, activities, and policy beginning at the preschool level (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; James & Partee, 2003; Kohler, 1996); 
• collaborative plans based on annual feedback (Kessler-Sklar & Baker, 2000; Mapp, 1997);
• frequent professional development of practitioners on family and student involvement (Boethel, 2003; Furney, & Salembier, 2000; Harry, 2002; Harry, 2002; James & Partee, 6-8 CHAPTER 6 / Family Involvement and Supports EXHIBIT 6.1  2003; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Kohler, 1998; Lamorey, 2002; National PTA, 1997; Rutherford & Billing, 1995); 
• promotion of parental education, advocacy, and leadership that provides clear information on school or program expectations, activities, services, and options for their children (Catsambis, 1998; Hoover-Dempsey, & Sandler, 1997; Kohler, 1996; Leuchovius, Hasazi, & Goldberg, 2001; National PTA, 1997; Perla & O’Donnell, 2002; Phelps & Hanley-Maxwell, 1997); 
• a cultivated level of trust and collaboration via familyschool partnerships (Guy, Goldberg, McDonald, & Flom, 1997); and 
• familial services/enticements (e.g., transportation, child care, and refreshments) to overcome economic and social barriers inhibiting optimal parental participation (Machen, Wilson, & Notar; 2005; Nistler & Angela, 2000). 
Though an abundance of research highlights the general education setting, family involvement is imperative to the academic and professional success of youth with disabilities (Bailey et al., 1998). Secondary students with disabilities report the necessity of family guidance and support in constructing postsecondary education programs (Morningstar, Turnbull & Turnbull, 1995). Yet, literature warns against excessive involvement as a student’s ability to cultivate and hone self advocacy skills may be hindered (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Smith, English, & Vasek, 2002). 
Due to its educational and societal value, family (parental) involvement has been supported by the U.S. Congress and provisions have been formulated to incorporate this support into education laws. The preparation, planning, and implementation phases of the IEP process mandate family involvement and solicit family/guardian input (IDEA, 2004). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), identical to its predecessor the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, outlines family involvement in children’s education as a priority delineated by Title I provisions. Title I states that improved higher achievement of disadvantaged students can be accomplished by “affording parents substantial and meaningful opportunities to participate in the education of their children.” 
Additionally, the public values of choice and excellence have fostered legislation buttressing parental entitlement to school choice in supplemental educational services and academic programs—charter, magnet, private, home schooling, etc.— for their children (NCLB, 2001). 

Strengthening Communication between Youth, Families, and Schools 
The National Standards for Parent/Family Involvement Programs (National PTA, 1997) states that “communication between home and school is regular, two-way and meaningful.” Outreach, communication, and relationships with families have been identified as key ingredients of effective programs and schools (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; James & Partee, 2003; Keith, et al., 1998; Mapp, 1997; Rutherford & Billing, 1995; Sanders, et al., 1999; Yap & Enoki, 1994) and are especially important for students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds (Espinosa, 1995; Martinez & Velazquez, 2000). Effective communication strategies identified in the literature include (a) a variety of communication methods (James & Partee, 2003; National PTA, 1997; Sanders & Harvey, 2000), (b) communication based on individual student and family needs and that includes alternate formats and languages as needed (Brough & Irvin, 2001; Christenson & Sheridan, 2001; Comer & Haynes, 1991; Harry, 2002; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; James & Partee, 2003; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Kohler, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; National Center for the Dissemination of Disability Research, 1999), (c) reports of positive student behavior and achievement (Epstein et al., 1997; National PTA, 1997), and (d) improving the literacy skills of English Language Learners (Boethel, 2003; Espinosa, 1995; Yap & Enoki, 1994). 
The importance of establishing credibility and trust with culturally and racially diverse populations cannot be overemphasized; cultural responsiveness is essential to establishing such confidence (Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; National Center for the Dissemination of Disability Research, 1999). Tailoring training to the cultural traditions of families improves recruitment and outcome effectiveness (Kumpfer & Alvarado, 1995). For example, parents from culturally and racially diverse populations may prefer one-on-one meetings rather than more traditional training formats such as workshops (Minnesota Department of Children, Families & Learning, 1998; National Center for the Dissemination of Disability Research, 1999). Additional strategies may include family-mentoring programs, needs assessment surveys, and working with culturally specific community organizations that have created relationships of trust (Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; National Center on Secondary Education and Transition, 2002). Establishing effective levels of communication between youth, families, and school professionals is critically important in relation to these research findings. 
Embracing Youth and Family Involvement 
Despite recognition of the importance of student and family involvement, families are resources that have been underutilized by transition and vocational rehabilitation professionals (Czerlinsky & Chandler, 1993; DeFur & Taymans, 1995; Marrone, Helm, & Van Gelder, 1997; Salembier & Furney, 1997). Although parents and professionals are working to forge new relationships, there remains a need to build the level of trust and collaboration between them (Guy, Goldberg, McDonald, & Flom, 1997). 
The current system does not make it easy for families to be effective partners in the transition process, even with the new emphasis in NCLB and IDEA on family involvement. Multiple service programs form a confusing, fragmented, and inconsistent system (General Accounting Office, 1995). Parent centers report that families of young adults with disabilities are deeply frustrated by the lack of coordinated, individualized services for high school students and the scarcity of resources, programs, and opportunities for young adults once they graduate (PACER, 2000). 
Recent surveys indicate that families seek information on a variety of issues including helping youth develop self-advocacy skills; balancing standards-based academic instruction with functional life skills training; inclusive education practices at the secondary level; postsecondary options for young adults with developmental and cognitive disabilities; pre-employment experiences and employment options that lead to competitive employment; financial planning; resources available to youth through the workforce investment, vocational rehabilitation, Medicaid, and Social Security systems; better collaboration with community resources; housing options; and interacting with the juvenile justice system (Leuchovius, Hasazi, & Goldberg, 2001). 
A number of studies and program evaluations highlight the importance of actively encouraging family involvement and creating a welcoming school or program climate for families (Boethel, 2003; Brough & Irvin, 2001; Henderson & Mapp, 2002; James & Partee, 2003; Rutherford & Billing, 1995; Simon, 2001;Yap & Enoki, 1994). Strategies for cultivating family involvement include (a) a formal process identifying strengths and needs and connecting families and students to support and assistance (Kohler, 1993; Rutherford & Billing, 1995); (b) meetings that accommodate scheduling, transportation, and other family needs (Henderson & Mapp, 2002; Martinez & Velazquez, 2000; National PTA, 1997); (c) family training on positive family-child relationships (James & Partee, 2003; National PTA, 1997; Simmons, Stevenson, & Strnad, 1993); (d) staff development on welcoming and working collaboratively with families and students (Boethel, 2003; Espinosa, 1995; Kessler-Sklar & Baker, 2000; Kreider, 2002; National PTA, 1997); (e) supports and materials that reflect community diversity (Boethel, 2003; Furney & Salembier, 2000; Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; Martinez & Velazquez, 2000); and (f) referrals to community resources (Henderson & Mapp, 2002). 

Youth, Families, and School Staff as Partners in Policy Development and Decision-Making Strategies for effective partnering of families, educators, and community members include (a) an accessible and understandable decision-making and problem-solving process for partners (National PTA, 1997); (b) dissemination of information about policies, goals, and reforms to families and students (Kohler, 2000; Lopez, 2002; National Center for the Dissemination of Disability Research, 1999); (c) policies that respect diversity (Boethel, 2003; Harry, 2002; Kalyanpur, Harry, & Skrtic, 2000; Lamorey, 2002; National PTA, 1997); (d) adequate training for families on policy, reform, and related issues (James & Partee, 2003; National PTA, 1997); and 
(e) the inclusion of students and families on decision-making, governance, and other program and school committees (Furney & Salembier, 2000; James & Partee, 2003; National PTA, 1997; Sanders et al., 1999). 
Further, meaningful family involvement and participation must expand beyond the individual student level. Student and family involvement are important in making service systems and professionals aware of the young person’s needs (Gloss, Reiss, & Hackett, 2000). Family members can be fully included in the research process (Turnbull, Friesen, & Ramirez, 1998) and at all levels of policy and service delivery planning. Involving family members in the development and evaluation of federal, state, and local policies and practices helps assure that the services and supports available to youth with disabilities are of the highest quality (Federal Interagency Coordinating Council, 2000). In addition, research indicates that family participation and leadership in transition planning practices enhances the implementation of transition policy (President’s Commission on Excellence in Special Education, 2002). In order for family members to expand participation beyond their own child, they must have opportunities to increase their own knowledge and develop leadership skills. 
Online Resources to Promote Parental Involvement in Transition Planning 
Below you will find a sampling of the many online resources that family members can use to find information on transition planning for youth with disabilities. 

“Employment 101,” a product of the National Dissemination Center on Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), provides a wealth of information about jobs and “getting employed.” Visit <www.nichcy.org/enews/foundations/employment101.asp>. 

“Fanning the Flame,” a product of the National Dissemination Center on Children with Disabilities (NICHCY), can help parents fan the flame of individuality, interest, and talent in their child. Accompanying workbooks are designed for students and for the many folks who support them in this quest. Visit <www.nichcy.org/stuguid.asp>. 

“IEP & Transition Planning” is sponsored by the National Center on Secondary Education and Transition and the Institute on Community Integration at the University of Minnesota. It provides information on strategies to support students, families and professionals to participate in developing a student’s IEP and transition plan. Visit <http://www.ncset.org/topics/ieptransition/ default.asp?topic=28>.

 “Measuring Transition Success: Focus on Youth & Family Participation,” a brief produced by the PACER Center in collaboration with the National Post-School Outcomes Center (NPSO), describes the importance of engaging families, youth, disability advocates, and parent centers in the design of state post-school data collection systems. Visit <http://psocenter.org/Docs/PacerParentBrief.pdf>. 

“PACER Center (Parent Advocacy Coalition for Educational Rights)” was created by parents of children and youth with disabilities to help other parents and families facing similar challenges. The mission of the Center is to expand opportunities and enhance the quality of life of children and youth with disabilities and their families, based on the concept of parents helping parents. The Center houses a number of projects including the FAPE (the Families and Advocates Partnership for Education) Project that provides information on IDEA for families and advocates with the goal of improving education outcomes for youth with disabilities, and the TATRA (Technical Assistance on Transition and the Rehabilitation Act) Project that provides training, information and materials to inform families of youth with disabilities about transition, independent living, and vocational rehabilitation services. For more information, visit <http://www.pacer.org/>. 

“Parent Briefs on Transition,” produced by the National Center on Secondary Education and Transition (NCSET), offer an entire transition series for parents. Explore topics such as “Age of Majority: Preparing Your Child for Making Good Choices,” “Preparing for Employment: On the Home Front,” and several issues on Supplemental Security Income (SSI). Visit <www.ncset.org/publications/default.asp#parent>. 

“Parental Roles and Active Lifestyles for Youth with Disabilities” is a fact sheet produced by the National Center on Physical Activity and Disabilities (NCPAD). Visit <http://www.ncpad.org/wellness/fact_sheet.php?sheet=450&vie w=all&print=yes>. 

“Parenting Postsecondary Students with Disabilities,” a guide from the HEATH Resource Center, a clearinghouse on postsecondary education for individuals with disabilities, discusses how parents can become mentors and advocates, and guide their young adult’s needs. Visit <www.heath.gwu.edu/PDFs/ Parenting1.pdf>. 

“Supported Employment and the Adult Service System,” sponsored by the Employment Training Program at the University of Washington (ETP), briefly summarizes ETP’s 20 years of experience working with adults with developmental disabilities who benefit from supported employment. Visit <http://depts.washington.edu/~transctr/ETP.html>. 

“SchwabLearning” is a website dedicated to understanding the challenges of raising a child with a learning disability. It provides reliable parent-friendly information from experts and parents. Topics addressed include, “Components of Effective Reading Instruction,” “Finding a Good Reading Tutor,” “Technology that Supports Learning,” “Working with the School,” “IEP & 504 Plans,” “Preparing for Life After High School,” and lots more. Visit <http://schwablearning.org/>. 

“Transition Toolbox,” sponsored by New York’s Vocational and Educational Services for People with Disabilities’ Special Education Division, provides tools and resources such as checklists, how-to guides, helpful hints, and brochures, to assist students, families, schools, and community agencies in developing and implementing effective transition planning and services. These tools, frequently developed by local schools, community agencies, and families in collaboration with the Transition Coordination Sites are among the favorites when preparing youth with disabilities to live, learn, and earn in the community as adults. Visit <http://www.vesid.nysed.gov/specialed/ transition/toolbox/home.html>. 

“To Work or Not to Work,” a fact sheet from the Virginia Commonwealth University RRTC on Workplace Supports and Job Retention, addresses frequently asked questions by individuals with disabilities and their family members as they begin to think about going to work in their local communities. It provides answers to dispel the concerns parents have about their youth entering the workforce. Visit <www.worksupport.com/ resources/viewContent.cfm/501>. 

“You Have Homework” is a Wrightslaw information page that includes a section, “Doing Your Homework: Making the Transition from School to Work,” that provides information for parents about transition planning in the IEP process. It discusses NCLB and links to related information. Visit <www.ncset.org/publications/viewdesc.asp?id=1432>.

 “Want Your Near-Adult to Be An Active Player in Planning His or Her Own Life?” is another example of NICHCY’s guides on the IEP process. There is one for students and one for parents and professionals. Visit <www.nichcy.org/stuguid.asp> and <http://www.nichcy.org/parents.asp>. 
