MOVING ON TO HIGH SCHOOL. A Tip sheet FOR PARENTS OF CHILDREN on individualized education plans

F

amilies get some of their best ideas,
information, and insights from talking to
other families. Everything from the best

durable equipment supplier, to the best place to get

The transition from 8th grade to high school is a very important one.
Make sure that people who will be part of your teenager's high school
experience are present at the 8th grade IEP meeting. Also include other
important people in your adolescent's life.
N

socks that fit under leg braces, to which dentists
are the best with our kids—they all get passed on by
word of mouth.
Time spent in school is probably the single greatest

Make sure that your adolescent attends IEP meetings. It's not just
the law—it's also important that they be part of planning their own
learning and life goals.

N

Encourage your teenager to bring a friend to this and future IEP
meetings. This will help them feel supported, and another student
can share inside information about the school and its courses that
even teachers may not know.

So it only makes sense to make sure our sons and
have even been studies looking at which approaches
result in the best school experience for students
with disabilities. Even though families don't have
much influence over how general education and
special education courses are structured in schools,
there are things that families can do to make the

Become familiar with your teenager's high school and staff before school
starts. Take time to arrange an appointment and go in to the school.
N

most of what their schools have to offer.
This tip sheet is based on the experiences of
students with disabilities in public schools age
14-17, and their families. All the students had
Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), and all were
moving on from the middle school grades to high
school (9th grade).
Using these Tips: You may find many of
these tips apply to students in settings
other than public schools. While we have
assigned steps to certain stages in the
transition process, we recommend you
read through all the tips and decide what
makes the most sense for your family.

A member of the high school's special education staff should be
present at the 8th grade transition meeting. Make sure your IEP
team leader invites a high school staff person. Having a chance to
meet and get to know each other outside of the commotion of high
school's hectic first days is a big help.

N

feature of our children's lives, at least until age 22.
daughters get what they need from school. There

Throughout the High School Years...

N

Many principals are not familiar with students with special education
needs. If you introduce yourself and your teenager, the principal
will become more aware. Talk to the principal about what your teen
needs and what you can expect from the school.
Find out who will be your initial contact person at the school and
meet them. This contact person might need to change once your
teenager is at the school and their course of study and related
supports are better defined.

Take high school course selection very seriously. State and federal laws require that students’
course planning relate to their long-term plans starting at age 14. Course selection should match
the vision that the student with their family’s input have for the future (post-secondary education,
training, employment). A vision statement should be part of the IEP.
N

Students need to explore their interests well before graduation!

N

Schools offer multiple versions of most academic classes. Be sure that the course selected
for your teenager is going to be what they need. For example, will the English class selected
prepare students for any state assessment tests? Also be aware of course requirements for
high school graduation and post-secondary programs.

N

Request that a guidance counselor be involved in the course selection process.

N

Don't forget the role that electives, internships, community service programs, and vocational
programs can play to support the vision for your student.

Find ways to ensure that your teenager gets included in all the high school has to offer. For
example, if your teenager is in classes with only special education students, talk with his
educational team about making sure there is time in his schedule for inclusive activities. These
could include lunchtime, gym, electives, clubs and other extracurricular programs.
N

Think about the accommodations and/or assistive technology your teenager needs for the
courses selected. This might include books on tape, extended time for tests, or computer
devices, among other possibilities.

Learn about person-centered planning and make it happen at your teen's school. Person-centered
planning is a very powerful process, and the work it takes to make it happen is well worth it.

N RESOURCES

When High School Is Just Beginning...
Attend orientation meetings and open houses at school; they are not
just for “regular” education parents. This is how you learn about new
programs, new teams, and any other opportunities that can help, such as
community service, vocational programs, and electives.
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H
N

N

Course Selection

Schools are always making changes and adjustments to their
programs, structure, and courses. As a parent, you need to be upto-date about any changes because they might include some good
new choices for your adolescent.

OOL

MOVING ON

Before High School Starts...

Whole Life Planning for People with Disabilities. Manual and video, $109 for set. Available from TRN Inc.,
www.trninc.com, 1-866-823-9800. A useful reference for implementing a person-centered planning approach to
assist young adults in making the transition from school to adult life. Key aspects emphasize the involvement of
family, friends, and community members, with the student driving the process. The video illustrates whole life
planning in action by depicting key aspects of the process and the experiences of three students.
Starting with Me: A Guide to Person-Centered Planning for Job Seekers. Tools for Inclusion, Vol. 10 No. 1, July
2002. Available from the Institute for Community Inclusion, www.communityinclusion.org, 617-287-4300. This brief
reviews a three-stage career development process to help individuals with disabilities make satisfying job choices.
Websites on Person-Centered Planning: http://ici2.umn.edu/pcplanning/info/sites.html

Throughout the High School Years...

N Communication
Request a meeting at the end of each school year to focus on
accommodations or other elements that will be needed next year.
N

At this meeting, decide who will be the best person
for you to keep in touch with so you can be sure your
teenager is getting the accommodations, services, and
supports she needs. It might be a special educator,
guidance counselor, or even a teacher.

Ask to meet again at the beginning of the year to see how
things are going. You want to make sure from the get-go that
arrangements fall into place.

N

Stay in regular touch with your contact person, even setting
up a schedule (for example, the first Monday of every month
at 9 a.m. by phone). Email and voicemail are other ways to
stay in touch.

N

Work with your contact person to set up planning times
when you will be able to meet with individual teachers as
needed. If there is any sign that your teen is not doing well
(for example, struggling with homework), do go in and meet
with the teacher.

Don't wait for progress reports and teacher conferences to find out
how things are going. Take the initiative to check in with teachers.
N

Thanks to Maria Paiewonsky and Kathy Moriarty
for their help with this material.

The more high school staff working with your teen who
attend these meetings, the better because it will give more
people a chance to understand your teenager's needs. At
a minimum, an education team liasion and special educator
should meet with you and your teenager.
d

N

Moving on to High School: A Tip Sheet for Parents of Children on
Individualized Education Plans is a publication of the Institute
for Community Inclusion (ICI), written by Linda Freeman.

If there are problems, waiting until later in the term will only
make it more challenging to make changes or adjustments.
It's better to turn the situation around earlier rather than later.

Remember, good teachers want more parent involvement and
encourage families to come in to the school to meet.
N

Don't let yourself get "out of the loop."

N

Stay up-to-date about opportunities at the school,
remembering that they can change from year to year. This
includes accommodations, school-to-career programs, and
service-learning.
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According to The National Longitudinal
Transition Study (1988-1993) commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP), the national dropout rate
for students with disabilities is 32%, and
fewer than 17% of these students enter
formal post-secondary training upon
completion of their high school programs. These types of statistics have
prompted local, state, and federal governments to enact laws regarding transition for students with disabilities.

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(PL 101-476), IDEA, is a federal law that
contains specific language about transition. It
states that the Individualized Education Plan
(IEP) address needed transition services for
students with disabilities no later than age 16
and, if appropriate for an individual student,
beginning at age 14 or younger. The outcomes
for transition must be documented in a transition
plan that accompanies a student’s IEP. Transition planning requires that the school district
must:
• Invite the student and family to the team
meeting
• Consider student’s needs preferences, and
interests
• Include future oriented outcomes, goals and
objectives in instruction, community experiences, employment and post-school adult
living
• Invite the liaison from the appropriate
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human service agency if applicable
• Describe interagency responsibilities or
linkages before the student leaves the school
setting.
Transition from school to adult life is an exciting
time filled with many hopes and dreams. It is also
a time of uncertainty and sometimes turmoil. All
students must think about where they want to live,
whether they want to work or go to school, and
what to do for fun. These decisions are hard for
all students, but they can be especially difficult for
students with disabilities. Often, students have
not had practice making decisions, trying new
things, or independently seeking support and
assistance. Students should be encouraged to take
the lead in a transition process that will enable
them to develop decision-making and problem
solving skills they will need to succeed in life.
The types of planning required is good practice for
all students leaving high school as they prepare for
the work force and become a part of the community.
Transition involves, among other things, the kind
of work a person does, where and with whom one
lives, what one does during leisure time and the
type of learning, training, and experiences one
may need or want.
Schools are responsible for providing a wide
range of coordinated activities that lead to employment, community living, and post-secondary
education outcomes. When appropriate, transition
planning documents can include the acquisition of
daily living skills and a functional vocational
evaluation. Transition planning is a cooperative
process which involves student choice, parent

Students must be encouraged from a very early
age to explore ideas and take chances. Their
decisions must be supported by families, friends,
teachers, and others to assist them in realizing
their dreams.

involvement, informal supports and use of
community resources, as well as more formal
procedures and interagency collaboration.
Recent trends on both state and national levels
encourage this kind of of integrated, cooperative
approach.

The following vignettes illustrate some the many
choices and possibilities that exist for life after
high school:

Linking initiatives can reallocate resources,
create forums for sharing a broad range of
expertise, assist in bridging the gap between
regular and special education and ultimately
result in mobilizing the entire community to
build the capacity of the local school to address
the transition needs of all students. Initiatives
related to the overall improvement of education
include school reform, School to Work Opportunities Act, Goals 2000, family and school partnerships, school and business partnerships, and
the development of inclusive schools.

For Lakeesha, getting accepted into a postsecondary school, attending classes, making new
friends and living in a dorm is her dream. In
addition, she would like to pursue a career in
fashion design, live in her own apartment and
take regular vacations. These are the outcomes
of her successful transition. To realize these
dreams, Lakeesha must make sure her grades are
good; investigate and apply to colleges offering
programs in design; learn the skills to live on her
own, and find supports to make accommodations
that she may need.

Defining Transition

Juan dreams about leaving school and getting an
office job that pays well enough to share an
apartment with a friend, go to baseball games,
shop, and go to clubs most Saturday nights. He
hopes to meet a future wife with whom he can
share his life and begin a family.

Transition is an outcome-oriented process that
involves the collaboration of many individuals
and results in the student taking control of his/
her own life. Outcomes include having a place
to live, friends with whom to hang out, a lover, a
job, community involvement and a means to
financially support oneself.

Fiona’s outcomes of successful transition include living in an apartment with one or two
housemates of her choosing, arranging for
personal care assistance, working part-time with
some supports, Friday night movies and many
evenings spent going out and dining with good
friends.

Transition means different things to different
people. Students who are interested in college
have to make plans to leave home, learn a new
set of school “rules” and norms, often have to
deal with being away from home for the first
time, etc. Students who choose to work after
school must decide where satisfying jobs exist,
think about whether or not to live at home,
decide if the job can pay the bills if one chooses
to live on one’s own...there are many new
decisions to make. Students may choose other
options like volunteer work, travel, or other nonwork related options. Making these choices will
impact financial situations and perhaps one’s
living arrangements.

David would enjoy living with with a family in a
foster home, where family members assist him in
coordinating his medical needs (assistance with
eating, monitoring gastrointestinal tubes, administering medications intravenously). He wants to
participate in family activities like camping,
boating, and fishing. David also loves weekend
trips with friends and family members to pick up
bargains at yard sales in their area. David’s van,
2

which is equipped with a lift and a ramp, is large
enough to pick up most of the items found on
their travels.

Outcomes of Transition
Planning
The following outcome areas highlight issues
and areas of concern when planning for transition.

These examples seem quite ordinary, but may
take years of thinking, talking, and planning to
be realized. To begin to accomplish these goals,
students and their support teams must look at
both non-traditional as well as traditional resources in a community. Very often, it is the
community-based, generic programs that provide
the best information and assistance in achieving
community outcomes. To rely solely on adult
human services agencies who often maintain a
“slot mentality” is often a dead end and may
result in less than inclusive outcomes. Successful transition means that the outcomes for the
student with the disability are the least restrictive, most community inclusive situation based
on the student’s own dreams and choices. Successful transition is not entering a work program
and a living situation where there is a spot
available that the student has not chosen, seen or
is interested in.

Housing
Finding a place to live is a very important and
often one of the most difficult outcomes in
transition planning. There are very few living
arrangements that are accessible for people with
disabilities and that are integrated into the
community. In addition, there is a general lack
of affordable housing and individualized supported housing options. It is necessary to become familiar with the various kinds of housing
that exist and with the supports that are available. Resources in the community of choice
must be considered as well. Proximity to work,
recreation and shopping facilities all play a part
in deciding where individuals choose to live.
Often, individuals are concerned about the cost
of living in independent housing due to un- or
under-employment. (But, living in more independent situations can increase social security
benefits because the amount of the benefit is
partially based on an individual’s living situation. In addition, an individual may become
eligible for benefits like food stamps, fuel assistance, lower electric rates and a discounted
phone bill.)—is this true??

What Is “Good Transition?”
It is difficult to define what “good” transition
planning will look like for schools. It will vary
from each district based on the needs and individual makeup of the schools in that area. What
is most important is that transition planning and
information about transition become integral
parts of schools’ general information for all
educators. Like any new program or requirement in a school, making sure that someone from
the school take responsibility for disseminating
information and educating the school community
is essential. To facilitate change, it is important
that administrators, including principals, department heads and superintendents, send the message that transition planning and documentation
become routine in their school communities.

Supported living may be another approach an
individual may wish to pursue. A person can
request services that are sensitive to individual
preferences from agencies who provide living
services, or be eligible for vouchers that will
enable the purchase of the needed services and
supports.
Employment
In order to prepare for the world of work, students must develop skills before they leave
school. These skills include: resume writing,
interviewing, how to dress for work and interviews, physical stamina, promptness, problem
3

solving, personal hygiene, following directions,
accepting criticism, completing tasks in a timely
fashion, working cooperatively and independently, developing social relationships and
understanding how job accommodations can
assist them. This is a large list of skills to master,
however, the better a student is at these individual
areas, the more employable she/he can be. Students can get involved in high school in schoolbased work programs, talk to guidance counselors
about career exploration, or secure paid work
experiences like afterschool jobs in order to begin
to prepare for the world of work and begin to
make choices based on these experiences.

provide accommodations to students with disabilities when the accommodations are requested
and documented. Students must know which
academic tasks are difficult and then ask for
assistance.
Community Living
Living in and participating in one’s community
is an important part of adult life. Individuals
with disabilities must realize that they have the
same rights and responsibilities as do all law
abiding citizens. Participation in the community
can take many forms. Voting, helping out a
neighbor, participating in a town sports league,
and shopping are but a few activities we take for
granted in our community. It is necessary that
students leaving high school become aware of
the activities available in their community of
choice and seek out the places/activities that
interest them. Since the passage of the ADA, all
options that are available to individuals without
disabilities are available to individuals with
disabilities. One need not consider only the
“special” activities, but rather consider the array
of available community options.

Post-Secondary Education
Since the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), many colleges and universities
have developed programs, supports and/or special
services for students with disabilities. Services
offered vary among schools. Some colleges
recruit individuals with disabilities or with specific kinds of disabilities. Supports for students
with cognitive disabilities are generally more
difficult to find. Students must be able to advocate for the accommodations that they need. It is
up to the student to know what accommodation is
needed and make it known to the administration
and/or individual instructors. Students must learn
their rights and responsibilities under the different laws, such as the ADA, Section 504 of the
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973, before
they leave high school and begin college.

It is ideal for someone or a group of people from
a school to become “information brokers” to the
school community about transition and planning
for life after high school for students with disabilities — brokering between students and
schools; families and schools; and schools and
the adult service community.

Gathering information that is pertinent to college
prior to leaving high school is a great help in the
admissions process and while in school. In a
student’s personal file, there may be information
that verifies a disability, which is what most
schools require prior to providing accommodations. Other items in a personal file might be a
student’s most recent IEP, a doctor’s letter verifying disability, school transcripts, portfolio of
previous work, transition plans, learning style
inventory and immunization records. Post secondary institutions are only legally obligated to

Some schools are communicating the importance
of transition planning in school. There is not one
approach that dictates how transition planning
information should be disseminated throughout
the school community. Each school has unique
characteristics and the person(s) responsible for
sharing the information must adapt to their
schools’ own needs.
Although transition planning is mandated by
federal law for students with disabilities, this
kind of planning makes sense for all students.
The more that the whole school takes on the
4

issues of transition planning for all students, the
better likelihood that good transition planning
will occur for students with disabilities.

IEP is now. Different schools have interpreted
this responsibility in different ways:
One school put together a manual — a how-to
guide for transition planning in an attempt to
institutionalize various policies and procedures
regarding transition planning in the school. This
guide was incorporated into the school’s policy
manual that is disseminated to the entire school
community.

Schools must be sure that there is a place where
students can get information about transition
planning, where they can learn about their rights
and responsibiltiies and feel empowered to make
their own decisions about what they want to do
as they prepare for the adult world. Schools
must try to disseminate information — schedule
information sessions for students and families in
order to help them understand the transition
process. Someone from the school who may
have contact with outside adult service agencies
and know who to call with specific questions is
also important. People in the business community who can be available for students as they
begin to make linkages in the local community
for jobs, places to live and other community
activities is helpful for students as well. Having
parents and students who are knowledgeable
about transition lends the “consumer voice” to
the issue — parents talking to other parents,
students with other students.

Another school linked transition planning into
an already existing committee that deals with
the School to Work Opportunities Act. The
kinds of linkages they make in the work world
for the “non-disabled” students can also assist
students with disabilities in finding work in the
community. The more integrated transition
planning is into larger school initiatives, the
better likelihood of it continuing .
All students require assistance and support when
leaving high school. By linking all students into
transition planning processes, more students can
access resources. School wide activities to keep
students, parents, and teachers informed is
crucial. Again, committment on the part of a
school’s principal and other school personnel
will also sustain transition planning as a viable
resource in a school.

Outreach
It is important that a school conduct outreach to
as many people as possible, especially students.
The more information students have, the more
they are encouraged to attend their IEP and
transition planning meetings, and the more they
are encouraged to speak up for their choices and
preferences will they become active participants
in deciding their futures. They must feel comfortable to articulate their dreams and vision.
Students who are empowered and feel good
about themselves will, in turn, become citizens
who can advocate for themselves and become
responsible adults after high school. A school
must look at the students they serve and determine what kinds of outreach will work best to
reach the largest population of the student body.

Students, parents, and teachers must know who
and where to go for information. They must be
aware of the adult service agencies in their local
areas, and at the least, know who to call when
they do not have the information they or someone else may need. Transition planning documentation requires that there be linkages to
appropriate adult service agencies in order to
assist the student in reaching their goals and
vision. Networking to find resources (on local
and regional levels if necessary) that consumers
need is important in order to get good transition
outcomes.

How will the topic of transition and transition
planning sustain itself? One answer is that it
must become as integral to the IEP process as the
5

(PCA), and enjoys “hanging out” in local restaurants and shops in his town. He lives with a
friend and a PCA in an apartment near the high
school. Chris considers his planning process as
very successful — he received a great deal of
support from his high school teachers and his
caseworker from DMR, who knew about Chris
and some of his needs prior to Chris’ graduation
from high school when Chris was 21.

Success Stories
Jim, a 17 year old boy with Tourette’s Syndrome, is on his way to plan for life after high
school. Jim has attended his education planning
meetings for the last 2 years and is an active
participant in writing his transition plan. At his
last meeting, Jim stressed that he would really
like to live out of his home after he graduates
from high school. Currently, Jim has chosen to
work at a pet store, where he is exploring
whether he wants to pursue a career working
with animals. He realizes that he will probably
have to make more money if he wants to live out
of his parents’ home, and will begin to explore
creating a budget and learn about banking and
money management in school. He will enroll in
an accounting class in school, both for money
management and career possibilities. He intends
on graduating at next year when he’s 18.
Chris is a 25 year old man who works as a
custodian at a local high school. Chris has a
significant seizure disorder and is labeled as
mentally retarded. He is a client of the Department of Mental Retardation. His transition plan
is a success because many people, including
Chris, participated in his planning process. Chris
was involved in a process called “person centered planning” where he gathered a group of
family and friends and he explored many areas
of his life, such as his living situation, his work
situation and the kinds of community experiences he wanted to have. Chris was mainly
intererested in making money and didn’t care a
lot aout what he did for a living, as long as he
made at least $100.00 a week. He found the
custodian job where he works four days a week,
7 hours a day. He needed a job coach for the first
6 months of the job, but was gradually faded
until apoint where he can now work independently. He spends other time during the week
doing activities like banking and shopping. A
worker from a local community agency coordinates his work schedule and serves as liason
between the job and Chris. Chris has an active
social life, he plays softball in the summer in a
men’s league, with his personal care attendant
6
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Housing Checklist
❐ Do you want to live alone or with other
people?
❐ Do you want to live close to family?
friends?
❐ What kind of housing do you want?
(unit in apartment complex; multi- /
single family home; etc.)
❐ How will you pay for housing?
❐ Do you need financial assistance to live
where you choose?
❐ Do you need accessible parking?
❐ Do you want to live near work? school?
❐ Where will you shop, do laundry, socialize?
❐ Do you want to live in a rural, urban or
suburban setting?
❐ What kinds of support will you need to
live in youer place of choice?(person
care assistant, financial, modification to
dweeling?)
❐ Will your living situation need any
accommodations on the inside or outside?

Employment Checklist
❐ What are your interests?
❐ What kinds of work/activities do you enjoy?
❐ What are your skills?
❐ How much money do you need to earn to
support your lifestyle?
❐ Where do you want to work?
❐ Where is work located in relation to transportation and where you live?
❐ Do you need further education and training?
❐ How many hours are you willing to work?
❐ What does the job pay?
❐ Does the job have benefits?
❐ Will having a job affect social security benefits?
❐ Will the job provide flexiibility for ongoing
medical needs?
❐ How flexible are the hours?
❐ Does the job fit your work style? (noisy, quiet,
casual, formal)
❐ Is the job challeging enough?
❐ Is there room for advancement?
❐ What kind of supervision is needed?
❐ Does the job offer any staff development
opportunities?
❐ Do you have any physical requirements?
(need to sit for periods of time, etc..)

Below are 4 checklists that can help students prioritize and think about what they want to do with their lives after high school.
These questions may be a starting point for students as they begin to think about what is important to them and how they can
make informed choices about their future.

?Have You Thought About...?

Community Living And
Recreation/Leisure Checklist
❐ What kind of social situations do you
prefer?) large groups, small groups, one
to one, nightclubs, sports)
❐ Do you enjoy certain activities more
than others?
❐ What type of budget do you have?
❐ If there were no financial restrictions,
what would you choose to do?
❐ Have you tried a wide array of activities
such as organized groups(aerobics/
drama class), informal groups(going to
the mall with friends), inpendent activities (music lesson, gardening...)
❐ Do you need accommodations, or
specialized equipment?
❐ Do you need assistance in registering
for certain activities?
❐ Do you know where to register to vote?
❐ Are you able to vote independently?
❐ Will you need assistance to vote?
❐ Do you know where your polling place
is?
Massachusetts Transition Initiative
❐ Is there someone to explain issues to
In Massachusetts and in 36 states across the country, schools are participating in
you when they are not clear?
federally funded grants aimed at assisting schools in getting information and
❐ Do you know where local stores are for
learning about transition planning. In this state, the Massachusetts Transition
food and clothing?
Initiative (MTI), conducts training and technical assistance to schools on topics
❐ Do you know where public transportarelated to transition such as relevant laws, forming effective committees, person
tion is if you need it?
centered planning, data collection, linking with adult service agencies, resource
❐ How do you prefer to meet people?
gathering and how to fill out the Statement of Needed Transition Services that
(recreation activities, work, being introaccompany the Individualized Education Plan (IEP). This is sponsored by the
duced, want ads in the newspaper)
MA Department of Education in conjunction with the Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission and the Institute for Community Inclusion.

Post-Secondary Education Checklist
❐ What kind of college/university do you want to
attend?
❐ Do you need an admission test? (SAT, ACT)
❐ Are there other requirements for admission?
interviews, GPA)
❐ Do you have alternative admissions policies for
students with disabilities?
❐ How will you pay for tuition?
❐ Do you want to live on campus?
❐ What kind of assistance do you need to meet
college requirements?(reading, note taking, getting to & from classes, personal care, recreation)
❐ Will you be able to complete college work in given
amount of time?
❐ Are there support groups/services available for
students with disabilities throughout the duration
of college?
❐ Does the school have tutoring services? is tutoring available?
❐ Are note takers available?
❐ What special equipment is available?

The Massachusetts Transition Initiative (MTI) is
a five year systems change grant in conjunction
with the Department of Education (DOE) and the
Massachusetts Rehabilitation Commission
(MRC). Other participating agencies include the
Department of Employment and Training, the
Federation for Children with Special Needs, the
Service Delivery Areas of the JTPA and the
Institute for Community Inclusion. The purpose
of the grant is to assist school districts, students,
families, adult service agencies, and communitybased providers to develop strategies that support youth with disabilities as they move from
school to meaningful outcomes in adult life. The
MTI provides training and technical assistance to
schools across Massachusetts on issues of
transition including person centered planning,
student empowerment, organizing local transition planning committees, finding and sharing
resources and facilitating linkages on local and
regional levels for schools and human service
agencies.

The MA Rehab
Commission
(MRC) can provide information on adult service agencies and
how to best contact certain area offices for
information. All agencies in the state are receiving training and information about transition in
the hopes of anticipating consumer concerns and
questions.
The Federation for Children with special needs is
an advocacy organization who can assist students, their parents and others with information
on advocacy, the laws and other issues related to
transition.
Community colleges throughout the state have
disability services there to assist students with
disabilities get the supports and services they
need to be successful in post secondary school.
They can help with information on figuring out
what students need before they go to school.
Other state and local agencies can give help and
information:
The Department of Employment and Training
(DET)
The Department of Mental Health (DMH)
The Department of Mental Retardation (DMR)
MA Commission for the Blind (MCB)
MA Commission for the Deaf and Hard of
Hearing (MCDHH)
.

Resources
Various state and local agencies in Massachusetts can be resources for transition related issues
and transition planning. The MA Department of
Education provides information on how schools
can participate in the grant and information on
the new IEP and its accompanying document,
The Statement of Needed Transition Services.
Staff from the DOE conduct trainings and
information sessions in these areas throughout
the state.
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Abs tra c t:
Socia l Role Va lor isa t ion or SRV is a t h eor y t h a t t h e m a jor it y of people h a ve n ot
en cou n t er ed. Mich a el Ken dr ick obser ves t h a t t h ose wh o h a ve been for t u n a t e en ou gh t o
im m er se t h em selves in SRV fin d it ver y h elpfu l in a ssist in g people wit h disa bilit y t o h a ve
a good life a n d descr ibes som e of t h e pot en t ia lly posit ive im pa ct s.
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The t heory of Socia l Role Va lorisa t ion (SRV) is not one t ha t fa m ilies a nd m ost ordina ry
cit izens will ha ve com e a cross, quit e a pa rt from seeing it s usefulness a nd a pplying it . In
fa ct , even a m a jorit y of professiona ls in t he sect or m a y ha ve only hea rd a bout it a nd m a y
t hem selves la ck a ny m ea ningful com prehension of or com pet ence wit h it . However, t hose
t ha t ha ve ha d t he good fort une t o ha ve been a ble t o im m erse t hem selves in it , t ypica lly
find it t o be hugely helpful t o t heir effort s in rega rd t o a ssist ing people wit h disa bilit y t o
crea t e a nd obt a in a good life for t hem selves. In t he int erest s of helping curious people ga in
t he beginnings of a n a pprecia t ion for wha t SRV ca n do t o help w it h ‘life building’, a series
of brief descript ions of t he wa ys t ha t SRV t heory ca n help people m a ke progress a re
offered. Ea ch of t hese dra ws upon specific elem ent s of t he t heory of SRV a nd illust ra t es
how it ca n help im pa ct on ‘life-m a king’ in pra ct ica l wa ys. Nonet heless, wha t is offered here
is a descript ion of it s pot ent ia lly posit ive im pa ct s, not a descript ion of t he t heory it self.
Th e Im p ortan c e Of Ac qu irin g An d B e in g S u p p orte d In Valu e d S oc ial Role s
The world is full of experiences, opport unit ies a n d possibilit ies t ha t , if t hey a re properly
t a pped int o, ca n m ea n t ha t a person get s t o enjoy life m ore richly a nd t o fulfil t heir grea t er
pot ent ia l. However, if t hey ca nnot get t o t hese experiences, t hen a ll of t his will be lost . The
m ea ns t o get t o t hese life giving experiences a nd opport unit ies a re va lued socia l roles.
Roles a re t he vehicle t hrough which a person get s t o be pa rt of com m unit y life a nd enjoy
wha t com m unit y life m ight offer. These roles ca n include, for exa m ple, friend, neighbour,
club m em ber, em ployee, sport s fa n, a dvent urer, a t hlet e, rela t ive, com pa nion, t ra vel m a t e
a nd so on. These roles a re usua lly not a va ila ble, or in ext rem ely short supply, in
segrega t ed set t ings for people who ha ve disa bilit y. Consequent ly, a person who is
segrega t ed will never ha ve t he ext ent of life opport unit ies t ha t one who is out a nd a bout in
t he la rger com m unit y will ha ve. Such roles ca n be consciously crea t ed for a given person
even if t hey do not exist a t present , a s long a s t here a re people who a re support ive of t his
ha ppening. The m ore one ha s a diversit y of va lued socia l roles, t he m ore of life t hey ca n
t a st e, em bra ce a nd reject depending upon whet her t hese experiences a re t o t heir liking.
B e in g Gran te d Fu ll Hu m an ity An d P e rson h ood
One of t he wa ys t ha t people wit h disa bilit y get chea t ed out of a good life is t ha t we a ct a s if
t hey do not deserve nor wa nt as full a life a s t heir non -disa bled peers. Though we m a y be
una wa re of it , we ext inguish count less life possibilit ies for people when we set our
expect a t ions for t hem t oo low beca use t his conveys a nd confirm s t he m essa ge t ha t ‘less
t ha n’ will ha ve t o do for t hem beca use, a ft er a ll, t hey ha ve a disa bilit y a nd t he bot t om line
is t ha t t hey should set t le for less. This const it ut es a profound a nd da m a ging m ist a ke
beca use it crushes a person’s life a nd possibilit ies. On t he ot her ha nd, if one st a rt s from t he
a ssum pt ion t ha t , irrespect ive of t he person ha ving disa bilit y, t his person is a s fully
hum a n…. in a ll wa ys….. a s a nyone a live t oda y, t hen we ca n properly a ppreci a t e a ll of t he
hope a nd possibilit y t ha t com es when t he fullest pot ent ia l of a ll of life a wa it s t o be t a st ed.
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It is im port a nt t o not forget t ha t being fully a person is a grea t gift , beca use it m ea ns t ha t
it is a lwa ys possible t o conceiva bly enjoy a nd a ppr ecia t e a ny a spect of life providing t ha t
t he a ppropria t e support t o do so is present . Ta king up t his view, t ha t a person wit h
disa bilit y is fully ca pa ble of enjoying a ny a spect of life t ha t suit s t hem , is m uch bet t er t ha n
t o t a ke t he opposit e view t ha t t hey should give up on life a nd set t le for less. One roa d lea ds
t o a na rrow dim inished life a nd t he ot her lea ds t o t he hope of a da ily richness in living.
P roac tive ly P u rsu in g Life P ossibilitie s; Not Ove r -Fixatin g On Th e P e rson ’s
Im p airm e n ts
When we focus on wha t people a re not , or on wha t t hey ca nnot do, it blinds us t o who t hey
a re a nd, even m ore im port a nt ly, who t hey m ight yet be. Most im pa irm ent s t ha t people live
wit h ca n be offset t o a la rge degree by good support s t ha t t a ke ca re of t he t hings t ha t t he
person ca nnot do for t hem self. So, while people m a y be const ra ined t o som e ext ent by t heir
disa bilit y, it is im port a nt t o not becom e overly focused on t his, a s it will m a ke it ha rd t o
concent ra t e on wha t could be possible in life for t he person, pa rt icula rl y if t he person get s
t he support t hey need. By focusing on a person’s gift s, a sset s, pot ent ia ls, ca pa cit y t o enjoy
life a nd t heir m a ny pa ssions a nd int erest s, it is only a m a t t er of t im e a nd diligence before
som e kind of lifest yle will begin t o em erge for t he person. On t he ot her ha nd, by const a nt ly
using t he presence of disa bilit y a s a n excuse for not ha ving or expect ing a good life, we will
t a lk ourself a nd ot hers int o a self defea t ing hopelessness. This is why it m ust becom e a
ha bit wit h us t o not give u ndue energy t o t he wa ys t ha t disa bilit y crea t es lim it s for a
person a nd inst ea d shift our focus a nd energy t owa rds wha t is st ill possible in t he person’s
life a nd wha t we ca n do a bout rea lising t ha t pot ent ia l. By doing so, life a nd it s m a ny
enjoym ent s becom e closer ra t her t ha n fa rt her a wa y.
S e e in g An d Me e tin g Th e P e rson ’s Ne e d s In Typ ic al Ways
A grea t da nger exist s when we m a ke t he m ist a ke of believing t ha t people wit h disa bilit y
ca nnot get t heir needs m et in la rgely t he sa m e wa y t ha t ot her people do. This is beca use it
lea ds t o us set t ing people wit h disa bilit y a side from ot hers in so ca lled ‘specia l’ pla ces a nd
progra m s, a s if t hese a re t he only wa y t ha t t hey will get wha t t hey need in life. More oft en
t ha n not , t hey will get m uch less. F urt her, t hey will be ha rm ed if t hey a re denied t he
cha nce t o get t he ‘rea l t hing’. Why we m ust look t o using t he sa m e resources a s people
wit hout disa bilit y, is t ha t t hese a ct ua lly do m eet t he needs of count less ordina ry people. It
is t rue t ha t people wit h disa bilit y m a y r equire som e support t o t a ke a dva nt a ge of t hese,
but t his should not be a rea son not t o t a ke a dva nt a ge of t hem . F or inst a nce, we do not need
specia l clot hing st ores for people wit h disa bilit y when we ha ve perfect ly good shops
a lrea dy. The sa m e could be sa id a bout ‘regula r’ gym s, choirs, sport s lea gues, knit t ing
groups, churches, a irlines, hom es, jobs a nd a ll m a nner of ot her ‘regula r’ solut ions t o our
needs a nd t ha t of m illions of ot hers. This is beca use t hey ca n a ct ua lly m eet our needs a nd
so, t herefore, it is crucia l t ha t people wit h disa bilit y get t o t a ke full a dva nt a ge of t hese.
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Undoubt edly som e of t hese regula r a nd norm a l wa ys of m eet ing one’s needs will lea d us t o
som e people who a re less a ccept ing a nd welcom ing of people wit h disa bilit y, but t hese
kinds of people ca n cha nge in t im e a s t hey rela x a nd com e t o be m ore com fort a ble wit h t he
newcom er who ha ppens t o ha ve disa bilit y.
S h arin g Life With All P e op le
There is a t heory t ha t cla im s t ha t people wit h disa bilit y could only be com fort a ble a nd
secure if t hey lived out t here lives ‘wit h t heir own kind’. This overlooks t he fa ct t ha t m ost
people wit h lifelong disa bilit y a ct ua lly grow up a nd live quit e com fort a bly wit hin fa m ilies
in which t hey a re t he only person wit h disa bilit y. They m ost cert a inly ca n a nd do enjoy
t heir lives a nd rela t ionships not only wit h fa m ily, but a lso wit h a ll m a nner of people t ha t
t hey like a nd feel com fort a ble wit h. So, t he rea l issue in whet her people ca n get a long wit h
ot hers is not disa bilit y, but ra t her com pa t ibilit y. P eople wit h disa bilit y a re people like
everyone else a nd so will quit e na t ura lly feel com fort a ble wit h a nd enjoy people t ha t t hey
find likea ble a nd good com pa ny.
The m ore we em pha sise t his, t he m ore we will begin t o rea lise t ha t it is t he qua lit ies of
people t ha t m a t t er in congenia l rela t ionships, not whet her t hey ha ve or do not ha ve
disa bilit y. Whet her t hese rela t ionships occur in work, leisure, hom e or com m unit y groups
m a y not m a t t er a s long a s t he t im e spent wit h people is plea sa nt a nd support ive. In fa ct ,
t here a re a ll sort s of inst a nces where people wit h disa bilit y do not get a long wit h ot her
people wit h disa bilit y. This is not beca use of t heir disa bilit y a t a ll, but ra t her t heir la ck of
com pa t ibilit y. So, when we focus on t his, we will see t ha t congenia l a nd friendly people of
a ll kinds a re a ct ua lly ‘t heir own kind’ if t hey end up get t ing a long well. Since t here is
obviously a wea lt h of lovely people in t his world, it is im port a nt t o be sure t ha t people wit h
disa bilit y get a ll t he cha nces possible t o m eet people whose com pa ny t hey enjoy.
B e lon gin g To Grou p s Th at S h are On e ’s In te re sts An d P assion s
P eople wit h disa bilit y ca n usua lly ha ve a nd enjoy a ny life int erest t ha t ot hers a lso a re
a t t ra ct ed t o. Sim ila rly, when people sha re in a com m on pa ssion or int erest , t h ey na t ura lly
gra vit a t e t o groups t ha t a re enga ged in t ha t int erest . In t he process, t hey not only get t o
sha re a pa ssion, t hey a lso form bonds of friendship a nd com ra deship st em m ing from t he
t hings t hey love a nd pla ce considera ble persona l im port a nce on. I n t his wa y, t hey find a
pla ce of belonging a m ongst ot hers a nd t he a bilit y t o sa y t ha t t hey a re a m em ber a nd one of
m a ny. This helps form ident it y, ca n oft en provide st a t us a nd t ypica lly, lea ds t o va rious
va lued socia l roles wit hin t he group - a nd possibly in rela t ion t o ot hers who a re not pa rt of
t he group. F urt her, ot hers will a lso get t o know a nd a pprecia t e t hem a nd t his will provide
for a ll m a nner of rela t ionship t ies, including m a ny la st ing friends. It is t rue t ha t
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fa cilit a t ing such opport unit ies ha s it s cha llenges, pa rt icula rly in rega rd t o groups t ha t a re
wa ry of newcom ers a nd slow t o welcom e t hem , but t hese a re na t ura l enough inhibit ions
t ha t m a y be overcom e wit h t im e a nd dedica t ed fa cilit a t ion.
Con tribu tin g To Life
Life need not only be a bout wha t ot hers m a y do or not do. It ca n a lso be a bout discovering
wit hin yourself wa ys t ha t you ca n give ba ck t o life a nd t o t he people a nd com m unit ies wit h
whom you live. When we concent ra t e upon t he gift s of people, we ena ble t hese t o be not iced
a nd t o find expression in everyda y life. All people ha ve qua lit ies a nd ca pa cit ies t ha t ca n
a dd va lue a nd enrichm ent t o t he lives of ot hers. When t hese gift s of people wit h disa bilit y
a re overlooked or rem a in undernourished a nd underdeveloped, we will be t he poorer for it .
So, it is im port a nt t ha t we focus on people wit h disa bilit y a nd t he cont ribut ions t ha t t hey
bot h wa nt t o a nd ca n m a ke t o life.
Havin g A Un iqu e Life , We ll S u ite d To Th e P e rson
It is a pa ra dox t ha t we a re a ll so sim ila r a s hum a n beings a nd yet , a t t he sa m e t im e, we
a re a ll dist inct ly unique people. P eople wit h disa bilit y a re every bit a s unique a nd diverse
a nd when t heir uniqueness is fost ered a nd a llowed it s na t ura l expression, t hen it becom es
possible for a person t o seek out a nd em bra ce a life a nd lifest yle t ha t m ost opt im a lly suit s
t hem a s a person. Of course, t he bet t er t he fit of one’s lifest yle t o one’s persona lit y a nd
preferences, t he ha ppier m ost people will be. It is im port a nt t o m ost people t o be t he
designers a nd decision -m a kers of t heir own lives a nd t o be a ble t o pursue t he direct ions in
life t ha t m ost closely a lign wit h one’s ult im a t e purposes in life. It is no different if you ha ve
disa bilit y a nd t he sa t isfa ct ions a re exa ct ly t he sa m e when you ca n be your own person.
Not Allow in g Vu ln e rabilitie s To B e Th e Re ason To De n y A P e rson A Good Life
It is t rue t ha t m a ny people wit h disa bilit y m a y live wit h vulnera bilit ies t ha t a re m ore
int ense a nd worrisom e t ha n ot hers m ight fa ce. It would a lso be irresponsible t o neglect
t hese vulnera bilit ies. F ort una t ely, it is a lso possible t o const ruct ively offset such
vulnera bilit ies wit h int ent iona l sa fegua rds t ha t a re well m a t ched t o t he precise concerns
t ha t a re present . Should t his ha ppen, t hen m ost of norm a l life ca n a nd should go on for t he
person m uch a s it does for ot hers. However, if such vulnera bilit ies a re ignored, support ed
poorly or a re overly em pha sised, t here is a risk t ha t t he hea lt hy, sa t isfying a nd vibra nt
lifest yles t ha t ca n be lived, even if one lives wit h serious vulnera bilit ies, will be
t hrea t ened. Vulnera bilit y is not a rea son t o not pursue a full life, a s t he enjoym ent of life is
t he sa m e in it s essence whet her you ha ve or do not ha ve vulnera bilit ies t o cont end wit h.
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S RV Th e ory As A Gu id e To Asse m blin g A Good Life
SRV t heory is not a pa na cea , n or wa s it ever sa id t o be. Life will be a cha llenge whet her
one ha s disa bilit y or not . However, if one is poorly a dvised on wha t it t a kes t o m a ke a good
life, t hen it is possible t o m iss m a ny of t he rea l opport unit ies t ha t exist t o do t his. So, t he
best wa y t o see t he role of SRV, is a s a body of a dvice a bout how people wit h disa bilit y ca n
obt a in fulfilling lives a nd a ddress t heir diverse a nd unique pot ent ia ls a s hum a n beings. In
t his, SRV t heory ha s m uch t o offer, a s ca n be seen in t he result s it ca n lea d t o if em ployed
properly. In t his wa y, SRV t heory is wise counsel.
M ich ael Ken d rick is an in d epen d en t, in tern ation al con su ltan t in h u m an services an d com m u n ity
w ork . H e h as w ork ed in th e d isability, m en tal h ealth an d aged care field s for n early th irty year s
an d occu pied a variety of roles. H e is an active pu blic speak er an d train er as w ell as evalu ator,
con su ltan t, an d ad visor to ad vocates, govern m en ts, agen cies an d com m u n ity grou ps. H e also w rites
exten sively an d m an y of h is articles are available th rou gh Fam ily Ad vocacy’s In clu sion Collection
L ibrary. H e resid es in M assach u setts.
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From Stress to Success: Making Social Security Work for
Your Young Adult
by Danielle Dreilinger and Jaimie Ciulla Timmons

Stresses of dealing with the system
INTRODUCTION
How does Social Security
affect families as their
children move into
adulthood? The Institute for
Community Inclusion (ICI)
conducted a study with
parents of high school
students with disabilities
who receive Supplemental
Security Income (SSI), a
Social Security benefit for
people who have disabilities
and meet income
guidelines. This brief shares
their experiences and
suggests ways that your
family can manage SSI and
use it to help your young
adult plan for a career.

The Families
The ten parents who
participated in this study
came from four ethnically
diverse communities across
Massachusetts. Their
children, ages 16-21, had a
wide range of disabilities:
learning, cognitive, physical,
behavioral, sensory, and
psychiatric. Each parent
participated in an interview
that lasted approximately 45
minutes.

While the Social Security Administration (SSA) offers many benefits
and opportunities for recipients, dealing with SSA - or any government agency can be confusing. Parents named three main
challenges that blocked their ability to plan ahead.

1

SSI checks
are small.

Parents found SSI helpful in meeting their
children’s basic needs. However, saving for
the future was often impossible because
there was no money left over to save.

“I have to tell them there’s no bank account ’cause
there’s not enough there to put away.”

2

Savings restrictions and the
requirement to “spend down” excess cash.

Families who tried to save money were frustrated by SSA’s
restrictions on how much
money they were allowed to
“I was reporting... what he had in
keep. Since SSI is designed for
[his savings account] and all of a
people who have little or no
sudden they called and took it
assets, a high level of savings
away
from him. I had to reapply,
conflicts with SSA requirements.
get
rid
of all the money and they
Parents explained that they were
cut him over $200 after that.”
required to “spend down” excess
“[I wish] we could have... saved
savings. When the money was
more towards the future rather
gone, so were any plans they had
than to spend it all like that.”
for that money, such as using it
for job training.

3

Communication with the SSI
system can be challenging.

While the complexity of the system
requires solid communication
between families and SSA, paperwork,
inconsistent staff knowledge, and
bureaucratic “red tape” made it
difficult for parents to get their
questions answered.

“You talk to another person
and you get a different
answer... they are not coming
out with the same answers.”
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What do these frustrations mean for families?
On a practical level, the financial realities of SSI make it tough for families to budget for the future.
On an emotional level, the energy that these parents used in managing SSI took away from the
energy they had to support their children’s plans for the future. Just being a recipient and dealing
with immediate challenges took up a lot of time and kept families from planning for the future in a
confident, proactive way.
Stress-Free SSI
Try using the following strategies to manage SSI. Then, use SSI as a creative tool for planning and go
from stressed and reactive to positive and planful!

Savvy Strategies to Simplify SSI
1. Keep it on file. Keep records of everything
in a special notebook. Photocopy everything
you send to SSA, including pay stubs.
2. Report changes in income
immediately. This is especially important if
the monthly income from a job is
inconsistent, as it often is for teenagers (if,
for instance, they work a different number of
hours every week or get paid biweekly).
3. Anticipate potential overpayments. If
you know an SSI check has not been
adjusted to reflect a change in income, set
aside some money to cover the upcoming
overpayment so you don’t feel squeezed
when it happens.
4. Set up a meeting. Sometimes it’s easier
to work out problems face-to-face. Meeting
with a staff member at your local SSA office
also allows you to develop a relationship with
a person you can call on in the future.
5. Stick with the slow times. Try not to
contact SSA during busy periods, especially
the beginning of the month (until the 5th or
6th). Early afternoons in the middle of the
week and Friday mornings are often quieter.
Check with someone at your local office for
the best times.

6. Put it in writing. After you talk to
someone, write down their name, the date,
what you discussed, and what you decided to
do. That way, if there are complications
down the road you can point to “hard
evidence.” For particularly important issues,
you may wish to follow up your conversation
with a letter that confirms what you
discussed.
7. Prepare for possible complications.
The Social Security Administration is a big
and complex system. It can make the whole
process a lot less stressful simply to realize
that while problems do happen, they can
also be solved. Make sure that you ask to
speak to someone about SSI, as not all local
office staff has the same knowledge. In the
event that efforts at problem solving are
unsuccessful, you can always appeal a
decision. Appeals are often effective.
8. Find an expert. Many schools, human
services organizations, and state agencies
have experts who specialize in Social
Security planning. For more information,
see the “Resources” section.

Figuring Out the Future
Unsure about how to “get there from here”? Consider using a formal planning process to help
your young adult develop dreams and action steps for adulthood.
In “person centered planning,” a young adult with a disability gathers together family, friends, teachers,
and service providers to discuss work and life goals. This group brainstorms ideas, resources, and steps
the young adult can take to figure out what they want to do and how to do it. Having a plan can reduce
stress and help you decide how to use SSI funds.
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Money management
Feeling frustrated by savings
restrictions and spend downs? Try
using SSI to teach your young adult
independent living skills and money
management.

∆ Teach the value of work and
responsibility by having your young
adult help out around the house. Use a
small percentage of the monthly check
to reward them for their hard work.

∆ Use a portion of the young adult’s
check to start a checking account in
their name. Practice withdrawing and
depositing
“He knows he has the money
money, and
in the checking account and
balance the
if he needs anything... we just
checkbook
go and get it. I charge it and
together.
pay it off with his money.”
Under your
supervision,
they can write checks for necessary
items such as clothes. One family in the
study used SSI money as a “bank
account.” When her son wanted
something, the mother reported, they
would discuss it together and then use
his money for the purchase.

∆ Have your young adult participate in
family bill-paying. For instance, use a
percentage of the young adult’s check
to purchase groceries together. Show
them the prices. Have them pay and
collect the change. This way, they will
learn the cost of housing necessities in
preparation for living independently
some day. At the same time, they will be
contributing to the family.

Saving the SSI Way
Feeling the pinch as you try to save for your
young adult’s plans? Make the most of the
money by using Work Incentives to save for career
goals.
Parents in ICI's study thought that a person could
either work or get SSI, not both at the same time.
Their information came from other parents, not
Social Security.
“If [my child] makes too much they will cut it
out. I know that for a fact.... You make anything
extra they take it away.”
The above “fact” is actually a myth. Your young adult
can work and continue to receive SSI. Receiving SSI
does not mean that a person is incapable of
contributing to their community. The reality is that
income from a job results in a very gradual decrease
in SSI checks. SSI checks are reduced only $1 for
every $2 earned.
Furthermore, you can use Work Incentives to lessen
the effect of earned income on benefits. SSA calls
Work Incentives “special rules [that] make it
possible for people with disabilities receiving SSDI
or SSI to work and still receive monthly payments
and Medicare or Medicaid.”
In almost every case, students will have more income
by working. And your young adult can always use
volunteering and unpaid internships to build their
resume with no effect on SSI checks at all.
Two Work Incentives: IRWE & PASS
IRWE: Work-related expenses that are
specific to disability can be deducted
from the income that SSA “counts.”
PASS: Allows recipients to save for
big career expenses.

∆ Begin to have your young adult keep
information for SSA. Show them your
SSA notebook and what records you
save. Photocopy pay stubs or other
records together and mail them in.
Have them accompany you to
appointments and make or listen in on
phone calls.

Conclusion
These families' experiences show how the stresses
of dealing with the system and limited awareness of
resources can make it difficult to plan ahead. We
hope that by considering these tips and tactics, your
family can take advantage of the opportunities that
SSA provides. People with all levels and kinds of
disabilities do satisfying work in their communities
and have fulfilling adult lives. Your teenager
can too!
Institute for Community Inclusion/UCE • 3

resources
Social Security and Youth with
Disabilities
• Contact SSA for basic
Contact SSA
rules and eligibility.

1-800-772-1213 (voice)
• The Work Site
1-800-325-0778 (TTY)
promotes employment
www.ssa.gov
for beneficiaries with
disabilities. www.ssa.gov/work
• Focus on youth with disabilities:
www.ssa.gov/work/Youth/youth2.html
• Graduating to Independence (GTI) is an SSA
multimedia package that guides young people with
disabilities through the transition from school to
work. www.ssa.gov/work/Youth/gradind.html

Work Incentives
• SSA information on Work Incentives:
www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/workincentives.html
• A free online training course on SSI Work
Incentives is available at www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/
witn/product.htm. Contact Teri Blankenship at the
Work Incentives Transition Network:
(804) 828-1851 (voice)
(804) 828-2494 (TTY)
tcblanke@saturn.vcu.edu (e-mail)
• Each region of the country has one or more SSA
experts on Plans for Achieving Self Support, called
PASS cadres. They can help you develop a PASS
and give constructive feedback. Contact SSA or
check online at:
www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/cadre.html
• For sample PASS plans and a manual on
Understanding Social Security Work Incentives,
contact Gail McGregor at the Rural Institute on
Disabilities:(406)-243-2348,
gmcgrego@selway.umt.edu,
www.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/rises
• Cornell University’s Program on
Employment and Disability has an
online tutorial on how to complete a
PASS application: www.passonline.org
• Benefit Counselors are SSA specialists
who can help families understand
benefits and employment. These experts
will become available in every state over
the course of 2001. You can reach them
through your local SSA office.

Person Centered Planning
• Training Resource Network publishes materials on
person centered planning, including More Like a
Dance: Whole Life Planning for People with Disabilities
(manual and video). 1-866-823-9800,
trninc@aug.com, www.trninc.com/index.html

For more information or to order
ICI resources:
Danielle Dreilinger
Institute for Community Inclusion
300 Longwood Avenue
Boston, Massachusetts 02115
(617) 355-6506 (v)
(617) 355-6956 (TTY)
danielle.dreilinger@tch.harvard.edu

www.childrenshospital.org/ici
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Work Incentives Transition Network (WITN)
Transition Age Special Education Students and SSI:
What Parents Should Know
Introduction

I

f you are the parent of a student with a
disability age fourteen or older, you are involved
in planning for your child’s transition from school
to adult life, including employment. Together
with school personnel, you and your child are
exploring educational and adult service options
that will provide your child with opportunities
and supports in the community.
Your child may be receiving or may be eligible to
receive Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
benefits administered by the Social Security
Administration. SSI is an income support program
that provides monthly payments to persons with
disabilities who have limited income and
resources. You can be considered for SSI regardless
of your age. In addition to monthly cash benefits,
almost everyone who receives SSI is eligible for
health coverage under Medicaid.
Every student receiving SSI benefits is eligible for
SSI Work Incentive Programs. Work Incentives
allow a student to participate in paid employment
while maintaining his or her SSI benefits.
Incorporating Work Incentives into your child’s
IEP/transition plan may increase his or her
employment and independent living options after
completing high school.

Who is Eligible for SSI Benefits?
SSI eligibility is a gateway to a variety of services
for transition students with disabilities. The
requirements are established by the Social Security
Act and its regulations. A student must meet both
income and disability eligibility requirements to
receive SSI benefits.
Income Eligibility differs according to the age of
the student. If a student is younger than 18, his
or her parents’ income and resources are
considered in determining financial need. Income
requirements vary depending on the number of
parents and children in the household.
Once a student is 18 years old or older the parents’
income no longer matters. A number of students
with disabilities who do not receive SSI will

www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm

become eligible on their eighteenth birthday. If
your child applied for SSI benefits before age 18 and
was turned down because of family income, you
should reapply when your child is 18.
Disability Eligibility is determined by SSA based
on established criteria. These are not necessarily
the same as the criteria schools use in identifying
students requiring special education. If you think
your child qualifies for SSI you should contact
your local Social Security Office.
Redetermination for eligibility is periodically
required by SSA for all individuals receiving SSI
benefits. All individuals who receive SSI payments
prior to their 18th birthday will go through a
redetermination of eligibility at age 18. If your
child is receiving SSI benefits under SSA’s
childhood eligibility criteria, be prepared for
redetermination at age 18. You can assist SSA in
the redetermination process by maintaining all of
your child’s medical and school records, including
information from physicians and all
documentation of disability. It will be helpful if
you provide SSA with information on your child’s
work-related skills and behaviors. If your child is
participating in work experience (paid or unpaid)
as part of a transition program, school personnel
can help you gather this information.
If you think your child is eligible for SSI benefits,
will be eligible at age 18, or if you have questions
about redetermination, you can contact SSA for
additional information at 1-800-772- 1213. SSA
generally recommends that you call the 800
number rather than your local SSA office. The
number is available from 7:00 A.M. to 7:00 P.M.
each business day. The best times to call are
before 9:00 A.M. and after 4:00 P.M. A taped
message will ask you to select among information
options. You may stay on the line without
selecting any options and a service representative
will eventually come on the line. If you press 6
and then 1, you will reach a representative.
Pressing 5 will provide you with the location of
your local service office.
You also have the right to appeal SSA’s eligibility
decision. Many people are initially denied

eligibility. Across the nation, 70% of original
applications are denied. These decisions can be
overturned on appeal. There are four levels of
appeal. If you believe that your child has
incorrectly been denied SSI eligibility contact SSA
immediately for complete information on filing an
appeal.
What are SSI Work Incentives?
SSI work incentives allow students to participate
in paid work situations and maintain their SSI
benefits. They are a valuable resource for students,
parents, school personnel, and adult service
providers when developing transition plans that
include continued employment or further
education or training when a student completes
high school. Through the use of Work Incentives a
student can:
• Engage in paid employment.
• Increase income without loss of cash benefits
or eligibility for other benefits such as
Medicaid.
• Offset expenses incurred as a result of their
work.
• Save for further postsecondary education and
training or to start a business.
In order for a student to benefit from SSI Work
Incentives, the student must be receiving SSI
benefits and engaged in work experiences.
Incorporating SSI Work Incentives into a student’s
IEP/Transition Plan can provide excellent
opportunities for students, parents, and other
members of the planning team to explore
employment opportunities while the student is
still in school.
SSI Work Incentives available to transition
students include: Earned Income Exclusion (EIE),
Student Earned Income Exclusion (SEIE),
Impairment-Related Work Expense (IRWE), Plan
for Achieving Self-Support (PASS), and Blind
Work Experience (BWE). Each of the Work
Incentives is an income or resource exclusion that
assists individuals with disabilities in maintaining
necessary SSI benefits until they are self-sufficient.
These incentives can be particularly helpful in
designing community-based paid employment
programs for students without decreasing their
cash assistance benefits.
Earned and General Income Exclusions apply to
all SSI recipients, including any student earning
WITN Fact Sheet, No. 4

wages from a school-sponsored employment
program or other employment program. Under
these exclusions up to $85 a month ($20 general
income exclusion and $65 earned income
exclusion) is not counted toward the specified SSI
income limit. For many students with disabilities,
the Earned Income Exclusion alone will ensure
that most or all SSI benefits are maintained while
a student participates in school-sponsored paid
employment.
Student Earned Income Exclusion allows a
person with a disability who is under age 22 and
regularly attending school to exclude up to $400
of earned income per month before applying the
Earned and General Income Exclusions. The
maximum annual Student Earned Income
Exclusion is $1620.
Impairment-Related Work Expense allows the
costs of certain impairment-related items and
services to be deducted from gross earnings. Such
expenses may include attendant care,
transportation, assistive devices, or job coaches.
The Plan for Achieving Self-Support allows an
individual to set aside income and/or resources for
a specified period of time to achieve a work goal.
For example, an individual may set aside money
for postsecondary education, the purchase of jobcoaching, personal transportation, job-related
equipment, or to start a business.
Blind Work Experience provides that any earned
income of a person who is blind which is used to
meet expenses needed to earn the income is not
counted in determining SSI eligibility and the
payment amount.
For more detailed information about Work
Incentives and how they may help your child,
contact your child’s teacher, transition coordinator,
or SSA.
What Parents Can Do
⇒

⇒

Inform your child’s teacher, transition
coordinator, and other members of the IEP/
Transition Team if your child is receiving SSI
benefits. Make sure the team considers SSI
benefits, including Work Incentives, during
transition planning.
If your child is not currently receiving SSI
benefits and you believe he or she may be
eligible or will become eligible at age 18,
contact SSA and talk with school personnel

knowledgeable about the application process.
⇒ As your child approaches high school
graduation or completion, discuss SSI and
Work Incentives with potential adult service
providers. Work Incentives apply to
individuals with disabilities of any age. Even if
Work Incentives are not helpful or appropriate
during the high school transition year, they
may well become important when a student
exits school.
⇒ Be sure that the information that you receive
regarding SSI benefits and employment is
correct. It is very common to receive
inaccurate and contradictory information
about the SSI program, its purpose,
availability, and all its processes and
procedures. Remember,
• Individuals receiving SSI benefits,
including students, can work for pay.
• Work goals are feasible for all students,
including those with severe disabilities.
• SSI benefits, including work incentives,
can be incorporated into a student’s IEP/
transition plan.
• Any individual, including a student,
receiving SSI benefits can earn more than
$700 per month and maintain SSI and
health benefits.
Through the use of accommodations, technology,
training, and support, many work goals can be
reached that may not have been possible in the
past. SSI can help transition-aged students obtain
paid employment while in school, get appropriate
job training and vocational experience, prepare to
start work, or continue their education after high
school.

For Additional Information
A more in-depth discussion of SSI Work Incentives
is available in Meeting the Needs of Youth with
Disabilities: Handbooks on Supplemental Security
Income Work Incentives and Transition Students,
which is available from the National Transition
Network at the Institute on Community
Integration, University of Minnesota at the number
listed below. Further information about SSI Work
Incentives is contained in the publication Red Book
on Work Incentives: A Summary Guide to Social
Security and Supplemental Income Work Incentives
for People with Disabilities. You can get a copy free
from your local Social Security Office or by calling
SSA at 1-800-772-1213.
The following web sites may also be helpful:
Social Security Administration
www.ssa.gov
WITN
www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm
Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation
www.bu.edu/sarpsych/ssawork.html
Program on Employment and Disability,
Cornell University
www.ilr.cornell.edu/ped
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Work Incentives Transition Network (WITN)
Supplemental Security Income Work Incentives and Transition Students:
The Role of School Personnel

T

he successful transition of students with
disabilities from school to work and
independent living is a focal point of the Individuals
with Disabilities Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA).
Transition planning for students with disabilities is a
critical element of each student’s IEP beginning at
age 14 (or younger, if appropriate). IDEA 97
defines transition services as

work experience as part of the transition plan.
Planning for the use of SSI benefits and incentives
early in the transition process can provide
excellent opportunities for students, families,
school personnel, and other IEP/transition team
members to identify and explore employment
opportunities while a student is still in school.
SSI work incentives can be an important source of
support for individuals making the transition from
school to employment, yet they are underutilized.
There are estimates that as many as one half the
students with significant disabilities over the age of
18 are not receiving SSI benefits. School personnel
can play an important role by assisting eligible
students and families to secure SSI benefits and
access the work incentives.

“a coordinated set of activities that is designed
within an outcome-oriented process which
promotes movement from school to postschool
activities, including postsecondary education,
vocational training, integrated employment,
continuing and adult education, adult services,
independent living, or community participation.”
A number of transition age students receive or may
be eligible to receive Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) benefits administered by the Social Security
Administration. Providing monthly cash payments,
SSI can be a valuable resource to eligible students
and their families. The SSI program can also assist
school personnel in meeting their responsibility to
link transition students with adult service providers
and support systems that will enhance a student’s
post secondary opportunities to participate in
employment and independent community living.

The Role of School Personnel

SSI Work Incentives
All students receiving SSI benefits are eligible to
participate in SSI work incentive programs. SSI
work incentives allow individuals with disabilities,
including students, to deduct certain work related
expenses from their income in order to maintain
SSI eligibility. SSI work incentives available to
transition age students with disabilities include
Earned Income Exclusion (EIE), Student Earned
Income Exclusion (SEIE), Impairment-Related
Work Expense (IRWE), Plan for Achieving SelfSupport (PASS), and Blind Work Expenses
(BWE). While not as applicable to secondary
education students, the work incentive Property
Essential for Self-Support (PESS) may also be
considered in the transition planning process as a
postsecondary option.
For a student with a disability to benefit from
these work incentives, she/he must be receiving or
eligible to receive SSI cash benefits and engaged in

www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm

School personnel responsible for the successful
transition of students from school to work and
independent living can perform several functions
to support the use of SSI work incentives as a
viable part of transition planning. Specifically they
can:
1. Identify students who are currently
receiving SSI benefits and students who
may or will be eligible.
2. Inform students and parents about SSI
program benefits, eligibility requirements,
and work incentives when transition
planning begins and throughout a student’s
transition program.
3. Incorporate SSI work incentives in the IEP/
transition planning process.
4. Assist students and parents in the SSI
application process and provide appropriate
documentation on a student’s disability,
limitations, performance, and behaviors
that will help SSA in determination or
redetermination of eligibility.
5. Establish a close relationship with local SSA
staff to facilitate communication among
students, parents, school personnel, adult
service providers, and SSA staff.
6. Link SSI work incentives to the transition
curriculum, including teaching selfadvocacy.

1. Identify Potentially Eligible Students

SSI eligibility is a gateway to a variety of resources
for transition students with disabilities, including
Medicaid. Eligibility requirements of SSI benefits
are established by the Social Security Act and its
regulations. A student must meet both income
and disability eligibility requirements to receive
SSI benefits.
Income Eligibility. SSA income eligibility is
based on the age of the student. If a student is
under the age of 18 his/her parent’s income and
resources are considered in establishing eligibility
for SSI. Income requirements vary depending on
the number of parents and children in the
household. A general estimate is that two parents
with one child with a disability and another who
is not disabled can earn about $34,000 before
their child with a disability is ineligible for SSI
benefits.
If a student is 18 years old or older his/her parents’
income and resources are no longer a
consideration. As a result, a number of students
will become eligible for SSI benefits when they
reach the age of 18.
Disability Eligibility. SSA has criteria for
deciding if a person is disabled under the
requirements of the SSI program. These are not
necessarily the same as the criteria applied by
schools in the identification of students requiring
special education services: a student may be
considered as disabled under IDEA but not under
the Social Security Act. Some disabilities (e.g.,
blindness, hearing impairments, significant speech
impairments, metal retardation and autism as
measured by an IQ less than 60, Cerebral Palsy
with severe motor involvement) can be assumed to
meet SSA’s criteria. Students who exhibit
cognitive and emotional problems that will
interfere with their ability to work may also be
eligible.
For each student engaged in transition activities,
school personnel should always know whether a
student is:
♦ currently receiving SSI benefits.
♦ potentially eligible for SSI benefits but not
receiving them.
♦ eligible for SSI benefits at age 18.
2. Inform Students and Parents of SSI Program
Benefits and Eligibility and Work Incentives

School personnel can introduce and explain SSI
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work incentives to students and parents during the
early stages of transition planning. Successful
transition planning requires that school personnel,
students, parents, and adult service providers work
together to design a sequence of activities that will
lead toward community participation and
employment when a student exits school.
Typically community-based vocational education
will be a focus of the initial transition discussions.
Introducing work incentives early in the transition
process establishes paid employment as a viable
transition goal and allows students, parents, and
other IEP/transition team members to broaden
their collective thinking regarding available
resources and the potential benefits of work
incentives. Just as school personnel inform
students and parents about vocational
rehabilitation and other adult services, so should
they inform parents and help them gain
knowledge about the SSI program eligibility
requirements, benefits, and work incentives.
3. Incorporate SSI Work Incentives Into
the IEP/Transition Planning Process

Incorporating SSI work incentives into a student’s
IEP/transition plan can provide excellent
opportunities for students, parents, and other IEP/
transition team members to explore employment
opportunities while the student is still in school.
These incentives can also benefit students after
they are out of school. To be eligible for SSI work
incentives, a student must be receiving SSI
benefits and be engaged in paid employment as
part of their transition program. It is important to
explore and include work incentives into a
student’s transition plan. This will assist students
and parents in identifying specific steps that will
be required to allow students to establish
postschool goals and objectives and participate in
school-sponsored employment opportunities. The
use of work incentives will help assure parents that
a student’s working for pay will not endanger his/
her SSI status. SSI work incentives can also help
students plan for and save money toward a future
career goal. Participating in SSI work incentives
may allow students in paid employment to
increase their monthly income while retaining
their SSI benefits.
4. Assist Students and Parents in Applying for
SSI Benefits

Many students and parents are unfamiliar with the
SSI program and its application procedures and
requirements. School personnel can refer students
and parents to appropriate SSA representatives and
assist them in completing the SSI application. It

is very important that school personnel respond
to SSA’s request for information on students. SSA
Disability Determination Offices contact school
personnel seeking assistance in gathering school
records and other data that they feel will be
helpful in making eligibility determinations.
Parents have given SSA permission to request this
information and if it is not provided it can cause
untimely delays for the student and their families.
5. Establish a Cooperative Relationship with
the Local SSA Staff

SSA staff are experienced in assisting youth with
disabilities and their families in applying for SSI
benefits and work incentives. Many SSA offices
have specific staff assigned to work with
transitioning youth and the SSI program. It is
important for school personnel to establish a
rapport with these individuals. This will assist
school personnel, the student and his/her parents
in incorporating SSI benefits and work incentives
into the transition program.
Summary
Current studies indicate that fewer that one-half of
transition-age students eligible for SSI benefits,
including work incentives are participating in the
program. SSI benefits and work incentives can
provide valuable supports to transition students
both while in school and after graduation. Work
incentives enable students to be pro active in
obtaining training, support, or services critical to
enhancing their employment opportunities.
To profit from work incentives students must be
receiving or eligible to receive SSI benefits and be
involved in employment as part their transition
program. It is important that school personnel
understand SSI eligibility requirements so they
may assist eligible students and parents in
securing SSI benefits, including work incentives,
and incorporate work incentives into the
transition planning process. School personnel can
provide valuable assistance to students and parents
in promoting self-advocacy and paid employment
through the use of SSI work incentives.

Further Information
A more in-depth discussion of SSI work incentives
is available in Meeting the Needs of Youth with
Disabilities: Handbook on Supplemental Security
Income Work Incentives and Transition Students
which is available from the Institute on
Community Integration, University of Minnesota.
Further information about SSI and work
incentives is contained in the publication Red Book
on Work Incentives: A Summary Guide to Social
Security and Supplemental Income Work Incentives
for People with Disabilities. You can get a copy free
from your local Social Security Office, or by
calling the Social Security Administration’s tollfree number: 1-800-772-1213.
The following web sites may also be helpful:
Social Security Administration
www.ssa.gov
WITN
www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm
Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation
www.bu.edu/sarpsych/ssawork.html
Program on Employment and Disability,
Cornell University
www.ilr.cornell.edu/ped
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The Problem
Many students with disabilities continue to struggle to successfully make the
transition from school to employment. Despite advances in employment rates
for students with disabilities who have exited school, their employment rates
still lag significantly behind their nondisabled peers (Blackorby & Wagner,
1996). For decades, research has shown the strong relationship between work
experience during secondary school and postschool employment for youth with
disabilities (Benz, Yovanoff, & Doren, 1997; Colley & Jamison, 1998; Hasazi,
Gordan, & Roe, 1985). However, as the continuing disappointing postschool
employment rates for youth with disabilities suggest, there remains a critical need to expand work-based learning opportunities for these youth and to
integrate these experiences into secondary education. This brief highlights the
benefits of work-based learning, what constitutes quality work-based learning,
and selected evidence-based models of work-based learning.

Benefits of Work-Based Learning
Work-based learning has been shown to improve students’ self-esteem, to teach
and reinforce basic academic and technical skills, to promote an understanding
of workplace culture and expectations, and to develop a network for future job
searches (Bailey & Hughes, 1999; Hoerner & Wehrley, 1995; Wehman, 2001).
Such experiences also serve to expose students to work and career options that
would otherwise be unknown to them. This is especially critical to youth with
disabilities for whom the exposure to the range of career options is often very
limited. Further, these experiences serve as opportunities to identify the particular workplace supports that youth with disabilities may require as they pursue
later employment and career prospects (Hughes & Carter, 2000).
Examples of work-based learning include: a planned program of job training and work experiences such as job shadowing, informational interviews, and
workplace tours; workplace mentoring; and work experience including apprenticeships, volunteer work, service learning, school-based enterprises, on-the-job
training, and paid employment. Each of these may contribute to the career
development, career choice, and career success of individuals with disabilities
(Benz & Lindstrom, 1997). There is a strong relationship between paid work
experience during high school and postschool job success (Colley & Jamison,
1998; Luecking & Fabian, 2000). There is, then, an obvious benefit to all youth
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Models That Work
Table 1. Benefits of
Work-Based Learning

Students who participate in work-based learning can benefit by having the opportunity to:
• Identify career interests, skills, and abilities;
• Explore career goals;
• Identify on-the-job support needs;
• Develop employability skills and good
work habits;
• Gain an understanding of employer
expectations;
• Develop an understanding of the link
between school and work;
• Gain work experience, generally connected
to a specific job function; and
• Develop an understanding of the workplace
and the connection between learning and
earning.

There are a host of models throughout the country
that feature successful implementation of workbased learning. Two widely replicated models that
represent many of the features identified above are
the High School/High Tech model and the Bridges…
From School to Work program.
High School/High Tech was originally developed by
the former President’s Committee for Employment
of People With Disabilities as a way of encouraging
careers in technology fields in which people with
disabilities are underrepresented. It features opportunities for secondary-aged youth with disabilities to
spend time (through visits, job shadowing, internships, and/or paid employment) at participating
high-tech companies and workplaces. These experiences, coordinated by designated staff, are accompanied by support at the workplace and in the classroom. Reports from companies that have participat-

Table 2. Quality Work-Based

Learning Characteristics

with disabilities who participate in a range of workbased experiences throughout the secondary school
years, especially when paid jobs are featured as educational adjuncts. Table 1 summarizes research-supported benefits associated with work-based learning.

Quality Work-Based Learning
In order to ensure that students with disabilities get
the maximum benefit from their work-based learning experiences, there are several factors that require
consideration. Among these are connections between job and school-based learning, clear expectations of student activity at the workplace, clearly defined roles of teachers and worksite supervisors, and
well-structured feedback on student performance. It
is additionally important for students with disabilities to have appropriate supports and accommodations in place (Benz, et al., 1997). Providing training
and technical assistance for workplace personnel is
also an important feature of creating a welcoming
and supportive environment in which students can
thrive. Table 2 summarizes characteristics of quality
work-based programs that are supported by research
(Benz & Lindstrom, 1997; Haimson & Bellotti,
2001; Hamilton & Hamilton, 1997; Hoerner &
Wehrley, 1995).

• Clear program goals;
• Clear roles and responsibilities for worksite
supervisors, mentors, teachers, support personnel, and other partners;
• Training plans that specify learning goals
tailored to individual students with specific
outcomes connected to student learning;
• Convenient links between students, schools,
and employers;
• On-the-job learning;
• Range of work-based learning opportunities,
especially those outside traditional youth employing industries (e.g., restaurants);
• Mentor(s) at the worksite;
• Clear expectations and feedback to assess
progress toward achieving goals;
• Assessments to identify skills, interests, and
support needs at the worksite;
• Reinforcement of work-based learning outside
of work; and
• Appropriate academic, social, and administrative support for students, employers, and all
partners.
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ed and from professionals who have facilitated these
experiences demonstrate the eventual career success
of youth who have participated (Mundy, in press).
Bridges…From School to Work, developed by the
Marriott Foundation for People With Disabilities,
created paid internships in local companies for
youth with disabilities who are in their last year
in high school. The program features standardized pre-internship orientation for participants and
internship placement support by designated staff.
Serving the entire spectrum of special education
students, the program boasts a typical placement
rate of almost 90%, regardless of primary disability
label, gender, and race of the participants. Follow-up
studies of participants also demonstrate a high rate
of postschool employment among the participants
(Luecking & Fabian, 2000).

Improving the Quality and
Availability of Work-Based
Learning
Positive public perceptions of work-based learning,
better connections to employers, and integration
with school learning are necessary for wider adoption and implementation of quality work-based
learning for students receiving special education
services. First, there is often tension between time at
the worksite and time in the classroom because of
the concern that time away from classroom learning
will negatively impact academic success. Thus, workbased learning will need to be seen as academically
rigorous to be more widely supported by parents
and educators (Bailey & Hughes, 1999; Haimson &
Bellotti, 2001).
Second, school personnel often struggle to find
time to establish and maintain relationships with
participating employers. Employers, for their part,
require convenient ways to link with students. Thus,
mechanisms for linking students with employers will
need to be created and/or expanded in most school
systems (Benz, et al., 1997). Potential resources for
facilitating such links include youth employment
programs funded by the Workforce Investment Act.
In many communities these programs often create work experiences for a range of youth, including those with disabilities. Also, disability specific
resources, such as those funded by state vocational
rehabilitation agencies, are important pre-gradua-

tion links to jobs and work experiences that lead3to
eventual successful adult employment.
Finally, work-based learning and academic coursework need to be integrated to allow students to
understand the value and application of their education and experience (Bailey & Hughes, 1999; Benz,
et al., 1997; Hamilton & Hamilton, 1997). Workbased learning can contribute to a student’s overall
academic development through journal-writing,
formalized training plans, participation in internship
seminars or classes for debriefing, planned learning
experiences at work, and final reports or presentations. Table 3 provides a list of basic responsibilities
of students, teachers, and employers that contribute
to the effectiveness of work-based learning experiences.

Conclusion
Research has consistently demonstrated that education and employment outcomes for youth with
disabilities can be significantly improved by frequent
and systematic exposure to a variety of real work
experiences. The persistently low employment rates
of youth and young adults with disabilities suggest
that these types of experiences should be integral to
secondary education for students with disabilities,
regardless of the nature of the disability or the need
for special education services. This brief provides
a rationale for work-based learning, indicators of
quality for such experiences, and examples of workbased learning models that have proven effective
in boosting the career development of youth with
disabilities.
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