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Postsecondary Transition Planning: An NeMTSS Research
Brief

e Postsecondary transition planning prepares students—especially those with
disabilities—for life after high school, including college, employment, independent living,
and community participation.

e Schools can increase student’s preparedness for postsecondary life by offering
vocational instruction and opportunities to practice self-determination skills in the
classroom and community.

e Schools must begin incorporating transition services and components into a student’s
IEP as early as age 14 that include measurable goals, assessments, and agency
collaboration, to ensure students successfully move from school to adult life.

Postsecondary transition planning are efforts by school staff to prepare students for
positive postsecondary outcomes including education and employment (U.S. Department of
Education, 2020). Doing so may also include connecting students and their families to
community services and support, as well as planning for housing, transportation, and other
needs. Rather than only providing an isolated or separate program on post-secondary transition,
schools should emphasize relevant courses and transition-focused education throughout the
school day (Test et al., 2009). Transition-focused education highlights transition planning as a
foundation of education that guides all educational programs rather than an add-on activity
(Kohler & Field, 2003). Utilizing academic, career, and extracurricular instruction, along with
participation in local activities, transition-focused education supports students in achieving
successful adult outcomes and increases high school completion rates (Test et al., 2009).

Postsecondary transition planning can serve dual purposes by motivating students to
complete high school while also preparing them for their future. Many studies have shown the
necessity of at least a high school diploma for successful future employment and positive
financial opportunities (Chan et al., 2003). The need for postsecondary education has
dramatically increased over the last thirty years. In 2021, approximately 68% of jobs in the
United States had some sort of postsecondary education or training (e.g., associate’s degree,
bachelor's degree; Carnevale et al., 2024). By the year 2031, it is projected that 72% of jobs will
require postsecondary education and/or training (Carnevale et al., 2024). Postsecondary
transition planning is especially critical for students with disabilities, as 28% of students with
disabilities do not graduate high school, increasing their likelihood of unemployment or receiving
lower wages (Test et al., 2009). Additional risk-factors for dropping out of school and
involvement in juvenile detention/youth incarceration include poor academic records, a family
history of school drop-out, high mobility rates, demographic variables (e.g. ethnicity and



socioeconomic status) and single-parent homes (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000, Test et al., 2009;
Thornberry et al., 1991). Students from racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic underrepresented
groups have lower rates of school completion, post-school employment, and participation in
postsecondary education (Benz et al., 2004). Students from low socioeconomic backgrounds
are also less likely to attend four-year colleges or universities than students from middle or high
socioeconomic backgrounds (Walpole, 2003). Effective transition practices could be utilized with
these groups to increase high school graduation and encourage enrollment in and completion of
postsecondary education.

Effective transition-focused education practices should be employed to assist
students, in both general and special education settings, in successfully completing high
school and preparing them for their next steps in life. High school completion and
postsecondary success should be the goal for every student, and earning credits alone is
not enough to ensure success after graduation. Helping students think about their future is
an imperative step in motivating them to engage in the classroom, complete high school,
and plan for their future. Statistically, students who received more community-based
instruction, vocational instruction, money handling instruction, and the opportunity to choose
their classes were more likely to complete high school than those who did not (Test et al.,
2009). This is especially true for students with disabilities (Trainor et al., 2016). Researchers
have suggested the following in-school predictors of postschool success are associated with
greater student retention and success while in high school and predict better employment,
education, and independent living outcomes after secondary completion (Benz et al., 2004;
Mazzotti et al., 2021):

Academic & Career Preparation

Teaching students about career options, pathways, and skills
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areer Awareness needed for different jobs.

Participation in vocational or technical programs that prepare

Career Technical Education students with work skills.

Enroliment in job-specific classes or training such as carpentry,

Occupational Courses , . .
P mechanics, or plumbing that leads to employment readiness.

A planned course sequence leading to postsecondary education or

Program of Study employment

Student’s abilities to effectively use digital tools and resources for

Technology Skills learning, communication, and problem-solving.

School-supervised experiences that combine academic learning

LS DT with paid/unpaid employment.
Paid Employment/ Work Participation in real jobs during or after school especially in the last
Experience two years of high school.

Structured opportunities for students to engage in community
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Personal & Social Development

Goal Setting

Helping students establish specific, measurable, achievable,
relevant, and time-bound objectives to guide their academic and
personal growth.

Psychological Empowerment

Providing positive experiences that make students feel capable,
motivated, and in control of their work or learning environment.

Self-determination/ Self-
advocacy

Teaching students to make choices, advocate for themselves, and
set personal goals through real-world experiences such as taking
risks, making mistakes, evaluating results, reflection, and
participating in the transition planning process.

Self-realization

Supporting students in fostering a deep understanding of
themselves, including strengths, areas of growth, and values, that
leads to a more fulfilling or purposeful life.

Social Skills

Instruction and opportunities to develop communication and
relationship skills needed in work and life.

Youth Autonomy/
Decision Making

Opportunities for students to lead groups like in advocacy groups
or student government to build independence.

Self-Care/ Independent
Living Skills

Focusing on personal management like health and hygiene.

Travel Skills

Navigational and safety awareness, planning, budgeting,
communication, adaptability, and cultural awareness skills acquired
for students to travel safely, independently, using various modes of
transportation, and navigating different environments.

Support & Transition Services

Exit Exam
Requirements/High School
Diploma Status

Support to meet diploma requirements or alternative pathways to
graduation.

Inclusion in General
Education

Receiving educational opportunities alongside peers without
disabilities to increase access to academics and social networks.

Interagency Collaboration

Partnerships between schools, community agencies, two or four-year
colleges, employment agencies, and families to support transitions.

Parent Expectations

Beliefs and hopes parents have for their child’s future regarding
academics, career, and overall well-being.

Parent Involvement

Active engagement of families in transition planning and support for
postschool goals.

Student Support

Support networks through peer mentoring, tutoring, or staff guidance
to help students reach goals.

Transition Program

Specialized programs or services that support students during the
transition from secondary school to adulthood.




Schools may also prioritize direct, individualized tutoring and support to complete
homework assignments, attend class, and stay focused on school, building student competency
in functional academic skills (e.g., reading, math, writing, problem solving) and transition (e.g.,
money management, personal-social, career awareness, self-advocacy, goal setting) and
graduation (Benz et al., 2004).

The Taxonomy for Transition Programming 2.0 (updated from the 1996 Taxonomy for
Transition Programming) is a comprehensive framework immersed with evidence-based
promising practices designed to guide educators with supporting students with disabilities with
post-secondary transitions (Kohler et al., 2016, 2017). This framework highlights five key areas
for postsecondary transition planning: student-focused planning, student development,
interagency collaboration, family involvement, and program structure (Test et al., 2009). Each
of these areas plays an integral role in the ability of the student to transition effectively into his
or her academic future, as well as helping educational teams to successfully prepare students
for that transition while ensuring that all the pieces of the academic puzzle are working together
to facilitate student success.

Student-focused planning is the participation of students in their own educational
planning based on their post-secondary goals. It is important for educators to assist in
developing the student’s self-awareness to set goals, both short- and long-term. By practice
and application of student-focused planning, students develop and strengthen their self-
determination skills. For students to be successful in student-focused planning, they must be
self-aware, share their awareness with others, and advocate for themselves. Student-focused
planning includes reflecting both on when progress is made and when it is not (Kohler & Field,
2003). Student-focused strategies consist of student involvement in developing their IEP if
applicable and participation in their postsecondary planning (Test et al., 2009).

Student development refers to life and employment skills instruction, career and
vocational curricula, support services, assessment, and structured work experiences (Test et
al., 2009). Studies show that a student’s experience with career related work and fulfillment of
self-identified transition goals were strongly linked to graduation and employment (Kohler &
Field, 2003). Furthermore, research reveals that instruction in self-determination, self-advocacy,
goal setting and attainment, problem solving, and leisure skills are essential to high school
graduation.

Interagency collaboration stresses the involvement of various community contributors
to improve educational outcomes for students. It includes having a collaborative framework
and service delivery system that engages community organizations, agencies, and
businesses. Collaboration between school and community agencies provides needed
services and support to students and their families and delivers support to school staff from
additional service providers. These collaborations have been found to reduce suspensions
(Test et al., 2009). Moreover, interdisciplinary and integrated courses increase the



relevance of school for students and may decrease student dropout rates (Test et al.,
2009).

Family involvement is imperative for ensuring success in nearly every area of education,
including school completion. As such, empowering and encouraging families to advocate for
their students is an important factor in dropout prevention. Also, meeting the family’s needs by
connecting them with appropriate external services and providing them with opportunities to be
involved in their student’s school life is significant for increasing the likelihood of high school
graduation.

Program structure focuses on characteristics of school structures and policies that
maintain transition-focused education for all students. It includes program characteristics,
program evaluation, strategic planning, policies and procedures, resource development
and allocation, and school climate (Kohler et al., 2016; Test et al., 2009). Program
structures can decrease student dropout rates when they provide flexible programming,
allow for credit recovery, or use student academic performance, attendance, and
behavioral data to establish a student’s need for support through MTSS, PBIS, and
universal screening (Test et al., 2009).

The dropout prevention strategies listed below are related to program structures and
reflect student-centered services that focus on outcomes for students:

e Allow and encourage student participation in curricula and planning that will prepare

them for their postsecondary goals.

e Support career development and transition planning beginning in the middle grades

across general, vocational, and special education.

e Continually assess the needs regarding secondary programming.

e Engage in strategic planning regarding long-term outcome goals.

e Provide staff development activities.

e Provide services necessary to reduce school dropouts and human resource

development in job development, program marketing, effective instruction, curriculum
modifications, and progress monitoring.

In addition to the five primary areas of transition planning introduced by Test et al.
(2009), there are specific regulations for students with disabilities that must be considered and
followed when transition planning for these students. Students with disabilities are protected
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Schools are mandated by IDEA to
provide students with disabilities with a plan meant to aid them in transitioning into life after
secondary school (Trainor et al., 2016).

Under the requirements of IDEA 2004, by the age of 16 (or younger, if determined
necessary by the IEP team), a student’s IEP must contain a statement of needed transition
services (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). In Nebraska, students with disabilities,
eligible for special education, ages 14-21, must have transition components in their IEP.

Prior to age 14, transition plans may be included with student and parental/guardian



consent (Nebraska Department of Education, 2022). Transition components include
(Nebraska Department of Education, 2022):

e Measurable Post-Secondary Goals (goals that capture a student’s desired outcomes
one year after graduation or exiting services related to training, education, employment,
and independent living skills)

e Age-Appropriate Transition Assessments (tools like a student/parent structure transition
interview, ESTR, TPI, or rating scales used to evaluate a student’s strengths,
preferences, interests, and needs related to their post-secondary goals)

¢ Annual Goals (statements that describe what a child with a disability can reasonably
accomplish during a 12-month period in the child’s special education program and
address how they will access coursework to enable them to successfully pursue post-
secondary goals)

e Related Services (supports needed for students to access work, education, and living
supports)

e Course of Study (multi-year description of coursework through the projected exit year,
designed to enable students to achieve desired post-school goals by completing their
secondary and special education requirements)

Under IDEA, school districts must report data to the state for the statewide
monitoring of Indicators 13 and 14 as well as on the district’s annual performance reports
(Nebraska Department of Education, 2022). Indicator 13 measures the percentage of youth
aged 16 and older with IEPs that include appropriate measurable post-secondary goals that
are annually updated based upon age-appropriate transition assessments, transition
services, and annual |IEP goals related to the student’s transition services’ needs (20 U.S.C.
1416(a)(3)(B)). Indicator 14 assess the percentage of youth who had IEPs, are no longer in
secondary school and who have been competitively employed, enrolled in some type of
post-secondary school, or both, within one year of leaving high school (20 U.S.C.
1416(a)(3)(B)).

School districts shall provide transition services based on individual student’s needs,
preferences, and interest that consist of a coordinated set of activities for a student,
designed within an outcome-oriented process, which promotes movement from school to
post-school activities, including post-secondary education, vocational training, integrated
employment, continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, and
community participation.

In addition, IDEA requires that a representative of any agency that will likely be
responsible for providing or paying for transition services be present at IEP meetings; if
these agencies fail to provide the intended services, the school must find alternative ways to
meet the needs of the student. The student must also attend IEP meetings, under IDEA
2004 requirements (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.). If the student cannot attend, the
school must make reasonable efforts to ensure that the preferences and interests of the
student are incorporated into the plan.

Students are eligible for services provided under IDEA until they graduate with a
regular diploma or exceed the age limit set forth by IDEA (21 years of age). Students receiving
any diploma outside of the regular graduation diploma are still eligible to continue receiving
services until a regular diploma is earned or the maximum age is reached (U.S. Department of
Education, n.d.). However, the student must be notified one year prior to reaching the



age of majority (18 in most states, 19 in Nebraska) of the changes that will occur once the
student reaches that age. At this point, the student is presumed to be capable of making
his/her own decisions regarding education, future expectations, and goals, and thus, must
be informed that his/her rights under IDEA will be transferred from the parent(s)/ guardian(s)
to the student. These rights include notification of meetings, notification and consent for
evaluation, selection of participants who attend IEP meetings, and approval of the contents
of the IEP (U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).

Upon completion of a student earning their diploma or aging out of the school, the
school district is responsible for inviting, with parental consent, a representative of any
participating adult services agency to a student’s IEP meeting. Adult services are services
that are provided by an outside community agency, to either support a student after the
student earns their diploma or the student ages out of school and begins to access their
post-secondary goals. Collaboration between the school and adult services agency
increases the student’s likelihood of post-school success and post-secondary transition
(Nebraska Department of Education, 2022).

Postsecondary transition planning is how schools assist students in preparing for
postsecondary education or employment after high school. This vital educational
component is required in IEPs for any student with disabilities, aged 14 and older in the
state of Nebraska. Additionally, transition planning is helpful to any student who is at risk
of dropping out or is uncertain about what they want to do after high school. There are
several useful evidence-based transition practices, including the completion of vocational
education coursework, involving students in their IEPs and/or transition planning process,
and changing program structures to those that have proven to be effective in reducing
post-secondary failure. Additionally, there are several areas of planning that need to be
addressed to aid students in successfully completing school: student-focused planning,
student development, interagency and interdisciplinary collaboration, family involvement,
and program structure. When these areas of planning are addressed, students who are
transitioning out of high school, regardless of their disability status, have a better chance
of success.




Benz, M. R,, Lindstrom, L., Unruh, D., & Waintrup, M. (2004). Sustaining secondary transition
programs in local schools. Remedial and Special Education, 25, 39-50.

Bremer, C. D., Kachgal, M., & Schoeller, M. (2003). Self-determination: Supporting successful
transition. Research to Practice Brief, 2. Retrieved from
https://conservancy.umn.edu/items/37a7a58a-44c2-4205-9308-f899cacal6ac

Cabrera, A. F., & La Nasa, S. M. (2000). Overcoming the tasks on the path to college for
America’s disadvantaged. In A. F. Cabrera & S. M. La Nasa (Eds.), Understanding the
college choice of disadvantaged students (pp. 31-44). San Francisco, CA:
Jossey Bass.

Carnevale, A., & Desrochers, D. (2003). Preparing students for the knowledge economy: What
school counselors need to know. Professional School Counseling, 6, 228-36.

Carnevale, A.P., Smith, N., Van Der Werf, M., & Quinn, M.C. (2024). After everything:
Projections of jobs, education, and training requirements through 2031. National report.
Georgetown University Center on Education and the Workforce.
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/Projections2031-ES.pdf

Chan, C., Kato, K., Davenport, E. C., Guven, K. (2003, April). Analysis of subsequent
educational decisions of high school dropouts and their life outcomes. Paper presented
annual meeting of the American Education Research Association, Chicago, IL.

Cheney, D. (2010). Transition of secondary students with emotional or behavioral disorders:
Current approaches for positive outcomes. Champaign, IL: Research Press.

Field, S., Sarver, M., & Shaw, S. (2003). Self-determination: A key to success in postsecondary
education for students with learning disabilities. Remedial and Special Education, 24,
339-349.

Greene, G. (2003). Best practices in transition. In G. Greene & C. A. Kochhar-Bryant (Eds.),
Pathways to successful transition for youth with disabilities (pp. 154—196). Upper Saddle
River, NJ: Pearson Education.

Hendricks, D., & Wehman, P. (2009). Transition from school to adulthood for youth with autism
spectrum disorders: Review and recommendations. Focus on Autism and Other
Developmental Disabilities, 24, 77—88.

Kochhar-Bryant, C. A., & Greene, G. (2009). Pathways to successful transition for youth with
disabilities: A developmental process. Columbus, OH: Pearson.

Kohler, P. D. (1993). Best practices in transition: Substantiated or implied? Career Development
for Exceptional Individuals, 16, 107-121.

Kohler, P. D., & Field, S. (2003). Transition-focused education: Foundation for the future.
Journal of Special Education, 37, 174—183.


https://conservancy.umn.edu/items/37a7a58a-44c2-4205-9308-f899caca06ac
https://cew.georgetown.edu/wp-content/uploads/Projections2031-ES.pdf

Kohler, P., Gothberg, J., & Coyle, J. (2017). Using the Taxonomy for Transition Programming
2.0 to Guide Transition Education. In: Ellis, A.L. (eds) Transitioning Children with
Disabilities. Studies in Inclusive Education. Sense Publishers, Rotterdam.
https://doiorg.libproxy.unl.edu/10.1007/978-94-6351-134-6_11

Kohler, P. D., Gothberg, J. E., Fowler, C., & Coyle, J. (2016). Taxonomy for transition
programming 2.0: A model for planning, organizing, and evaluating transition education,
services, and programs. Western Michigan University. Available at www.transitionta.org

Landmark, L. J., Ju, S., & Zhang, D. (2010). Substantiated best practices in transition: Fifteen
plus years later. Career Development for Exceptional Individuals, 33, 165-176.

Mazzotti, V. L., Rowe, D. A., Kwiatek, S., Voggt, A., Chang, W.-H., Fowler, C. H., Poppen, M.,
Sinclair, J., & Test, D. W. (2021). Secondary Transition Predictors of Postschool
Success: An Update to the Research Base. Career Development and Transition for
Exceptional Individuals, 44(1), 47—-64. https://doi-
org.libproxy.unl.edu/10.1177/2165143420959793

Milsom, A., Akos, P., & Thompson, M. (2004). A psychoeducational group approach to
postsecondary transition planning for students with learning disabilities. Journal for
Specialists in group work, 29, 395-411.

Nebraska Department of Education, Office of Special Education, (2022). Transition Planning
January 2022. www.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Transition-Planning-
Guidance-Document-2022.pdf.

Newman, L. (2005). Chapter 4: Postsecondary education participation of youth with disabilities.
Journal for Vocational Special Needs Education, 27, 30-38.

Newman, L. A., Madaus, J. W., & Javitz, H. S. (2016). Effect of transition planning on
postsecondary support receipt by students with disabilities. Exceptional Children, 82,
497-514. doi:10.1177/0014402915615884

Test, D. W., Fowler, C. H., White, J., Richter, S., & Walker, A. (2009). Evidence-based
secondary transition practices for enhancing school completion. Exceptionality, 17, 16—
29.

Thornberry, T. P., Lizotte, A., Krohn, M. D., Farnsworth, M., & Jang, S. J. (1991). Testing
interactional theory: An examination of reciprocal causal relationships between family,
school, and delinquency. Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 82, 3-35.

Trainor, A. A., Morningstar, M. E., & Murray, A. (2016). Characteristics of transition planning and
services for students with high incidence disabilities. Learning Disability Quarterly, 39,
113-124. doi:10.1177/0731948715607348 U.S. Department of Education. (n.d.). IDEA
regulations: Secondary transition. Retrieved from
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/transitionguide.html

U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, (2005). The condition of
education 2005 (Report No. 2005-094). Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

10


https://doi-org.libproxy.unl.edu/10.1007/978-94-6351-134-6_11
https://www.transitionta.org/
https://doi-org.libproxy.unl.edu/10.1177/2165143420959793
https://doi-org.libproxy.unl.edu/10.1177/2165143420959793
https://www.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Transition-Planning-Guidance-Document-2022.pdf
https://www.education.ne.gov/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Transition-Planning-Guidance-Document-2022.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/transitionguide.html

U.S. Department of Education (Department), Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services, (2020), A transition guide to postsecondary education and employment for
students and youth with disabilities, Washington, D.C.

Walpole, M. (2003). Socioeconomic status and college: How SES affects college experiences
and outcomes. The Review of Higher Education, 27, 45-73.

Wrightslaw (n.d.). Appendix A to part 300: Notice of interpretation. Retrieved from
https://www.wrightslaw.com/info/iep.law.appendixa.htm

Hollie, R. & Witte, A. (2025). Postsecondary Transition Planning: An NeMTSS research brief.
Nebraska Multi-tiered System of Support (NeMTSS).

Roshawn Hollie, M.A.

School Psychology Doctoral Student

Graduate Research Assistant

Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools
University of Nebraska—Lincoln

Amanda Witte, Ph.D.

Research Associate Professor

Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families and Schools
University of Nebraska—Lincoln

11



https://www.wrightslaw.com/info/iep.law.appendixa.htm
mailto:rhollie2@unl.edu
mailto:awitte2@unl.edu

