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1

TRANSITION TO EMPLOYMENT

Educators play a significant role in changing the life trajectory of students with disabilities. 
No matter what their involvement is or the amount of time they have with a student, teach-
ers can make a profound impact on their students’ future employment. Teachers who have a 
student for only one year, one class period, or in an extracurricular activity they advise, may 
easily lose sight of the significance of their role. It is important to remember that transition 
to employment requires a coordinated set of future-driven and outcome-oriented activities. 
Outcomes (postschool outcomes guided by the dreams and goals of the student and his or her 
family) are often forgotten. The annual individualized education program (IEP) includes the 
objectives that form a blueprint to guide students during their school years to achieve their 
desired outcomes when they graduate. Each year must be purposeful in moving the students 
closer to their goals; each activity must be meaningful in relation to the bigger picture of a 
quality adult life. Teaching students direct skills, such as completing a particular task, and 
soft skills, such as interacting with others, is extremely important. Equally important are 
related skills such as acquiring a work ethic, identifying passions, enhancing self-efficacy, 
problem solving, dependability, and becoming a good coworker; these skills are often learned 
over time through the day-to-day experiences, role models, and real-life events encountered. 
All students can benefit from these opportunities, which should be a regular part of their 
education programming.

What if educators teach all these skills? What is the guarantee the student will become 
employed given the likelihood that other adult service professionals, who are not involved 
in the student’s education, will be providing postschool employment-related services? These 
questions highlight another key point: collaboration. Transition, by definition, requires the 
involvement of many people in each student’s life, including other school and adult service 
personnel. Working together with others enhances coordination, reduces gaps, and eliminates 
duplication. An added benefit to collaboration is the collective creativity, problem solving, 
resource development, and personnel support that a collaborative approach offers. Collabora-
tion helps not only in the short term for an individual student but also in the long term for 
systemic change affecting all students. It simply is not effective for any school or adult service 
professionals to complete their roles in isolation of the others who are involved in transi-
tion. As the demand for integrated employment outcomes continues to grow and embrace 
more students, working together with others becomes a critical necessity. As an educator,  

1
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2 Planning the Transition to Employment

it is important to be aware of the possible opportunities related to work, what services and 
supports are available, and what is needed to achieve employment. Regardless of who is 
responsible for implementing employment-related services, at a minimum, the educator’s role 
is to coordinate the services, oversee their completion, and ensure that each service contrib-
utes to the larger picture.

Gaining knowledge and relationships around employment may feel like a big change if 
employment has not previously been a focus or a responsibility of teaching. Moving forward, 
consider these tips:

 • Rather than planning for transition, focus on ACTION planning.

• Rather than assuming it will be done, focus on ensuring IMPLEMENTATION.

 • Rather than checking off on process, focus on following up on OUTCOMES.

This book provides strategies for focusing on action, implementation, and outcomes. Infor-
mation important for making employment a reality for students with disabilities is outlined 
in the practical strategies, tools, and examples presented throughout the book. While reading 
the book, it is important to distinguish between “need to know” and “need to do” based on 
your own situation and local community. Knowing what is required to transition to employ-
ment is the first step. Identifying what is being done and where gaps exist is an essential next 
step. Clarifying personal responsibilities is an important part of the process. Defining ways 
to address the gaps yourself or with others cannot be overlooked.

IMPORTANCE OF WORK

You may be asking, “Why work?” and “Why now?” After all, haven’t educators always been 
charged with preparing our future citizens for college and the world of work? Since individu-
als with disabilities have been afforded a free and appropriate education with the passage of 
the Education of All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, great strides have been made in 
the outcomes experienced by students with disabilities. In higher numbers than ever before, 
students with disabilities are graduating from high school, going to college, and becoming 
employed. However, they are experiencing all of these outcomes at a rate much lower than 
their peers without disabilities (National Council on Disability, 2017; Newman et al., 2011; 
Wehman, 2013).

WHAT DO THE STATISTICS SAY?

Employment rates are still consistently lower for people with disabilities than for the popula-
tion without disabilities. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2019), the unemploy-
ment rate for individuals with a disability was 8.0% in 2018, more than twice that of those 
with no disability (3.7%). Individuals are counted as unemployed if they do not have a job, 
were available for work, and were actively looking for a job. It is important to note that there 
are many individuals with disabilities who are not employed and have given up looking 
for employment altogether. In 2018, 19.1% of individuals with disabilities were employed, 
whereas 65.9% of individuals without a disability were employed (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2019). For individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (ID/DD), the number 
employed are even lower (Siperstein, Heyman, & Stokes, 2014). According to the 2016–2017 
National Core Indicator data, a survey of 21,548 adults in 39 states served by ID/DD agencies 
reported 14.9% to be employed in individual paid jobs (National Association of State Direc-
tors of Developmental Disabilities Services & Human Services Research Institute, 2018; U.S.  
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Getting Started 3

Census Bureau, 2016). When looking at career development, individuals with a disability 
are often underemployed and tend to be working in service occupations (20.2%) compared 
to 17.3% of individuals without disabilities (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. Department of 
Labor, 2019).

Individuals with a disability are less likely to work in management or professional occu-
pations (34.1%) than are individuals without a disability (39.9%). The resulting impact of 
unemployment and underemployment is that individuals with disabilities experience poverty 
at a rate that is more than double that of the general population (Vallas & Fremstad, 2014). If 
you have a disability in the United States, you are twice as likely as a person without a disabil-
ity to live in poverty, and that gap has widened in the 25 years since the landmark Americans 
with Disabilities Act was enacted (Fessler, 2015). Individuals with disabilities have generally 
poorer health, lower education achievements, fewer economic opportunities, and higher rates 
of poverty than do people without disabilities. Disability has a bidirectional link to poverty 
because it may increase the risk of poverty and poverty may increase the risk of disability 
(World Health Organization [WHO], 2011).

CHANGING THE LANDSCAPE OF DISABILITY AND EMPLOYMENT

Recent state and federal initiatives are focused on changing these outcomes. These initia-
tives have generated tremendous interest, increased expectations, and demonstrated successes 
emphasizing employment and the valued contributions made by workers with disabilities. 
A significant influence has been Employment First initiatives, which establish a framework 
for systems change centered on the presumption that all citizens, including individuals with 
significant disabilities, are capable of integrated employment (Association for Persons Sup-
porting Employment First, n.d.). Employment First directives urge systems to align policies, 
service-delivery practices, and reimbursement structures to encourage integrated employment 
as the priority option for publicly funded services for youth and adults with significant dis-
abilities (Office of Disability Employment Policy, n.d.). Today, all 50 states have some type 
of legislation, policy, or activity related to Employment First.

At the federal level, the passage of the Workforce Innovation & Opportunity Act (WIOA) 
(National Center on Leadership for the Employment and Economic Advancement of People 
with Disabilities, 2014) and the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) final rule, 
which ensures that Medicaid’s home- and community-based services programs provide full 
access to the benefits of community living and offers services in the most integrated settings, 
have changed the expectations and requirements of employment, particularly for transition-
aged youth as they leave school. The question no longer is “Can this individual work?” but 
rather “How can we support this individual in work?”

The WIOA was signed into law by President Obama in 2014. The purpose of WIOA is 
to better align the workforce system with education and economic development in an effort 
to create a collective response to economic and labor market challenges on the national, state, 
and local levels (National Association of Workforce Boards, n.d.). Specifically, this legislation 
focuses on assisting job seekers with disabilities in succeeding in the labor market, matching 
employers with skilled workers who may benefit from education, skills training, and employ-
ment, and support services (National Center on Leadership for the Employment and Eco-
nomic Advancement of People with Disabilities, 2014).

WIOA targets both in-school and out-of-school youth to assist them in their career and 
educational development. State vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies must reserve funds 
for the sole purpose of providing Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS). Whereas 
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4 Planning the Transition to Employment

VR has always provided transition services, WIOA expands the population of students to 
those who are eligible or who are potentially eligible for VR to receive services and permits a 
wider range of services to students with disabilities. Youth with disabilities do not need to be 
eligible for VR services as Pre-ETS can be provided to any student with a disability, regard-
less of whether the student has applied or been determined eligible for VR services. The five 
Pre-ETS services include

1. Job exploration counseling.

2. Work-based learning experiences, which may include in-school or afterschool opportuni-
ties, or experience outside the traditional school setting (including internships) that is 
provided in an integrated environment to the maximum extent possible.

3. Counseling on opportunities for enrollment in comprehensive transition or postsecond-
ary educational programs at institutions of higher education.

4. Workplace readiness training to develop social skills and independent living.

5. Instruction in self-advocacy, which may include peer mentoring.

The requirement of Pre-ETS reinforces what research has demonstrated over the last several 
years regarding preparing students for competitive employment. Each of the five required 
Pre-ETS has been cited in research as a predicator of postschool success for students with 
disabilities. Additionally, the requirement of collaboration in implementing Pre-ETS focused 
on the outcome of employment has been cited in research as an effective practice (Fabian & 
Luecking, 2015; Test, Mazzotti, Mustain, Kortering, & Kohler, 2009).

This book reflects a different way of thinking, strategizing, and tackling the very diverse 
challenges faced in trying to help students make successful transitions from school to work. 
The essence of this difference can be expressed in two succinct sentences:

Bring the community into the classroom.

Take the classroom into the community.

Bringing the community into the classroom and taking the classroom into the community is 
about more than just making it real for students. It is about creating ways to evoke a personal 
response to the skills being taught and to the opportunities being provided. That is when 
learning will happen for all students!

Perhaps equally important is that when students are connected with the community 
of people and places important to their transition to employment (and further education), 
social capital is being developed. Social capital is the sum of the resources accumulated by an 
individual as he or she participates in a network of personal relationships of “mutual acquain-
tance and recognition” (Portes, 1998). For this population of students—most of whom have 
been marginalized in one way or another—building and accumulating social capital is critical 
for achieving access to and legitimacy in environments where they are relative newcomers 
(Parent-Johnson & Parent-Johnson, 2015).

Our premise is: Students who get connected to the broader community become engaged 
in the process of establishing and building social capital. By building this kind of social 
capital, they will gain the access, resources, and knowledge to function successfully in vari-
ous environments with new expectations, roles, and rules that are different from those they 
have been accustomed to. As educators, our job is to facilitate this process and help students 
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Getting Started 5

develop these connections into a durable network—a network that provides the means to 
achieve a successful and sustainable transition to employment (and more).

In addition, it is important to recognize that the professional and practical efforts 
required to bring the community into the classroom and the classroom into the community 
are different from the kind of participation that many educators have engaged in. The pro-
cess requires the creation of an individual small community or team approach to address the 
issues at hand.

This process can—and in many situations should—start small. Putting together a team of 
two or three action-oriented colleagues who, together, identify a set of students and a set of 
goals they want to achieve is a first step. The number of active team members, the set of goals 
to achieve, and the number of students impacted can continue to grow on the basis of the 
team’s experiences with what works and what more is needed.

This book contains a wide-ranging set of resources and practical ideas for getting the 
job done. But it is figuring out which resources and ideas to apply and how the team wants to 
orchestrate them into coherent actions that make the difference in the postschool outcomes 
for youth with disabilities. Precisely because this book includes so many ideas, it is important 
to be thoughtful about the specific goals the team sets for itself. Be purposeful and selective 
about setting goals relative to advancing the skills and opportunities provided for students to 
make strong and successful transitions.

Based on the team’s expertise, determine the scope or list of topics to address, the neces-
sary skills related to those topics, and the experiences that team members can provide relative 
to using those skills to connect students with the real-world community. Again, as a team, 
decide what topics, skills, and connecting experiences should come first and which ones 
should follow (building on the earlier experiences). Be creative; try new things and build on 
the efforts and activities that are working for the team. Most important, do not be afraid to 
revisit the team’s original thinking and let the team-based process and content evolve.

UPCOMING CHAPTERS

Chapter 2 helps you think strategically about your plan to promote postschool employment. 
Chapter 3 continues the discussion of planning for employment by providing examples and 
tools, and it addresses interagency collaboration. Chapter 4 addresses the need to identify the 
passions of your students that lead to career exploration, and  Chapter 5 focuses on develop-
ing employer relationships to provide employment opportunities based on student interests. 
Chapter 6 discusses how to provide support to students on the job to ensure skill develop-
ment. Finally, Chapter 7 highlights some of the challenges and issues that may be experienced 
and provides effective strategies and solutions that other educators have suggested to help you 
move from “Can this individual work?” to “How can we support this individual in work?”

Chapter 7 also introduces the Implementing Transition Action Plan (ITAP)— offering 
readers a means to think through the transition process and concretely develop an action 
plan that provides guidance through the essential components of employment preparation 
and implementation, leading to truly integrated, competitive employment for  students with 
disabilities.
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7

Stacy is one of a few high school special education instructors who has started integrating classroom and 
community experiences related to transition from school to employment for her junior class students. 
She describes these new activities as “ formative education, not informative education.” Stacy sees these 
experiences as initially being very foreign to young adults who are not used to participating at a personal 
level in class assignments. “This is often the first time many of my students have thought about most 
of these issues, let alone being asked to express themselves about them and begin to make ‘choices’ for 
themselves. It took them a while to realize that they ‘could’ learn how to do this stuff!” A particularly 
encouraging sign for Stacy was observing her students, after systematically analyzing and translating 
their IEPs into their own terms, begin to assert themselves in their IEP meetings and connect their learn-
ing goals with a job or future career beyond school.

The teacher in the vignette above is directly and purposefully engaged in helping her students 
gain the knowledge, experience, and sense of self- efficacy needed to make the successful 
transition from a school- and family- based environment to a more independent and self- 
determined world of education, employment, and life in general.

Making this transition is a profound change for everyone. For most students, it is a 
venture into the completely unknown territory of independence and adulthood. Increasingly, 
this time of transition is being recognized as a distinct life phase and is often described in 
terms of emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). As a life phase, this transition is understood and 
represented as an extended process— occurring between 14 and 26 years of age— rather than as 
a singular event at a given point in time.

For all students, this transition is a process that requires 1) a self- conscious exploration 
of themselves, 2) consistent guided practice at building the kinds of skills they will need to 
succeed, and 3) systematically structured opportunities for students to experience, test, and 
refine their own skills. For students with disabilities, creating and implementing this process 
is especially complicated— and necessary.

What follows in this chapter is a set of practical, field- tested strategies teachers can use 
to give their students the kind of knowledge, skills, and experiences they need to develop a 
positive and secure sense of their own capabilities to navigate this transition. But first, a point 
about the necessity of collaboration must be made.

2
Strategies to  
Facilitate Effective Transitions
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8 Planning the Transition to Employment

THE CRUCIAL IMPORTANCE OF COLLABORATION

The transition we are talking about is a personal and practical journey through a diverse ecol-
ogy of educational, organizational, health, and employment systems. Despite the Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Improvement Act 2004 (IDEIA) mandate that the “coordination 
of services with agencies involved in supporting the transition of students with disabilities to 
postsecondary activities” (20 U.S.C. 1411[d] § 300.704), these systems are not well integrated 
or coordinated.

It is clear that no one system, organization, or agency can be successful working on their 
own. One confirmation of this point comes from the National Collaborative on Workforce 
and Disability (NCWD):

The diverse and often complex needs of youth who are transitioning to adulthood cannot 
be met by any one institution or service system alone. Most youth are served in some way 
by at least a few institutions and some youth are served simultaneously by many— schools, 
community- based programs, and service providers specific to health and mental health, social 
services, disability, child welfare, and juvenile delinquency prevention” (NCWD, 2016).

As suggested here, effective collaboration among all stakeholders would seem to be the 
obvious answer to such a dilemma. Indeed, NCWD/Youth labors diligently to increase col-
laboration in an effort to improve the quality and coordination of services, reduce duplica-
tion of effort, and narrow the gaps that obviously exist between services.

Unfortunately, the research on interagency collaboration and/or collaboration at the inter-
professional level as they relate to transition is limited to a description of essential elements and 
functions of effective collaboration. Nevertheless, it is crucial that we recognize and continue 
to address the fact that teachers (and any other professionals engaged in this process with these 
emerging adults) need the time and the opportunity to work with other professionals.

Again, it is important to recognize that the challenges associated with these transitions 
are, themselves, multidimensional. Further, individuals in transition are also multidimensional 
in the sense that they embody a unique set of skills and experiences and therefore require 
genuinely individualized needs and supports. It is equally important to recognize that each 
separate organization engaged in supporting the overall transition process focuses on and serves 
a limited set of those needs. As a result of this silo effect, most of our government agencies and 
human services organizations are seemingly compelled to operate in cooperation with or in tan-
dem with one another (Tett, 2015). The result is that our human services agency/educational/
employment process has been constructed such that each part of the system does its own job 
and then hands off the client or student to the next organization or agency in line (Figure 2.1).

The hand- off model assumes a level of coherence and integration across organizations 
that simply does not exist. It can be argued that this hand- off model, whereby each part of 
the system deals with a subset of the issues that face the person, becomes a big part of the 
challenge faced by the person who is making the transition.

Cooperation between and among these entities is not enough. Facilitating these tran-
sitions must be more than a cooperative venture. To be successful, those transitions must 
become a genuine team- based collaborative process. It is important to recognize that the stu-
dents themselves need to be at the center of the transition process. Perhaps even more impor-
tant, we must recognize that these students need to learn how to participate at the center of 
that process and believe in their own capacity to do so.

Clearly, schools and human services agencies serve legitimately different roles and func-
tions with regard to the transition process. As such, they have constructed many specialized 
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Strategies to Facilitate Effective Transitions  9

roles and functions within their systems; they have even constructed their own working 
vocabulary of terms and concepts that reflect and constrain their particular perspectives and 
goals. And yet, each agency or organization serves the same population of students! The real 
challenge, however, is that students, families, teachers, transition coordinators, adult services 
professionals, and vocational rehabilitation counselors alike must learn to navigate this frag-
mented environment.

It is not effective for each of these professionals to do their individual job in relative 
isolation from one another. It is not effective to create a transition process whereby students 
are handed off from one system or organization to another (and sometimes back and forth). 
What is needed is a genuinely collaborative approach that can respond to the multidimen-
sional quality of the transition process (Antosh & Association of University Centers on Dis-
abilities, 2013; Cobb & Alwell, 2009; Landmark, Ju, & Zhang, 2010; Noonan, Erikson, & 
Morningstar, 2012).

The literature is rife with various models of collaboration. Regardless of the particular 
version elaborated, each approach attempts to bring disparate systems, and the professionals 
working in each system, together in such a way that processes and services change for the bet-
ter. One particularly interesting and successful model of collaboration has been developed by 
John Kania and Mark Kramer. In a series of articles in the Stanford Social Innovation Review, 
they define collaboration in terms of collective impact initiatives. That is, as “long- term com-
mitments by a group of important actors from different sectors to a common agenda for solv-
ing a specific social problem. Their actions are supported by a shared measurement system, 
mutually reinforcing activities, ongoing communication, and are staffed by an independent 
backbone organization” (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Significantly, Kania and Kramer describe a 
set of essential elements that are critical to achieving and sustaining a coherent “alignment of 
effort” that leads to successful outcomes.

The definition and key practices of collective impact articulated by Kania and Kramer 
focus on large- scale change initiated at the macro (that is, systems and organizations) level. 
This is certainly an important and valuable perspective that will be addressed later in this 
chapter. However, the principles of collective impact also have powerful application at the 
micro level. That is, collective impact can be achieved in the field even when a small team of 

Teacher
Transition
Specialist Job Coach

Vocational
Rehabilitation

Counselor

Individual
Student

Individual
Student

Figure 2.1. Hand- off model.

In order to view this proof accurately, the Overprint Preview Option must be 
set to Always in Acrobat Professional or Adobe Reader. Please contact your                               

Customer Service Representative if you have questions about finding this option.

Job Name_-- _425475t

FOR MORE: bit.ly/Parent-Johnsonedweb

Excerpted from: Planning the Transition to Employment 
By: Wendy . Parent-Johnson, Laura Owens, Richard Parent-Johnson



10 Planning the Transition to Employment

teachers, counselors, transition specialists, or other professionals work together to facilitate 
the successful transition of young adults with disabilities from education to employment or 
more education. What follows is a brief description of how to use the principles of collec-
tive impact to create and sustain a process that brings professionals together in a genuinely 
collaborative way that leads to more comprehensive and successful transitions for a com-
mon population of students and clients. This model of collaboration puts students/clients, 
as legitimate and capable participants, at the center of a mutually determined and responsive 
process (Figure 2.2).

GROW YOUR OWN COLLECTIVE IMPACT TEAM

Again, teachers, paraprofessionals, special education teachers, administrators, rehabilitation 
counselors, transition coordinators, and many other professionals are all engaged in some 
specific capacity in the effort to help students achieve good employment outcomes. However, 
the comprehensive nature of the challenges inherent in the goal of transitioning to employ-
ment works against the likelihood that any one individual can be successful by doing things 
on their own. The constraints on each professional’s time and their own predetermined and 
defined roles relative to the student they are trying to serve— create a fragmented and poorly 
coordinated process that is often ineffective.

Any individual professional trying to make a positive impact on the trajectory of a student’s 
life will find it is genuinely helpful, even necessary, to develop a more team- based approach. 
A single teacher can begin this process by seeking out and gaining the willing participation 
of one or two professionals in some other organization(s) outside the school system that have 
some professional stake in the successful transition outcome of these students (e.g., a rehabilita-
tion counselor, transition specialist, or job coach). That new team needs to create a collective 
impact perspective as it relates to the challenges of transition at hand. In order to do that, the 
team members need to know how to collaborate or order to achieve a collective impact.

The research done by Kania and Kramer (2011) demonstrates that collective impact ini-
tiatives require the cumulative force of five specific conditions in order for them to be success-
ful: 1) a common agenda, 2) shared measurement systems, 3) mutually reinforcing activities, 
4) continuous communication, and 5) backbone support organization.

Individual
Student 

Job Coach
Transition
Specialist 

Teacher
VR
Counselor

Figure 2.2. Collective impact team model.
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Strategies to Facilitate Effective Transitions  11

COLLECTIVE IMPACT: A PRACTICAL APPLICATION

This section describes the five conditions and how they can be (and have been) applied in 
order to have a positive collective impact— in this case, on the goal of achieving the success-
ful transition from school to employment for students with disabilities. This description is 
intended as a guide for how to initiate and sustain the conditions necessary to achieve a col-
lective impact. As a guide, it is not intended to be complete and comprehensive. Rather, the 
content and activities suggested here are concrete, practical ways a small group of profession-
als can create an impact on the outcomes as students transition from school to employment 
that is greater than the sum of their individual efforts. View these materials as a resource and 
base from which to orchestrate your own collective impacts.

First, it is important to understand that creating a truly collaborative agenda and partici-
pating in mutually reinforcing activities are actually parts of a single, dynamic process. That 
is, a common agenda is the result of participating in mutually reinforcing activities. To begin 
the process, seek out and gain the willing participation of one or two other professionals from 
outside your own field. For example, a high school special education teacher might consider 
inviting a vocational rehabilitation counselor, a job coach, and/or an employment specialist 
to become team participants. Team members need to determine among themselves what their 
overall goals will be. Create a set of goals all members share. For example, which students 
do you want to focus on? Do you want to improve the overall self- determination skills of 
each student? Or, are there particular skills that you deem to be most important for students 
to improve or perfect? Discuss the types of skills and activities you want your students to 
accomplish. This represents the scope or range of the skills and activities you and your team 
want to achieve together with your students.

Curriculum developers often talk about the scope and sequence aspects of course con-
tent. This conversation is critical for the collective impact team to have. Developing the 
scope of the course content simply means determining what lessons and skills should be 
taught and when. Developing the sequence of activities of those lessons means determin-
ing when and in what order those lessons and skills should be taught. Drafting and working 
to perfect the scope and sequence of lessons and experiences in providing transition ser-
vices is something that must be done by all the collective impact team members together. 
Developing an effective collective impact team requires both time and practice. Recognize 
that this is going to require at least a modest time commitment from all team members. 
Questions to address include: What are the key lessons and skills students need? How 
many and what kind of experiential learning events does the team believe will advance the 
students’ functional skills and understanding of the worlds of work and/or education they 
have ahead of them? What other skills and experiences does the team deem critical to this 
goal? What lessons and experiences within and beyond the classroom will support that 
learning?

Make some initial decisions about these issues. Then begin your move toward a com-
mon agenda. A common agenda is more than a set of abstract goals that is mutually agreed 
upon at the initial stages of working together. It is not something that is achieved in the 
abstract. A common agenda is a shared vision that emerges and continues to evolve over 
time. It comes about as a result of spending time together— participating in an intentional 
and purposeful way in one another’s professional roles and activities. It is the outcome of 
the work you do in terms of mutually reinforcing activities. Thus, the scope and sequence 
of your cumulative program will be subject to change as the team learns what is most 
 effective for them.
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12 Planning the Transition to Employment

A comprehensive set of lessons or topics that addresses the multiple skills and activities 
students would benefit from relative to making effective transitions is included here. The  
lessons and topics are arranged as four units with a specific content and sequence that rep-
resents best practice as it has emerged in other transition- focused educational settings. The 
units were developed and implemented as a semester- long curriculum for a class of 10 to 12 
high- school- age students. They are recommended as a starting point from which your own 
team can decide what lessons and topics you want to address with your own students. Each 
unit has a specific theme and its own unique guiding question that should be introduced to the 
students and repeated on a routine basis. Within any given unit the number of topics and 
activities you address will depend upon the time you have with your students and how much 
time you devote to any individual topic.

Unit 1: Discovering My Own Path

Guiding Question: What does it mean to transition, and how can I understand myself in those 
terms?

Suggested topics and activities:

 • Define the concept and common experience of transitions.

• Describe the particular transition from school to work and what it involves.

• Introduce the members of the transition team.

• Discuss general substance of IEP with each student individually.

• Use specific tools/lessons to help students identify their strengths.

• Use specific tools/lessons to help students identify and explore their interests.

• Discuss and help students understand the financial benefits of work.

• Enhance each student’s disability awareness, e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), 
IDEIA, and their rights.

• Explore and enhance individual effective communication skills (e.g., FACTS; see Figure 2.5).

Unit 2: Charting My Own Course

Guiding Question: Where do I want to go in life and what steps can I take that will help get 
me there?

Suggested topics and activities:

 • Discuss life values and how they can work to guide our direction in life.

• Discuss and help students create their own individual mission statements.

• Discuss the critical importance of setting goals.

• Use specific goal- setting lessons to help students learn how to set goals.

• Discuss the importance of the student’s own role in pursuing their goals.

• Discuss and teach students the use of short- term and long-term goals.

• Use specific tools/lessons to teach and practice time management skills, including learning 
how to prioritize their time into a day and a week.
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Strategies to Facilitate Effective Transitions  13

Unit 3: Taking Real Action

Guiding Question: How can I best share information about myself and build my own team 
that helps support me in reaching my goals?

Suggested topics and activities:

 • Discuss and teach how to become a self- advocate!

• Teach and facilitate each student to write a basic resume.

• Teach students how to interview in ways that communicate your strengths.

• PRACTICE interviewing.

• Teach students how to handle tough personal questions.

• Demonstrate and practice filling out job applications.

• Demonstrate and practice the art of networking.

• Anticipate and plan for transportation issues.

Unit 4: Getting to My Destination

Guiding Question: How can I get and keep the job I want and stay on track for reaching my 
goals?

Suggested topics and activities:

 • Discuss what a dream job might look like.

• Teach and practice networking with people who do the work you want to do.

• Job shadow people who do the kind of work you want to do

• Discuss what community resources and agencies exist to support students.

• Bring two or three employers in to share what they value in their employees.

 • Celebrate each student’s success!

As part of the scope and sequence process, it is important for the collective impact team 
to develop a calendar of these kinds of activities, especially those that are going to include 
students. It is an invaluable planning tool that keeps all team members organized and on the 
same page relative to what each member needs to do to make things happen. The calendar 
is useful not only for planning purposes but also to help students see the logic behind these 
kinds of explorations. It is important for students to see that they are building toward a coher-
ent package of experiences and skills that will benefit them in the long run.

One additional tool that will become a valuable asset to both teachers and students 
alike is to create a lesson plan for most topics that are chosen to be addressed. It takes a bit 
of work on the part of at least one team member, but creating a lesson plan provides a clear 
focus and objective to each lesson. For example, see the lesson plan document shown in 
Figure 2.3.

Perhaps the most effective strategy to achieve a truly common agenda and set of prac-
tices that focus on individual goals is to create opportunities for students to act as participant- 
observers of the official roles that each of the team members perform. For example, teachers 
can create opportunities to bring vocational rehabilitation counselors into the classroom 
as participant- observers when information is communicated and the skills appropriate for 
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Guiding Question
Example: What does it mean to be “SELF-determined,” and how can I begin to understand myself in those terms?
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Focus Question
Example: What students and staff should I expect to work with during this course, and what are their roles in my education?
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Objective
Example: Students and staff share general information about themselves in an effort to become aware of the people involved 
in the class.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Description
Example: This lesson is designed to help students learn about themselves, each other, and the staff. They will become 
acquainted with the other people who will be in the classroom on a daily basis. Students have the opportunity to identify 
 commonalities with other students. Formal and informal assessment material will also be completed by the student and/or 
guardian to assess levels of self-efficacy and determination.
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Classroom Activities
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Review and Reflect
• What did you learn?
• Where do we go from here?

Wrap Up and Teacher Notes
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Looking Ahead
Date of agency staff visit (Vocational rehabilitation, workforce center, life skills staff): __________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________
Date and name of guest speakers: ___________________________________________
Date and location of off-campus site visits: ___________________________________

Lesson Plan Form

Figure 2.3. Lesson plan form.
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Strategies to Facilitate Effective Transitions  15

transitioning to the workplace or some form of postsecondary education are taught. At a 
separate class session, introduce the counselors and ask them to describe their roles and what 
they can do for students. As a team, participate in activities with the students that involve all 
or combinations of team members.

Conversely, create opportunities for teachers to become participant- observers of the 
vocational rehabilitation counselors as they function on the job. For example, teachers can 
visit a counselor’s office to better understand their colleague’s role, practices, and work envi-
ronment. The point is that it is important to know each other’s worlds. An interesting and 
valuable follow- along activity to this initial action can then be a student and/or class experi-
ence whereby the counselor hosts a student or the class in a hands- on experience of the office. 
There, students can have a face- to- face encounter with the people and practices that are there 
to serve their interests.

A teacher can bring a counselor or adult services professional into the classroom to talk 
about employment options, to inform students about or perhaps initiate student enrollment 
in services. Over time, the counselor or adult services professional and the students become 
more familiar with one another; each learns more personal aspects about the other. In this 
way, the all- important element of trust between counselor and students is developed. Col-
laboratively, the teacher and counselor can begin thinking about how they might match 
individual students to different job opportunities, how certain skills might be taught to the 
class of students, and how specific skills could be nurtured in specific students. Together, 
they might even coordinate at least a few students with real job exploration opportunities 
that allow all parties to see what makes a good fit for that student and what the student might 
need for support in order to succeed in that opportunity.

Each student who participates in this activity or in any other off- campus activity 
should be required to complete some kind of assessment or evaluation of their experiences 
in the field. Completing a simple, concrete document (Figure 2.4) helps them think about 
and articulate a meaningful, personal connection between what they saw or heard and 
what they think about it. It also provides them a record of their experience and thoughts 
that they can use to compare jobs in terms of pros and cons and that can be included in a 
transition portfolio.

The experiences that students encounter as part of those job exploration opportunities 
should definitely become part of structured discussions in later classes. That is, as a group, 
students should be asked to share their experience and to consciously explore their experience 
and what meaning it has for them now and in the future. This same kind of purposeful site- 
visit activity can also be applied to visits to local community colleges and businesses.

Over time, given the opportunity to be participant- observers in one another’s worlds, 
not only does each professional learn more about each other’s roles and practices, but there is 
also a kind of hybridization of roles. What emerges from these opportunities is a new shared 
experience and a common shared language to articulate and facilitate transition practices for 
both groups of professionals. Transition practices become team based and comanaged rather 
than a set of institutionalized hand- offs.

One of the important changes to emerge from observing other systems, particularly for 
special education teachers, rehabilitation counselors, and transition specialists is the change 
in mindset these professionals often have as a result of working in a more personal and 
holistic way with students. In the everyday work world, it is not uncommon for profession-
als to have high student–staff ratios, extensive caseloads, and heavy workloads in general. As 
hardworking professionals, they are compelled to focus their efforts on discrete aspects of a 
student’s life. While this is a professional and practical necessity, what can and does get lost 
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❏ Business  ❏ Educational  ❏ Training Site  ❏ Housing Community

Place:  __________________________________________________________________________ Date:  __________________

Like OK Do Not Like Comments

The Place

The People:  
Supervisors/administrators
Coworkers/classmates
(Use comments section to 
add contact information)

The Programs:  
Work/educational

They are:

Overall Impression Because:

Questions I have about this job, training, or program:
_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________

Possible questions to ask:
• It would be nice if this place had __________________. Does it? Why or why not?
• What are the costs?
• How long will the training take?
• When could I move in?

1. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

2. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

3. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

4. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

5. _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Field Observation

Figure 2.4. Field observation form.
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is the sense of that student as a whole person. When these same professionals are allowed the 
opportunity to teach a course that addresses the whole person— in classes of 10 students that 
meet three times per week for a semester— the teachers and the counselors are, themselves, 
changed. The experiences they have working with students in this more whole- person way 
coalesces into a time of powerful and gratifying professional growth.

INTEGRATING BEST PRACTICES

There are a myriad of best practices that teachers, paraprofessionals, special education teach-
ers and administrators, transition coordinators, rehabilitation counselors, and many other 
professionals can and should adopt in order to help students achieve good employment out-
comes. This section offers a set of key teaching and learning principles specific to teaching 
students with disabilities and provides examples of how these strategies have been opera-
tionalized and integrated into everyday practice. The key principles are 1) focusing on self- 
efficacy, including modeling, role playing, and elaborated feedback; 2) knowing how you and 
your students learn; 3) learning as a social and guided activity; and 4) using Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL).

For over 20 years, there has been a concerted effort in special education to improve the 
self- determination skills of students with disabilities (Mithaug, 1993, 1996; Mithaug, Agran, 
Martin, & Wehmeyer, 2003; Wehmeyer, 1996, 1997, 1999, 2006; Wehmeyer, Yeager, Bold-
ing, Agran, & Hughes, 2003). A strong case has been made that improving the attitudes 
and abilities, including self- advocacy, choice making, problem solving, self- awareness, and 
self- efficacy, of students with disabilities will improve overall life outcomes for students. As 
a result, scores of classroom curricula and larger programmatic efforts have focused on the 
development of self- determination skills. Identifying and improving upon self- determination 
skills is now common practice. It has been and still is recognized as best practice. However, 
what is often routinely assumed, and therefore overlooked in the content and practice related 
to self- determination, is attention to the sense of self- efficacy many of these students have. It 
is argued here that rather than being one of the elements subsumed within the model of self- 
determination, self- efficacy must be understood as a prerequisite to learning and achieving a 
self- determined life.

Self- efficacy is the sense of being capable of actually doing what is expected. Bandura 
defines self- efficacy as “one’s perceived capabilities for learning or performing tasks at des-
ignated levels” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). However, many students with disabilities do not have 
a strong sense of self- efficacy; that is, they do not see themselves as capable learners. It is 
very unlikely that adolescent students will persist in trying to learn any activity when feeling 
incompetent is their experience and their expectation. Given this essential perception of self, 
it is critical that addressing and then building a sense of self- efficacy in students needs to hap-
pen before teaching self- determination skills (Pajares & Urdan, 2006).

It is important to recognize that self- efficacy is not a generalized sense of confidence 
or self- esteem. Self- efficacy is a person’s perception of himself or herself as being capable of 
learning or doing a particular task. The important focus, then, is on finding ways to support 
and enhance students’ experience of being capable of doing the tasks that are asked of them. 
When it comes to learning and work environments, three teaching strategies— when used rou-
tinely and over time— are especially effective: 1) modeling, 2) role playing, and 3) elaborated 
feedback. Students with disabilities, in particular, need to 1) see or hear models of thinking 
and doing a task, 2) get real- time practice at doing the task, and 3) receive high- quality feed-
back on their performance.
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Modeling

To model a skill or activity in the sense used here means to demonstrate the skill or activ-
ity while you literally think aloud. In practical terms, this means 1) describing the skill or 
 activity in some basic detail, 2) stating why the skill is useful, 3) explaining when the skill is 
useful, and 4) performing the skill yourself from start to finish while sharing your own think-
ing out loud. The purpose is to demonstrate, out loud, your own thinking, your own problem 
solving, and even your own stops and starts as you perform the task. This demonstration is 
an out- loud model of the particular skill your students are expected to learn— against which 
they can compare and gauge their own performance.

For example, an invaluable strategic learning lesson was developed by faculty at the 
Center for Research on Learning at the University of Kansas (Lancaster & Johnson, 2005) 
on how to perform effectively during a job interview. The lesson involves teaching students 
five key steps to achieving a good interview and how to perform them. The five elements 
are 1) Face the person, 2) Activate eye contact, 3) Check expressions, 4) Talk clearly, and 
5) Stay calm. There is a value- added aspect to this particular lesson in that it has its own 
acronym. That is, each piece of the lesson on good interviewing skills has its own phrase to 
describe it. The first letter from each phrase forms the acronym FACTS that helps students 
to more easily recall the entire set of actions they should do in order to perform effectively 
in any interview.

Modeling this lesson, the teacher chooses a student to sit across from him or her and 
plays the role of interviewee by having the student read a few predetermined questions com-
monly asked in an interview. In response to the questions, the teacher performs each step 
of the FACTS strategy— sometimes in a positive way (e.g., facing the person and making eye 
contact) and sometimes in a poor way (e.g., mumbling, looking out the window, and/or act-
ing very anxious). All the while, the teacher can sustain a running commentary on which step 
is being modeled and why he or she is acting in a particular way.

Interestingly, the FACTS routine started out as a strategy for learning effective interview-
ing skills. However, in many classes it has become the standard of practice for any lesson in 
which students are asked to communicate directly with one another (i.e., it can become a class 
norm). For example, teachers may create a poster- size illustration of the FACTS routine and 
hang it on the classroom wall for use all year round (Figure 2.5).

Remember, as a part of any modeling activity, the think aloud strategy is an invaluable 
element for facilitating effective learning in nearly all settings. It has an infinite number of 
applications and should be considered a standard practice for teaching and learning.

Role Playing by Students

Many people learn best when given the opportunity to try things out in a hands- on way. For 
that reason, the value of practicing/performing an activity or abstract lesson is hard to overes-
timate. It is one thing to hear a lecture on a subject or to read directions on how to do some-
thing; it is quite another to actually try to do it. For most people, hearing, reading, and doing 
is an ideal combination of activities that serves to optimize the effectiveness of learning. 
Consider the FACTS interviewing skills lesson. The FACTS lesson should first be described 
to students in terms of its five elements; followed by a brief discussion of why, when, and 
where this skill is useful; and then modeled for the students. The culminating action, how-
ever, is to have students role- play this lesson. In particular, students should take turns playing 
three different roles: interviewee, interviewer, and observer. Being the interviewee gives a 
student practice at responding to the kinds of real questions they are most likely to face in an 
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Strategies to Facilitate Effective Transitions  19

interview process and helps them learn to frame and express their responses in more precise 
ways. Then, by doing a role reversal and playing the role of the interviewer, these same stu-
dents can gain valuable new insights. Being the interviewer puts students on the other side 
of the conversation; they often discover something about what it looks and feels like to have 
someone respond to their questions and what can come through as effective or ineffective 
communication. Finally, taking a turn at being an impartial observer while two other people 
perform the interview provides the opportunity for the student to see the whole dynamic of 
give and take between the interviewer and interviewee. They can then offer their comments 
in an effort to give helpful feedback to the interviewees.

While this can be a fun activity, one additional point is necessary to make. With prac-
tice over time, students will become increasingly articulate and comfortable in their perfor-
mances. It is important to recognize the necessity of providing the right environment for 
performing role plays. Regardless of their role, every performer needs to feel safe. All per-
formers need to be respectful of one another and the roles they are performing. Only then 
will their comfort and skill grow.

Elaborated Feedback

All students need feedback on their performance. Feedback is especially important to students 
with a diminished sense of self- efficacy. For that reason, providing high- quality feedback is 

Figure 2.5. FACTS poster.
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20 Planning the Transition to Employment

a key strategy for supporting not just students’ comprehension of a particular lesson but also 
their perception of themselves as a capable learner.

We are all familiar with the concept of feedback. Providing feedback, both formally and 
informally, has become a common practice in everyday life, both personal and professional. 
Retailers and service providers often ask us to provide feedback in the form of telephone or 
online surveys. Colleagues and supervisors solicit feedback from us as well. Certainly, pro-
viding feedback has long been an integral part of any teaching and learning environment. 
However, not all feedback is of equal value and quality. In an effort to understand and refine 
the structure and practice of good- quality feedback, the Center for Research on Learning at 
the University of Kansas researched and developed a process called elaborated feedback (Kline, 
Schumaker, & Deshler, 1991) as part of a set of tools that demonstrate effectiveness with 
learners with special needs.

Elaborated feedback has a few key elements, each one of which is important to consider. 
In essence, elaborated feedback means 1) providing a one- on- one meeting with the student, 
2) offering at least three positive statements about the student’s performance, 3) identifying 
not the number of errors but the type of error the student made, 4) giving examples of the 
 correct performance regarding the error type, 5) describing how to avoid the error in the 
future, and 6) having the student say back what he or she just heard.

Learn How You and Your Students Learn

The ways and means by which people learn are highly individualized. There are valid and 
meaningful ways to understand learning style, and it is much more than an abstract label. 
It can be understood quite literally as the way individuals perceive information, how they 
process the information, and what they do with that information. People develop their learn-
ing style over time and become comfortable using it. It represents their default method of 
learning. That is, because an individual’s learning style represents his or her comfort zone, it 
is where he or she prefers to begin the activity of learning something new.

While the concept of learning styles is not scientifically validated, it is certainly a useful 
and fun way for students and teachers to engage in valuable conversations about how each 
of us approach learning new things— regardless of the context. There are a number of instru-
ments that can be used to understand how a person learns. One instrument especially useful 
in secondary and postsecondary educational settings is the Kolb Learning Style Inventory 
(Kolb & Kolb, 2005). It asks individuals to rank their preferences to a set of questions that 
address learning situations. From their composite scores, the scale identifies students as one 
of four styles of learners, X, Y, Z, or A. Each learning style is articulated as having a particular 
set of strengths and limitations that tend to surface or get expressed in different learning situ-
ations. No one style fits, or is effective, in all situations.

Another online instrument out of the University of North Carolina, the Index of 
Learning Styles (Felder & Silverman, 2002), provides an indication of a student’s learning 
preferences by identifying preferences on four dimensions: 1) active/reflective, 2) sensing/
intuitive, 3) visual/verbal, and 4) sequential/global. A student’s learning style profile pro-
vides the student (and you) with a list of possible strengths as well as tendencies that might 
lead to difficulty in academic settings. A note of caution: Findings should not be used to 
determine a student’s suitability or unsuitability for a particular subject or career goal. As 
with any learning style tool, the results should not be overinterpreted but should be used 
as a guide. If a student does not agree with the findings, trust his or her judgment over the 
instrument results.
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Clearly, knowing how individual students learn is invaluable to any teacher. However, 
one of the most easily overlooked parts in the learning–teaching equation is how you, the 
teacher, learn. How you teach is going to be strongly influenced by your own learning style. 
For example, your starting point and the strategies you use in your opening approach to a 
new concept or subject often come from your own learning comfort zone. Your learning style 
reflects how you perceive and process the information you are presenting. In other words, 
you tend to teach the way you learn best. This is why it is critical for you to know your own 
learning style. Reflect on how your style influences not only the methods you use to teach a 
lesson but also what you value in terms of how the students demonstrate their competency 
in a subject.

The overall message to students is that it is good to know and use their own learning 
style but also to be capable of developing and adapting to other styles of learning as well. The 
message for the teacher is to create learning environments where all learning styles are valued 
and each learner is given the opportunity to at least begin any learning activity in a way that 
fits his or her individual learning style.

Regardless of the means by which each student’s learning style is determined, a very 
useful strategy is to create learning teams where each team comprises students who repre-
sent different learning styles. Provide each team a particular problem to solve or address. 
Within teams, each student is expected to bring the strength of his or her learning style to 
the problem- solving process and to consciously observe the strengths of other team mem-
bers during the activity/discussion. Learning through consciously observing and participat-
ing with one another in this team approach validates students’ individual learning styles and 
exposes them to the strengths of other approaches to learning.

Learning as a Social and Guided Activity

It is important to remember that we are social beings and that learning as a part of our social 
interactions with others is a continuous experience. The real challenge faced by a teacher is 
how to organize team- based activities in such a way that students have a structure and process 
they will actually use. Students can, indeed, be taught how to function effectively together as 
part of a small group or team. They can learn that by working together, they often accomplish 
more and better things than they would have been able to do alone. To be successful, a team- 
based learning process must be simple and straightforward. And it must be practiced until it 
becomes a matter of routine.

Palincsar, Magnusson, Cutter, and Vincent (2002) developed a team- based strategy that 
relies on a guided- inquiry model of teaching and learning. Operationalizing its most basic 
steps, the guided- inquiry model contains six key elements: 1) The teacher introduces a sub-
ject or topic for the day and asks a question that focuses on some key aspect of the subject; 
working within small groups, students 2) frame the question in their own words; 3) look for 
evidence that, in their minds at least, deals with the question at hand; 4) use their evidence 
to develop an answer to the question; 5) report to the whole class what their particular group 
has determined to be the answer to the question— including the evidence they used to support 
their answer; and 6) respond respectfully to the first group’s conclusions, agreeing or disagree-
ing with them and indicating why.

One attempt to integrate several of the themes discussed here is represented in Box 2.1. 
This outline blends the key elements of modeling with the process of guided inquiry whereby 
the teacher becomes the facilitator of a community of practice that, with time and patient 
practice, is progressively more student driven.
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Box 2.1 A Teaching Model for Student-Driven Learning and Community

Teacher Driven

I. Describe

II. Model

III. Practice

IV. Guided- inquiry process— in response to a focus question, the teacher facilitates small groups of students to

A. Take a position/complete a task

B. Specify what supports the group’s position/task

C. Defend the group’s position (aloud to others)

V. Over time, this learning dynamic generates a community of practice that is student driven; the teacher acts as facilitator

VI. Individual products and actions

Develop and/or Use Universally Designed Methods and Materials

The racial, cultural, language, and ability diversity found in classrooms and other learning 
environments today is greater than ever before, and that diversity is increasing exponen-
tially. To be successful in everyday reality, teachers must match that diversity with their 
own diversity of methods and materials they use to engage and teach students. Remem-
ber, there is no single way to learn and demonstrate competency of understanding and 
performance.

It is now imperative that a universal design approach be applied to curricula, teaching, 
and classrooms. That means processes and products need to be designed and delivered “that 
are usable by people with the widest possible range of functional capabilities” (Assistive Tech-
nology Act of 1998, 29 U.S.C. 3002[a][17]).

This mandate has been embodied in three key principles that are the core elements of 
UDL: 1) multiple means of representation to give learners various ways of acquiring infor-
mation and knowledge; 2) multiple means of expression to provide learners alternatives for 
demonstrating what they know; and 3) multiple means of engagement to tap into learners’ 
interests, challenge them appropriately, and motivate them to learn.

When developing classroom materials and methods, it is critical to understand that 
diverse materials need to be developed— all of which address the same lesson and have the 
same goals for learning. Some students may access the lesson content and demonstrate com-
petency in having learned it with one type or combination of materials better than another. 
For example, visual/graphic representation of concepts is often more accessible than verbal/
textual content to students with disabilities.

One critical but often overlooked and/or underutilized strategy for universalizing a 
classroom and lesson content is the development of a glossary of key terms that is specifically 
related to the lesson being taught. The glossary should identify critical terms, define them in 
everyday English and any other language needed, and include some graphic representation or 
illustration of the term if possible (Figure 2.5 presented earlier in the chapter is an example 
of this). One point of emphasis is important here. Words or concepts seldom have a simple, 
direct translation from one language to another. It is a mistake to assume there is common 
understanding for particular concepts or terms that can be applied for all students. Cultural 
and/or intellectual differences prevail. An effective glossary of key terms should be developed 
that includes symbols and/or synonyms for each word or concept listed. When necessary, it 
should also be multilingual. Finally, each glossary needs to be developed and made publicly 
available (e.g., make it a poster) to all students. In fact, working with students to create this 
glossary can be a valuable class activity itself.
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Collective Impact at the Organizational Level

Public- private, multistakeholder efforts to cooperate with one another in an earnest effort to 
solve a problem or at least address a significant issue have existed for decades. Yet, as Kania 
and Kramer (2011) indicate, the history of the vast majority of these initiatives suggests they 
have met with limited success. In general, these partnering cooperative initiatives routinely 
exhibit many of the following shortcomings:

 • They are often targeted too narrowly and do not engage a sufficiently comprehensive set 
of the affected stakeholders.

• While participants may organize around a particular theme or goal, they wrongly assume 
that all participants have a common understanding of what that theme or goal actually 
means.

• The cooperation/collaboration is ad hoc, and emphasis is most often focused simply on 
information sharing and particular short- term actions.

• Communication among participants is limited in scope and frequency.

• Participants do not adopt an evidence- based plan of action and/or develop a shared means 
for measuring outcomes/impact.

 • There is limited infrastructure to support the work and/or initiate accountability for 
results.

The same five elements needed to create a successful collective impact that were introduced 
earlier in this chapter can be applied here— only this time at the macro level. Again, the 
necessary conditions include having 1) a common agenda, 2) mutually reinforcing activities, 
3) continuous communication, 4) shared measurement systems, and 5) backbone support 
organization(s).

This section describes how the five conditions can be addressed at the macro level— that 
is, at the large, organizational level relative to the work these organizations have in relation to 
a common set of students whom they are serving. It is a description of the kinds of activities 
that can lead to the development of a positive collective impact on the goal of supporting 
the effective transition of students from school to employment— at the organizational level. 
As in the earlier sections, this description is intended to act as a guide for how to initiate and 
sustain the conditions necessary to achieve a collective impact. As a guide, it is not intended 
to be complete and comprehensive. Rather, these activities suggest important ways a group of 
organizations can move beyond cooperation to actually creating a collective impact on the 
transition of students from school to employment that is greater than the sum of the efforts 
made by their individual organizations.

Again, it is important to understand that creating a truly collaborative agenda that has 
a collective impact comes about when groups create a common agenda that is the result of 
participating in mutually reinforcing activities. It is far more than basic cooperation.

Earlier, it was described how a single professional can begin this process by seeking 
out and gaining the willing participation of another professional in some other organiza-
tion outside the school system who has some stake in the successful transition outcome of 
these students (e.g., a rehabilitation counselor). Moving beyond that, organizations can 
collectively develop a more systemic response to the same goals. How this might happen is 
discussed next.
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Create a Truly Common Agenda

Perhaps the single most significant action to take to address the challenge of navigating this 
terrain of separate, diverse, and specialized organizations is to create opportunities for key 
professionals (i.e., teachers, transition coordinators, vocational counselors, and others) who 
are engaged in the transition process to 1) develop a more complete understanding of one 
another and the separate institutions they work in and 2) create a common vision for these 
students that includes a shared set of steps/actions and a shared vocabulary of terms to articu-
late the vision.

This means bringing together a group that includes key decision makers, that is, people 
holding positions of authority, from the various organizations and agencies relevant to sup-
porting successful transitions. This group must also include representatives of those agencies 
who are actually putting the team vision into practice— the teachers, transition specialists, 
vocational counselors, and so on. It will be the responsibility of this second set of representa-
tives to report back the activities and results of everyday work in the field to the whole team. 
That is, they provide a kind of feedback loop with regard to successes and failures or short-
comings of everyday practices related to the model of what the larger group has developed. 
Changes to the model, if deemed necessary by the larger group, will be developed on the basis 
of feedback coming to them from the field.

All organizations have a standard of practice, a set of rules and regulations within which 
they operate, and a time line for achieving the actions related to the goals of their orga-
nization. They also have their own vocabulary to communicate their rules and activities.  
It is critical for all organizations working together not only to articulate their own rules and 
vocabularies to one another but also to make certain that there is a shared understanding of 
them. Once all participating organizations have articulated their relevant individual goals, 
rules, and regulations to the other groups, they have to come to an out- loud articulation of 
what they have as a goal for their work. For example, it is one thing for a group of organiza-
tions to recognize that they are all part of a generalized process of helping students success-
fully transition from school to work— but what transition actually means to each organization 
can be quite different. Those differences need to be discussed until a truly shared meaning 
of transition has been articulated to the satisfaction of all members of the group. This seem-
ingly small act is critical because it ultimately determines how a successful transition will be 
recognized and measured.

Establish a Shared Measurement System

It is vital for this team to define, in advance of work in the field, how they want to measure 
the success of their efforts. Is success to be measured in terms of employment outcomes? 
What defines employment, and when is that outcome to be measured? Or, is success to be 
measured in terms of skill development— say, for example, in terms of students becoming 
more self- determined? If so, can a pre- and postmeasure of self- determination be adminis-
tered? Which one? When? By whom? These are important questions that need to be identi-
fied and answered. The participation— not only of the students, teachers, and counselors, but 
of the organizations themselves— may be predicated on the outcomes to those measures.

Participate in Mutually Reinforcing Activities

Participate as a whole collective impact team in the marketing of its vision and activities. 
This means that high- level organization members find and/or create opportunities to meet 
the public— students, parents, and other organizations— to share the vision, the goals, and the 
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practices of their efforts. It is this listening to and participating with one another that rein-
forces the common message and outcomes they have come together to create and support.

Maintain Continuous Communication

Finally, it is suggested that for collective impact activities to be most effective, regular meet-
ings with representatives from all levels of participation should occur. For example, a broad- 
reaching transition project in Wichita, Kansas, brought together the state Kansas Rehabilitation 
Services, the Kansas Health Policy Authority, and the Wichita Public School District #259. 
Meetings that included director- level administrators from all three organizations— as well as 
representatives of the teachers and rehabilitation counselors working in the field/classroom— 
were held monthly. This was seen as the best way to ensure a consistent and reliable method 
of keeping all participants, regardless of their role, in step with one another. In general, team 
members must communicate routinely and in such a way that they inform one another about 
what is actually going on in the field and in each organization. Clearly, sometimes what 
is needed in the field requires decisions and actions at the organizational level in order to 
improve practices and outcomes. Similarly, if the organizations have rules and regulations 
that dictate activities in a formal way, those requirements will inform practices in the field. 
Regardless of which level is the focus or the determinant of the practices in the field, the 
point remains that these are all attempts at collective actions. A minimum requirement for 
the collective impact team as a whole should be monthly meetings. Some members of the 
team should anticipate meeting more frequently than that.
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