CHAPTER 5

Transition from High School
to Adult Life

Goal for this Chapter
 To help families understand the roles they can play in helping their child make a
successful transition from being a student to being an adult.

What You will Find in this Chapter
 Information about:
• The activities that will make transition from high school more successful
• The importance of transition planning and the roles that families can have in
planning for the future
• The planning process, including who should be involved, setting goals, and
identifying activities that will help prepare your child for life after high school
 A Transition Planning Checklist
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 Worksheet 5 – Planning for Transition from High School
 A List of Additional Resources
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Our Journey So Far
 For many years families and others have known that preparing for the transition from
high school to adult life is crucial for youth with disabilities.
 The Department of Education has developed resources to help with transition planning,
but in many areas of the province not enough attention is paid to planning and preparing
youth for life after school.
 There is a real need for improvements in the ways in which schools and others assist
students with disabilities to prepare for work and other aspects of adult living. NBACL
is promoting some new ways of doing things and will continue to make successful
transition from high school a priority.

Introduction
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All parents wonder what their child’s life will look like after school is finished. We all ask: What
will my child do? Where will he or she live? What kind of friends will be a part of his or her life?
What kind of person will he or she be?
For at least 13 years, parents are reassured by the regularity and structure of a school that
fills a child’s day with classes and activities. Making that transition from school to either the
work place or further study is both exciting and challenging. We all share the same goals for our
children – with or without disabilities. We want them to have a job, a good home and friends and
opportunities to be involved in their community.
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What is Transition from High School?
Transition is about change. For young people who attend school, it is a change from their role as
students to being adults and doing things other adults do in the community. This may include
getting a job, going to college or university, getting a place to live, developing personal and social
relationships with other adults, and being involved in the community.
All young people who attend and eventually leave school go through some kind of transition.
For many people, the transition from school to adult life is smooth. They go to college, get a
job and an apartment, and so on. Some people find the transition more difficult. Young people
with disabilities are at greater risk of being unable to attend college or university and of being
unemployed or uninvolved in the life of their communities. Figuring out how to make this
transition smooth and successful is crucial. The steps that are
TRANSITION FROM
taken to prepare for adult life while people are still in school
SCHOOL
can make a positive and lasting difference.
There are many
At the school level much more work needs to be done
possibilities, including:
to ensure that youth with disabilities can make successful
• College or university
transitions from school to work and adult life. As a result,
• Other employment
training
you may need to be a strong advocate for your child to ensure
• A job in the community
that planning and other activities take place that will prepare
• Involvement in the
your child for life after school. You may also need to ask other
community (recreation,
people to get involved to help you and your child to achieve
leisure or volunteering)
your goals.
• A home of one’s own

What Can Make Transition More Successful?

• Schools provide youth with disabilities with a quality inclusive education. This means that
youth with disabilities learn in regular classrooms and actively participate in classroom
and school activities. Having a quality education means that youth with disabilities learn
subjects and skills that will prepare them for work and adult life after high school.
• People with disabilities learn to make decisions for themselves about their futures. Youth
with disabilities learn to speak for themselves, set their own goals and be active participants
in planning for ways to achieve those goals.
• Family and friends of youth with disabilities play an important role in planning for the
transition from school to work and life in the community.
• Transition planning takes place long before an individual graduates from high school.
Transition planning is well facilitated and coordinated and based on achieving specific goals
for youth with disabilities.
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Achieving successful transitions from school to work and adult life starts with all children
receiving a good education. There are a number of other factors that have been identified as
important to the successful transition of youth with disabilities (and all youth). These include:
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• Youth with disabilities have useful work experience during the high school years.
• Since some youth with disabilities may need ongoing supports and services to work in
the community, steps are taken during the school years to make sure these supports and
services are available.

Transition Planning
Transition planning is an activity that helps to prepare youth for
adulthood. It is important because it helps to get the most of our
school experience. Transition planning can help young people
with disabilities learn to make decisions and take responsibility
for themselves. With the goals that are established through
planning, youth with disabilities, families, and people working
in the school system will have a clear direction on what is
important. Transition planning will also provide opportunities
for meaningful experiences, both inside and outside school.
There are a number of key elements to successful transition
planning. These include:

Transition planning
can help young people
with disabilities
learn to make decisions
and take responsibility
for themselves.
With the goals that are
established through
planning, youth with
disabilities, families, and
people working in the
school system
will have a clear direction
on what is important.

• Transition planning is usually a process that evolves over a
number of years (and should start by grade 9 at the latest).
• Transition planning usually involves the student and his or her family, teachers, guidance
counselors, individuals who may be involved in providing services to the student either
during or after high school, other family members, friends and people from the community.
Planning is more effective when a “team” of people are involved.
• Transition planning is also a process that respects student choice. The process itself should
actually help a student gain a sense of control over his or her plan and decisions.
• Transition planning is a process that takes a broad view of a person’s life. Planning can involve areas
such as work, leisure activities, relationships, confidence building, and living in the community.
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• Transition planning attempts to identify the goals the person wants to achieve in his or her
life once he or she leaves school. For most people, getting a job will be a main goal.
• Transition planning involves the selection of school and work activities and experiences
that will help achieve goals. As much as possible, these experiences should be selected by
the individual student.
• Transition planning, to be successful, also must coordinate school learning, work
experiences, and potential services prior to the student leaving school. Bringing the
different pieces together before the student leaves school will help to ensure that there is
continuity between the school years and life once school is finished.
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Roles for Families
Families should be active participants in planning for the successful transition from school to
work for their child. Sometimes families have to be responsible for making sure things happen
within the school if transition planning is not happening. Families, therefore, should be prepared
to make sure that transition planning happens, and to be actively involved in the planning
process.
There are a number of ways that families can be involved in transition planning, including:
• Be aware of what happens within the school system regarding how decisions are made for
your child. For example, some students with disabilities are required to have an education
plan (in New Brunswick called a PLP) that sets out goals and objectives. If your child’s
school or school district does not have a separate transition planning process, it may be
necessary to ensure that transition goals become part of your child’s PLP.
• Follow up with your child’s school regularly to ensure that transition goals and plans that
are developed are being implemented. The best way to get plans implemented may be to
develop ongoing and positive communication with the teachers and other professionals
who are responsible for implementing the plans.
• Monitor and evaluate the plans to ensure that they are working and results are being
achieved. Sometimes goals that are set are not achieved even though the people responsible
have made their best efforts. At other times, not enough effort has been made. Monitoring
transition plans may also involve making changes to plans as they are implemented because
your child’s wishes have changed or the plan was not fully appropriate.

Achieving successful transitions from school to work and
adult life will be more likely if plans, goals and actions are
Achieving successful
based on a person’s strengths and interests. Sometimes,
transitions from school to
people with disabilities get to be known by the things that
work and adult life will be
are “wrong” with them. When this happens, people are
more likely if plans, goals and
actions
are based on a person’s
often seen to have very little potential. Others tend to make
strengths and interests.
plans to “fix” those things seen to be wrong.
When you focus on your child’s strengths and
interests, very different information about your child is
often revealed. This information is important when determining what motivates your child.
Focusing on strengths and interests does not mean that specific needs or limitations of your
child are ignored. Nor does it mean that the goals you set for your child should be unrealistic. You
need to be honest about things that may limit your child’s ability to move forward. At the same
time, be prepared to think about how these limitations can be faced and possibly overcome.
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Focus Primarily on Your Child’s Strengths and Interests
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It often helps to write down the things that you know or discover about your child’s strengths
and interests. Share this information with other people who will be involved in the planning
process.

Encouraging Your Child to be Active in the Transition Process
There are several ways to encourage your child to be active in the transition planning process:
• As families, you can help build confidence in your child by having positive attitudes and
expectations about his or her life and future. Remind or help your child to talk about or
express his or her desires and wishes. Talk to your child about his or her future after high
school. Learning to make decisions and speaking for him or herself can be one of your
child’s education goals. Encourage your child’s school to help your child develop these
skills.
• During meetings to discuss transition planning, make sure your child is present and sitting
at a place that makes him or her the focal point of the discussion. Make sure questions
concerning your child’s wishes, fears or other matters are addressed to your child. Give
your child a chance to respond in a way that he or she finds comfortable. Before and after
meetings, talk with your child about the meeting.
• Encourage your child to talk with people his or own age about the future. Sometimes,
people find it easier to relate to others who are in similar situations.

The Transition Planning Process
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There are various parts to the transition planning process that will need to be considered. The
planning process will involve identifying specific goals for your child’s future as well as action
steps to achieve those goals. It will require the involvement of different people as well as
meetings, follow up discussions, monitoring and evaluation. There are specific planning tools
available that will help make the planning process more successful. One planning tool is called
PATH. It has proven very effective in helping youth with disabilities to plan for their futures.
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PATH
PATH is a planning process designed by Jack Pearpoint and
Marsha Forest. It is described in great detail in the publication
All My Life’s a Circle. PATH is an eight step planning exercise
in thinking backwards from a person’s dreams for his or her
ideal future. A PATH is facilitated by two trained people who
are not part of the person’s life. The facilitators use a large
sheet of paper with pictures and words to show the plan as it
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is developed.
No limits or constraints are placed on the dreams or the ideal future that they
illuminate, so that a person can indicate what matters most to him or her. Then, on the
basis of the person’s dreams and ideal future, specific goals that are both positive and
possible are identified. The complete eight steps are as follows:
1. Identifying the dream or vision of the future.
2. Establishing goals that are both positive and possible over a short period (for
example, one or two years).
3. Identifying what is happening now.
4. Identifying other people to enroll to help reach the goals.
5. Finding ways to build strength to accomplish the goals (for example, what skills
need to be developed or what relationships maintained).
6. Charting actions and goals for the mid-way point of the plan.
7. Charting actions and goals for three to six months from the day of the PATH.
8. Identifying the first steps to take.
A key to this planning process is identifying who will be responsible to do what to help
achieve a person’s goals. This is a way in which the person him or herself, family members,
other community members, and service agencies can make specific commitments to take
action. Usually, opportunities to review the pathfinders’ goals and update actions are
provided.
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Who Should Participate in Transition Planning?
Planning for transition usually involves people from within and outside the school system.
There may be people involved in your child’s life or in your community that will have valuable
information and advice to offer. Since transition planning should take place over a number of
years, there may be different people who are called upon, as they are
needed. You may want to start the planning with a small group of
people and add others over time. This will give you and your child
a chance to become familiar and comfortable with the planning
process.
There are no rules regarding who should be involved and
how many people should be involved in transition planning. As a
general guideline, transition planning should include your child and
yourself, a teacher who is working closely with your child, the school guidance counsellor, and
other individuals who may be able to assist with future educational or employment opportunities.

Transition Planning Meetings
If transition planning starts early enough, there will be a few key meetings during your child’s
secondary school years (grades 6-12). The initial planning meeting will be crucial since it will be
an opportunity to discuss the vision you have for your child and set some important long term
goals. Other meetings will likely be required to review those goals and to identify a plan of action
for the current school year. It will be important that you remind other people about the vision for
your child as you go through this process.
Effective planning usually requires someone who is able to run the planning meetings. This
person guides the meeting to ensure the purpose of the meeting is achieved and that you and your
child are encouraged to talk and present your ideas. The person who runs the meeting should:
• Be objective and not too closely involved with your child;
• Be open minded;
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• Not have strong views on what your child should be planning for once he or she finishes
school;
• Be able to guide the discussion about the vision of your child’s future, the specific goals that
are set, and what actions need to take place to achieve the goals; and
• Be skilled in involving everybody present at meetings.
If such a person is difficult to find where you live, you will need to rely on someone within the
school system or another individual you know who may be able to help.
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Identifying a Vision and Goals for the Future

Identifying a vision
Planning usually starts with a vision. This means being able
gives you, your child
to imagine what your child’s life could look like as an adult.
and others a clear idea
how you see the future
Identifying a vision gives you, your child and others a clear
and what you want to
idea how you see the future and what you want to accomplish.
accomplish. It helps
It helps create some positive expectations about your child.
create some positive
Identifying a vision of the future requires the active involvement
expectations about
of your child. Your child must be allowed and encouraged to
your child.
express his or her ideas, hopes and dreams for him or herself.
Identifying a vision of
Setting goals for your child is the most important aspect
the future requires the
active involvement of
of transition planning. Goals will help decide what kind of
your child.
experiences and skills your child should have and learn during
his or her last few years of school. Setting goals will also help to
clarify the vision of your child’s life as an adult. Use the Worksheet at the end of the chapter to
write down some of your child’s goals for life after high school.
Below are some guidelines you may wish to consider when setting transition goals with your
child:
• Goals should be reasonably possible to achieve.
• As much as possible, goals should be specific about what you and your child would like to
achieve in the areas of employment, community participation, etc. Specific goals may be
easier to set as your child moves closer to completion of high school. In the beginning of
transition planning, goals may sound more general. For example, in grade 9, a transition
goal may be that after graduation, your child will be working in the community for
real wages. By grade 11 or 12, the goal may be that your child is working in a specific
occupation for at least a certain number of hours per week.
• Consider setting both long term and short term goals. Long term goals may be the ones
you wish your child to achieve when he or she leaves school. Short-term goals may identify
things you may want your child to learn or experience during a school year.
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• Set goals that you are able to measure. In other words, will you be able to determine
whether or not your child has achieved the goal.
• When setting goals, consider fears that you or your child have about the future. Be
prepared to talk about these fears with the group of people who will be meeting to assist
with transition planning.
• When you have set transition goals for your child, consider where he or she is now in
relation to where he or she would like to be in the future. What has to happen while your
child is in school to make sure that the goals are realized?
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Agreeing On an Action Plan
Before you leave a transition planning meeting, make sure the goals you have set have an action
plan. The action plan should identify what specific steps will be taken to help your child achieve
his or her goals.
The action plan can be based on what should happen during the entire school year, or even
a shorter period. The planning meeting should identify someone who will be responsible for
ensuring the action plan is carried out. This does not mean that only one person is responsible
to do everything. It means that one person is responsible for making sure that everyone involved
does what they have agreed. The goals, action plans and people responsible should all be written
down in a document identified as your child’s transition plan.

Monitoring and Follow up Meetings
Well-prepared transition plans will be of little value unless there is commitment to act upon the
plans and to determine whether the goals are being achieved.
Monitoring means making sure that the things which are supposed to be done actually get
done. It means staying on top of what is happening so that problems can be solved as they arise.
Monitoring provides opportunities to fine tune the action plans in between planning meetings.
Follow up meetings are an important part of monitoring and evaluation. After each
transition planning meeting, make sure you set a date for the follow up meeting. Follow up
meetings will allow you to bring your full group to:
• Review your vision and goals and to find out what has happened for your child since the
last meeting;
• Discuss goals that have been met or goals that may need to be changed;
• Solve problems that may have arisen; and
• Set out the next steps for achieving the goals for your child and getting commitments from
people in the group for further action.
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The Transition from School to Work in the Community
One of the most important areas for transition planning is employment in the community after
high school is finished. There is a lot to think about and plan for in the area of work. Please see
Chapter 7: Going to Work for information and strategies for helping your child make a successful
transition to work as an adult.
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Transition Planning Checklist
q We have started to plan for life after high school with our child no later
than grade 9.

q

Our child’s school is committed to transition planning and has identified
a key person who will be responsible for coordinating transition planning
meetings and discussions on an on-going basis.

q

Our child is involved in transition planning and is being supported to
participate to the best of his or her ability.

q

With the help or our child’s school, we have identified the people or
organizations that need to be involved in transition planning with our
child and these people have been invited to participate.

q

We have explored the use of “person centred” planning processes such as
PATH and MAPS and have used these tools when needed.

q

For each year of high school transition goals are established as part of our
child’s transition plan.

q

For each year of high school transition activities are identified as part of
our child’s transition plan and these activities are taking place.

q

Our child’s transition plan is updated regularly and there are discussions
taking place about our child’s progress in achieving his or her transition
goals.

q

Work experience in the community with regular employers is part of our
child’s transition plan in grades 11 and 12.

q

We have explored summer employment opportunities with our child and
have encouraged our child to find summer employment.
We are taking steps at home to encourage our child to make his or her own
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q

decisions and to become as independent as possible. We are supporting
the transition plan with activities at home that will help our child learn
new skills.
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Worksheet 5

Planning for Transition from High School
My child’s goals for life after high school:

People who need to be involved in transition planning:
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Key activities (including school and community activities) that will help my child be ready for
adult life:

What we have done so far to achieve our child’s goals for the future:
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Additional Resources
Available from NBACL (free to families)
Building Bridges: A Parent Guide on Transition from School to Work, Adult Life and
Community Participation for Youth with Disabilities, Second Edition (2002).
Opportunity Link – Module 1 – Transition from School to Employment and Community
Participation. Available on-line at www.nbacl.nb.ca.

Other Resources
Below are some additional resources on the topic of transition from school to work
and adult life. Some of these resources require Adobe Reader. If you do not have this
program you can obtain it free at www.adobe.com
Person-Centered Planning: A Tool for Transition (Parent Brief).
National Center on Secondary Education and Transition (2004).
Available at www.ncset.org/publications/viewdesc.asp?id=1431.
Planning for Real Life After School: Ways for Families and Teachers to Plan for Students
Experiencing Significant Challenge. Inclusion Press (2009).
Available for order at www.inclusion.com.
Resource for the Transition of Students with Exceptionalities from School to Work or
Post- Secondary Education and Adult Life. New Brunswick Department of Education
(2002). Available at www.gnb.ca/0000/publications/ss/life.pdf.
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School to Life Transition Handbook: Five Steps to Successful Planning. Saskatchewan
Association for Community Living (1999).
Available at www.sacl.org/file/admin/user_upload/content/sacl/docs/school_to_life_
transition_handbook.pdf.
Transition Planning: A Resource Guide. Ontario Ministry of Education (2002).
Available at www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/general/elemsec/speced/transiti/transition.html.
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