THE RIGHTS (AND WRONGS) OF PASSAGE


Passage from secondary school is a significant event for any student. It is even more meaningful to learners experiencing disabilities. Referred to as transition by schools, graduation from school to life after school marks change from youth to young adult. Leaving school behind brings increasing independence. Transition sets a new objective, that of working or moving to post-secondary education.


However, transitioning from school for a great many youth experiencing disabilities is much less satisfactory. Federal statistics indicate that up to 72 percent do not find work after school. For those with higher degrees of challenge, the prospect of work is even more dismal. 

Alarmed by the numbers of youth not finding work, particularly among those with marked challenge, the Marsha Forest Centre decided to examine secondary school transition planning. Our partners were People First Ontario, the Hamilton Family Network, Canadian Abilities Foundation, and the Hamilton-Wentworth Catholic District School Board. We ensured that we were working with people involved with transition planning. Support from Human Resources and Social Development Canada enabled us to undertake our study. Our findings were worrisome.

Expectations Have Increased. Delivery Lags


It was not long ago that little effort was expended in transition planning for students experiencing disabilities. Societal belief that students with disabilities would enter the workforce was low. However, attitudes are changing. Governments are urging action with regard to work following school. Schools are taking on the challenge. However, ways that work for typical students are not always appropriate for many students experiencing disabilities. Creative thinking must be applied.

Collaboration is the Key


Collaboration between schools and families stood out as a major issue. Theoretically, transition planning is a collaborative effort involving teachers, parents, and students. Practically, working closely with parents has not been a feature in most schools. In general, school strategies have paralleled those employed with typical learners: developing needed courses, teaching strategies for finding work, and including learners with disabilities in job experience programs.


A limited number of schools seem successful in developing progressive and collaborative transition programs. Parents, teachers, and students associated with these schools spoke of planning together, of working together to find work experience opportunities, of job coaching, of stressing independence in students and parents, and of developing a guiding vision for students. A sense of creativity, flexibility, and togetherness characterized these schools. They were different in that they were exploring new ways to meet a new challenge.


Unfortunately, this was not common. It was apparent that all teachers were working hard at planning and programming. However, many parents and students felt that schools did not have strong transition programs. There appear to be four areas where teacher and family views diverge. These touch on collaboration, work experience and job coaching, student independence, and forming a vision for the student.


Though a number of parents and students spoke of strong collaboration with teachers, many did not.

· What is this transition planning? I have never heard of it (parent).

· I have had no contact at the school. There is no parent role (parent).

Work Experience

Some teachers spoke of challenge in finding suitable work experience and appropriate support. There appeared to be excellent collaboration with parents in some instances, though, again, not the majority. A significant number of parents and students found problems with school work experience arrangements.

· I had to arrange for work experience (parent).

· I did not like working in the retail shop. I just wanted to get working, like hands on (student).

A particular concern was worksite support. Various schools and school systems had success in employing job coaches to guide students as they learn the requirements of a job. Job coaches have considerable impact in terms of learning and of developing independence on the job. However, it seems that many schools do not employ job coaches. Various reasons were put forth, the most common relating to availability of funds.

· The problem is you could do a lot more if you had more manpower (teacher).

Conversely, other schools found ways to overcome such barriers.

Independence

A further issue brought up in various ways was that of independence. Both teachers and parents, at times, believed the other did not realize the importance of fostering independence.

· I say, “No mam, let’s try for her to be able to take care of herself (teacher comment to parent).

· Some teachers have low expectations for my son being independent (parent).

A Vision of the Future

The crucial issue raised was that of need for a shared vision of the student’s future. Many parents, plus a number of teachers, believed building a vision was fundamental to success throughout school and, particularly, at the end of school. The great majority of teachers seemed unaware of the concept of a guiding vision.

These differences across a number of issues can only be brought together for transition planning if teachers and parents can share their images of the student. Collaboration and mutual understanding permit all involved to see the student as a fully rounded individual, as a person leaving school and entering the community on a full-time basis. The collaborative process leading to this expanded understanding is known as Person-Centered Planning. The MFC recommends this approach as PCP emphasizes collaboration, creativity, flexibility, problem-solving, and growth of independence. 

The resource manual resulting from our study, and featuring examples of Person-Centered Planning known to work in schools, may be downloaded at no charge from the MFC website after March 2009.
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