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A broad view of transition is presented with an emphasis on the transition skills needed for
life beyond work. The importance of assisting students in planning for their life roles as
workers, family members, friends, consumers, and community members is discussed. Sug-
gestions are offered to better prepare students for all their life roles by incorporating com-
ponents of transition to living into curriculum.

Have you ever thought about how many hours a week you work and sleep? If we lived
in the best of all worlds with little or no overtime and eight hours of sleep a night, each
of us would work 40 hr a week and sleep 56 hr a week. This schedule would leave us 72
hr each week to do other activities beyond work or sleep. The skills students need to
function and enjoy these other 72 hr should be addressed in our schools. Educators
should not limit students to transition to work but rather, should expand transition to liv-
ing. Assisting students to prepare for life beyond work is not a new concept; it became a
programming focus in the 1960s with the emergence of work–study programs (Kolstoe,
1996) and the push for normalization (Nirje, 1969; Wolfensberger, 1972). Through these
movements, educators incorporated the development of personal and social skills into
programming focused on work and the community. These movements were expanded
during the 1970s with the conception of career education programming in school dis-
tricts across the country.

The term career education was first introduced in 1971 by the U.S. Commissioner of
Education, Sidney Marland, as a remedy for high dropout rates and poor life-skills train-
ing in young adolescents with and without disabilities (Brolin, 1996; Kolstoe, 1996).
Marland defined career education in general terms to include programming needed for
students to make a living and learn about living (Sitlington, Clark, & Kolstoe, 2000).
The career education movement took hold quickly with the establishment of the U.S. Of-
fice of Career Education and the Division on Career Development, a subdivision of the
Council for Exceptional Children. During this time, the U.S. Office of Career Education
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sponsored demonstration grants to encourage local school districts to implement career
education programs in general education. Unfortunately, when the grant money was dis-
continued, so were many of the career education programs. In 1978, the Division on 
Career Development published a position statement on career development for students
with disabilities (Halpern, 1994) supporting the following definition:

Career education provides the opportunity for children to learn, in the least restrictive 
environment possible, the academic, daily living, personal-social and occupational knowl-
edge and specific vocational work skills necessary for attaining their highest levels of eco-
nomic, personal and social fulfillment. (p. 116)

The preceding definition typifies career education definitions, many of which include
programming for individual life roles such as worker, family member, friend, citizen,
and consumer. One model that lists the skills needed to be successful in these various
life roles is the life-centered career education model, a set of 22 competencies organized
under the headings of daily living skills, personal/social skills, and occupational guid-
ance and preparation skills (Brolin & Kokaska, 1997).

Emphasis was shifted from career education to transition in 1983 when Madeleine
Will introduced transition as a new federal initiative (Will, 1983). The initiative, framed
by the bridges model, emphasized the preparation of students for their role as workers
with no mention of the importance of other life roles. Halpern (1985) revised the bridges
model to include residential environment, employment, and social and interpersonal
networks as transition outcomes for which to prepare students. Concurrently, outcome
studies were published that reported poor adjustment of young adults with disabilities in
all areas of life (Hasazi, Gordon, & Roe, 1985; Mithaug, Horiuchi, & Fanning, 1985).
Data from these early follow-up studies, along with reaction from the field, as exempli-
fied by Halpern’s expanded model of transition, pushed the field to broaden the federal
government’s original narrow view of transition. This expanded view is evident in the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1990 (Pub. L. No. 101-476) and
its 1997 Amendments (Pub. L. No. 105-17). Both mandate transition planning in the ar-
eas of instruction, community experiences, employment, postschool adult living skills,
and functional vocational evaluation.

ADULT OUTCOMES

This expanded view of transition is supported by adult outcome studies that research the
quality of life obtained by individuals with disabilities. Halpern (1993) analyzed how
researchers defined quality of life for students with disabilities in 41 outcome studies
published between 1975 and 1990. He concluded that researchers placed a primary em-
phasis on education and employment, a minor focus on social networks and relationships,
and little focus on personal fulfillment. Based on these findings, Halpern developed three
quality of life domains: (a) physical and material well-being, (b) performance in adult
roles, and (c) personal fulfillment. These domains remove the emphasis from work as the
main postschool outcome to be measured. Although work is central to other components
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of quality of life such as having funds to purchase food, clothing, and lodging; living in a
safe environment; and having financial security, it is not the only outcome to measure.
This shift in collecting outcome data supports the view that the focus of transition
planning is broader than simply preparing for work.

To date, researchers studying the postschool quality of life of individuals with disabil-
ities have collected information concerning employment, living situations, levels of fi-
nancial self-support, and involvement in leisure activities. Data from these studies indi-
cate that few adults with disabilities have successfully adjusted to adult living and
obtained a good quality of life (Lichtenstein & Michaelides, 1993; Sitlington & Frank,
1993; Zetlin & Hosseini, 1989). Blackorby and Wagner (1996) presented a more positive
view based on findings from the National Longitudinal Transition Study. They concluded
that youth with disabilities have made substantial gains in employment rates, wages,
postsecondary education enrollment, and independent living. However, this conclusion is
tempered with an expressed concern regarding the impact of the continued low wage
levels of individuals with disabilities on the quality of their lives.

EMPLOYMENT AND QUALITY OF LIFE

Employment and quality of life are intertwined; it is difficult to have one without the
other. Employment gives one the financial means to live independently and pursue leisure
activities. In addition, employment, whether it is paid or unpaid (volunteer work), or full-
or part-time, defines our “life work,” providing us with a sense of purpose and an answer
to the common question, “What do you do for a living?” However, employee productiv-
ity is related to workers having a place to live, dressing correctly for work, interacting ap-
propriately with coworkers, and enjoying their time away from work. Finding a balance
between work and quality of life is central to Stephen Covey’s (1989) message when he
related true stories of highly successful corporate leaders who have focused on their ca-
reers rather than family and leisure activities and now find themselves unhappy with their
lives. Covey challenges these leaders to find a balance in their lives by placing equal im-
portance on their role as a family member, friend, worker, and community member. Al-
though Covey’s work is part of the general trade literature and is not specific to individu-
als with disabilities, his focus on a balanced life is important for everyone. The ability to
balance life roles is the foundation for a good quality of life. Therefore, it is important for
educators to assist students to plan not only for their roles as workers but also for their
roles as family members, friends, consumers, and community members.

A BROAD VIEW OF TRANSITION

Viewing transition in a broader sense by incorporating the components of career educa-
tion along with employment is one way to better prepare students for all life roles. Tran-
sition programming supports this view because it is based on a student’s desired
postschool outcome in the areas of work/education, community life, and personal/social
life. Taking into consideration the student’s needs and preferences in these areas, the
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transition programmer plans a coordinated set of activities to promote the student’s
positive movement into the postsecondary setting. To further define this process, the
Division on Career Development and Transition (DCDT) (Halpern, 1994) adopted the
following definition of transition:

Transition refers to a change in status from behaving primarily as a student to assuming
emergent adult roles in the community. These roles include employment, participating in
post-secondary education, maintaining a home, becoming appropriately involved in the
community, and experiencing satisfactory personal and social relationships. The process of
enhancing transition involves the participation and coordination of school programs, adult
agency services, and natural supports within the community. The foundations for transition
should be laid during the elementary and middle school years, guided by the broad concept
of career development. Transition planning should begin no later than age 14, and students
should be encouraged, to the full extent of their capabilities, to assume a maximum amount
of responsibility for such planning. (p. 117)

The definition adopted by DCDT supports the broad view of transition by including
many life roles (e.g., maintaining a home) beyond employment. The recommendation
that the foundation for transition be laid in the elementary and middle school grades
supports the notion that career development and career education are integral parts of
the transition process. In addition, this definition places the responsibility for planning
on the student. Through this process, students will become self-determined and able to
make choices that relate to their needs throughout life. Although it is acknowledged that
services will be needed to support a student’s transition, this definition focuses on the
processes of transition planning.

Implementation of transition programs has been guided by two types of approaches,
one based on a mixture of skills and processes (Kohler, 1993; Patton, 1999; Rusch &
Miller, 1998; Wehman, 1996) and the other based on skills and competencies (Brolin &
Kokaska, 1997; Sitlington et al., 2000). The first approach typically addresses skills or
experiences needed by students including (a) self-determination, (b) social skills
training, (c) community experiences, and (d) career development. Typically the
processes listed include (a) provision of informal and formal supports, (b) family in-
volvement, (c) secondary curriculum reform, (d) linking with business connections,
(e) placement in inclusive settings, and (f) individualized planning. For example, Patton
(1999) developed a set of guiding principles for the transition process that includes
statements such as the following: (a) transition efforts should start early; (b) student em-
powerment is essential; (c) family involvement is crucial; (d) community-based
activities are important; and (e) interagency commitment, cooperation, and coordination
must be strengthened.

The second approach, based on skills and competencies, centers on those skills that
a student will need to make a successful transition. An example of this approach is the
comprehensive transition education model (Sitlington et al., 2000), which supports the
development of skills from infancy through adulthood in areas such as communication
and academic performance, self-determination, interpersonal relationships, leisure and
recreation, and employment. Focusing on the processes discussed in the first approach
is crucial to building and maintaining an infrastructure to support transition service 
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provision. However, the focus of this article is on the skills and competencies needed by
students to make choices throughout their lives in areas other than work.

TRANSITION TO LIVING SKILLS

Transition to living skills are reviewed in this section along with some suggested compe-
tencies for incorporating them into the curriculum. Based on a review of the principles that
guide transition programs and general transition literature (Brolin & Kokaska, 1997;
Flexer, Simmons, Luft, & Baer, 2001; Kohler, 1993; Patton, 1999; Rusch & Chadsey,
1998; Rusch & Miller, 1998; Sitlington et al., 2000; Wehman, 1996), the following skill
areas are needed by students to transition into, and maintain, the various roles they will as-
sume as adults. These skill areas are grouped into the five categories of self-determination,
academic performance, relationship building, consumerism, and self-maintenance. The
skill areas are meant to be foundational rather than inclusive; the unique needs of students
require an endless set of essential skills. Students will need varied levels of teaching
emphasis in these skill areas based on their needs and preferences. 

Self-Determination

Skills or competencies taught to students in this area relate to their abilities in determining
their wants and needs, deciding on the best action to take, taking the action, evaluating the
outcome of the action taken, and improving on the outcome (Field, Martin, Miller, Ward,
& Wehmeyer, 1998). This is a process that students will use throughout their lives to de-
cide on jobs, homes, friends, meals, and leisure activities. The ability to be self-determined
is crucial to a high quality of life because, without this skill, a person is letting others con-
trol his/her life. Therefore, individuals may or may not have outcomes that meet their
needs and wants. Specific skills in self-determination include decision making, coping
with failure, self-assessment, action planning, and option research. Teaching students to
become aware of their needs and planning how to meet them might include

1. Working with students to determine the type and location of the home they
would like to live in based on their needs and wants.

2. Having students develop a vacation plan to include location, travel plans, budget,
and an action plan covering what needs to be done to reach this goal. 

Academic Performance

Levels of academic performance range from skills needed for matriculation to college to
the ability to read survival signs. This area must be based on individual student needs
and abilities. Academic skills assist students to read the paper, complete job applica-
tions, attend postschool education, put together a toy for their children, and decide
which movie to attend. Specific skills related to academic performance include reading,
writing, arithmetic, and computer skills. Academic skills can be taught by
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1. Hosting a book club for students that encourages reading for pleasure.
2. Showing students how to complete forms such as a credit card application or a

financial aid form for college.

Relationship Building

The ability to foster and maintain a relationship is a crucial skill for students to possess
as they navigate their various life roles. We are social beings who interact with friends,
coworkers, family members, service providers, and health care professionals on a regu-
lar basis. Our ability to interact with these individuals is central to our survival and con-
tentment with life. During a 24-hr period, we may need to explain to a doctor why our
teeth hurt, comfort our daughter because her friends made fun of her, enjoy lunch with
a coworker, and discuss the day’s events with a partner. The ability to build and maintain
these relationships affects our quality of life. Skills needed for relationship building in-
clude communication, sharing, conflict resolution, self-esteem, empathy, caring, and ap-
propriate social behaviors. Relationship skills might be taught and practiced by

1. Role-playing a day in family life during which various types of family commu-
nications are presented and discussed.

2. Developing a checklist with students on how to communicate their needs to a
mechanic, doctor, and waiter and then practicing.

Consumerism

Without the ability to be smart consumers, students may find themselves so far in debt
that it affects their quality of life. Their credit card payments may be so large that there
is little money left to pay for food, rent, or leisure activities. It is important to have the
ability to make good consumer choices when buying a car, renting a house, planning a
trip, or buying groceries. Skills needed to be smart consumers include comparison shop-
ping, reading ads, paying taxes and bills, money management, and consumer advocacy.
Consumerism skills can be taught by

1. Having students develop a list of services they need to call when moving. This
list should include a method of comparison shopping when appropriate.

2. Assisting students in gathering data to support the claim that they are being over-
charged on their phone bill and, once data are collected, teaching them the steps
to take to get this situation corrected.

Self-Maintenance

Individuals possessing good self-maintenance skills are able to take care of their daily
health and leisure needs. They are able to incorporate maintaining a home, exercising,
eating balanced diets, contributing to the community, taking care of their personal
needs, and enjoying leisure activities in their daily lives. Possessing these skills allows
individuals to live independently and care for themselves and their families. Skills
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needed for self-maintenance include reading recipes, grocery shopping, taking care of
clothes, administering first aid, keeping physically fit, watching personal nutrition and
hygiene, and accessing the community. Self-maintenance skills might be taught by

1. Discussing with students what they need to eat to be healthy. Students might
plan a week worth of meals.

2. Providing clothes labels and having students decide how best to wash each item. 

TEACHING TRANSITION TO LIVING SKILLS

The teaching of transition to living skills is not confined to one location or one person.
These are skills that can and should be taught in school, home, workplace, and commu-
nity settings by teachers, students, parents/guardians, friends, coworkers, and employers
(Barclay & Cobb, 2001; Morningstar, Turnbull, & Turnbull, 1996). They also should be
taught throughout life, beginning when children are toddlers. The following sections in-
clude a sample list of questions that teachers might address to incorporate transition to
living skills into elementary, middle, and high school programming. Once teachers be-
gin to ask these questions on a regular basis, it is important that they teach their students
and the parents/guardians of their students how to pose similar questions. Teaching
students and their families ways to apply what they are learning helps them to become
self-determined.

Kindergarten–Elementary

The career development focus at this stage is to make sure students are aware of their
communities and begin to understand how things function within a community. This
awareness should extend into the community and home by keeping parents aware of
school activities and suggesting ways to reinforce what is taught in school. Questions
that might assist teachers when thinking about how to meet the career development
needs of their students at this stage include the following:

1. How can I help my students be aware of the world around them?
2. Do my students understand that people hold jobs and what it means to work?
3. How can I foster a community atmosphere in my classroom so that we get

along, enjoy each other, and help each other?
4. Do my students understand the concept of money and how it is used in our 

society?
5. What are my students’ interests outside of school and how can I bring them into

our classroom?
6. Have my students begun to think about what they like and do not like to do?
7. Am I modeling and providing activities that foster student choice?
8. Am I connecting academics to real-life situations and needs? How do I help my

students apply skills in school and community settings?
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9. Have I spoken with my students about their dreams for their futures?
10. What activities can I ask parents to do at home to support questions 1–9?

Middle School

During the middle school years, students are exploring their needs and abilities in rela-
tionship to the world. They are trying to figure out how and where they fit in. Middle
school is a perfect time for students to explore their strengths and needs in all areas of
transition. It is important to work closely with parents of middle school students to help
them understand this stage of exploration their child is going through and to encourage
parents to think about what they want for their child’s future. The following questions
are offered as prompts to teachers as they guide students in their career development
needs at this stage:

1. How can I help my students begin to define their roles in the world around
them?

2. Have my students begun to explore different jobs and the skills needed to do
those jobs?

3. How can I foster a community atmosphere in my classroom so that we get
along, enjoy each other, and help each other?

4. Do my students know how to set up and maintain a bank account? Do they
know how to comparison shop?

5. What are my students’ interests outside of school and how can they learn about
their abilities and interests from these activities?

6. Have my students begun to think about their skills and what they like and don’t
like to do?

7. Am I modeling and providing activities that foster student choice?
8. Am I connecting academics to real-life situations and needs? How do I help my

students apply skills in school and community settings?
9. Have I spoken with my students about their dreams for their futures and ways

to begin planning for these dreams?
10. What activities can I ask parents to do at home to support questions 1–9? Have

I spoken with parents about their dreams for their child’s future?

High School

The high school years are a time when students begin to plan and prepare for their tran-
sitions from school to the world. These transitions might include vocational education,
work experience, general education, or a combination of the three. During this time, stu-
dents make some decisions regarding the preparation they need, based on the abilities
and interests they began to explore while in middle school. It is crucial to have parent
involvement in high school to ensure an agreement or at least an understanding about
the future of their child and to assist parents to work with their child as they advocate for
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themselves. Some questions to address when planning for high school students might
include:

1. How can I help my students to define and prepare for their roles in the world
around them?

2. Have my students begun to define the jobs in which they are interested and the
skills needed to do those jobs?

3. How can I foster a community atmosphere in my classroom so that we get
along, enjoy each other, and help each other?

4. Do my students know how to be smart consumers, maintain a checking
account, pay taxes, save money, and pay bills?

5. What are my students’ interests outside of school and can they independently
pursue them?

6. Are my students able to access their communities to do the things they like to
do for leisure? 

7. Can my students advocate for themselves? Are they self-determined? Am I
modeling and providing activities that foster student choice?

8. Am I connecting academics to real-life situations and needs? How do I help my
students apply skills in school and community settings?

9. Have I spoken with my students about their dreams for their futures and helped
them prepare for these dreams?

10. What activities can I ask parents to do at home to support questions 1–9? Have
I spoken with parents about their dreams for their child’s future? Have I in-
volved parents in assisting their child to develop the abilities to meet his/her
dream?

CONCLUSION

Well-researched and effective commercial curricula are available to teach life skills to
students (Brolin, 1997; Field & Hoffman,1996). However, the teaching of transition to
life skills should be part of the mind-set of all teachers. It should be why they teach
math, English, reading, history, and other subjects. Every curriculum within a school
has some type of connection to the real world. Teaching students to make this connec-
tion and to use the skills being taught in their life roles is what education should be
about. For some students a prescribed plan (e.g., individualized educational program or
an individual career plan) to learn certain skills will be necessary. Although all students
(with and without disabilities) would benefit from an individual career plan, most stu-
dents will learn the needed transition for living skills by addressing career development
in the school curriculum. 

This simple approach for providing transition for living education is advocated be-
cause of the current focus on high-stakes testing in schools and inclusive education.
These reforms have placed students with disabilities in regular education programs
where the focus is on passing tests to matriculate to the next grade level and to receive a
diploma upon graduation. Therefore, as teachers prepare students for these tests, they
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need to help them learn how to apply this information to life (e.g., how will they use di-
vision when they are parents deciding if they have enough money to take their three chil-
dren to the movies). The simplicity of this approach would encourage buy in from all
stakeholders, including administrators, with the promise of gaining districtwide com-
mitment to career education (or perhaps a clearer term such as living education) for all
students. 

Such an approach is true to the original intent of career education for all students, not
only those students with disabilities. Viewing career education as a mind-set encourages
the weaving of living skills throughout the total school curriculum by teachers, princi-
pals, students, parents, and other stakeholders. In other words, all partners in the process
work to make a connection to real life, thus helping students prepare, not just for their
transition from school, but for all the transitions they will make throughout their lives. 
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