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Abstract
This article describes how univer-
sity faculty from vocational edu-
cation and occupational therapy
departments, and educators from
three school districts collaborated
in implementing a staff develop-
ment program addressing sec-
ondary transition services. Two
outcomes resulted from this
unique partnership: a) a staff
development model that facili-
tated educator empowerment,
and b) changes in the role of uni-
versity project personnel.

Partners in Transition
Facilitating a smooth transition
from school to adult life for stu-
dents with disabilities is a goal
that high schools are directed to
perform by federal legislation
(Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act, 1997). Meeting
the letter of the law requires that
public school educators, admin-
istrators, and related service
providers be knowledgeable and
interested in this aspect of their
work. However, several studies
have shown that many members
of these groups are not proficient
in their delivery of transition
services (Giangreco, Edelman, &
Dennis, 1991; Inge, 1995, 1998;
Lombard, Hazelkorn, & Neubert,
1992). In fact, Baer, Simmons,
and Flexer (1996) found that
over half of the Ohio special edu-
cation supervisors and admin-
istrators they surveyed indicated
that transition services were not
available. The authors con-
cluded that although school dis-
tricts tend to comply with pa-
perwork requirements of the
law, they are not actually pro-
viding adequate transition expe-
riences for students with dis-
abilities.

Reasons for school person-
nel inadequacies related to tran-
sition for students with disabili-
ties are many. Historically, vo-
cational special needs educa-
tors, related services such as
occupational therapy, and their
respective administrations have
had little training regarding the
nature and procedures relative
to quality transition services
(Beaman, 1999; Case-Smith &
Cable, 1995; Crowe & Kanny,
1990). Furthermore, educators
and parents express confusion
about how they can best support

adolescents entering into adult
life, as well as find resources
needed to support students to
enter jobs, learn to live inde-
pendently, and develop relation-
ships with local communities
(Lehmann, Bassett, & Sands,
1999). This article describes
one attempt to confront the need
for professionals in school sys-
tems to provide comprehensive
transition services. A staff de-
velopment program was imple-
mented through a collaborative
effort involving university voca-
tional education and occupa-
tional therapy faculty and voca-
tional special needs educators
in three school districts. Two
outcomes resulted from this
unique partnership: a) a staff
development model that facili-
tated educator empowerment,
and b) changes in the role of
university project personnel.

The Model
Currently much work is being
performed in the field of special
education to increase or en-
hance students’ self-determina-
tion. Recent research and theory
have highlighted the importance
of self-determination for stu-
dents’ success in schools and
anticipated success in adult life
(Sands & Wehmeyer, 1996). In-
creasingly it is becoming appar-
ent that educators must also
perceive themselves to be self-
determined in order to respond
to educational and vocational
reform efforts and to be able to
implement mandated legislation
(Field & Hoffman, 1996; Powers
et al., 1996). Delivering compre-
hensive transition services us-
ing effective practices (i.e., ca-
reer development, vocational
assessment, expanded employ-
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ment opportunities) requires
that educators learn new infor-
mation (Hughes et al., 1997),
change their pedagogy (deFur &
Taymans, 1995), and teach in
environments supportive of
change (Field & Hoffman, 1996).
This means that effective
inservice training must include
processes for allowing learners
to define for themselves prob-
lems they need resolved and
must occur within environments
in which potential solutions to
the problem can be identified
and practiced (Darling-
Hammond, 1997). Few if any of
these learning conditions are
present in most educational staff
development efforts (Darling-
Hammond, 1997). Therefore,
personnel programs have to re-
focus their efforts from being
primarily teacher-directed
(pedagogy) to being student-di-
rected (andragogy) (Zemke &
Zemke, 1995).

The Partners in Transition
(PIT) project provided staff de-
velopment opportunities (e.g.,
inservice training and technical
assistance) to rural school dis-
tricts wanting to improve their
secondary transition services.
The project facilitated the self-
determination of participating
educators to solve problems to-
gether with university personnel
using collaborative problem-
solving strategies described in
the consultation literature
(Kurpius & Fuqua, 1993;
Kurpius, Fuqua, & Rozecki,
1993; West & Idol, 1993) and
problem-based learning strate-
gies found in the adult learning
literature (Knowles, 1973;
Schon, 1983; Zemke & Zemke,
1995). The premise behind these
strategies is that recipients of
training may themselves be the
best generators of ideas related
to the structure and content of
staff development training
(Westling & Whitten, 1996). Fur-
ther, engaging participants as
active partners increases the

likelihood that the information
provided is meaningful and
worth remembering.

As shown in Figure 1, the
Partners in Transition Project
model used five strategies sug-
gested by Smith and his col-
leagues (1996) to increase the
relevancy of the inservice train-
ing and to guide changes in the
university personnel’s roles
(Smith, 1996; Smith, Edelen-
Smith, & Stodden, 1996). The
strategies utilized to encourage
educators’ control of their own
staff development were: a) devel-
oping a vision statement in con-
junction with the local district
to focus the group on the desired
outcome of the training, b) con-
ducting needs assessments in
order to identify training needs
using a focus group methodol-
ogy, c) completing individual
transition skills self-assessment
in order to design internship
experiences, d) implementing in-
dividual action plans that docu-
ment the goals of each partici-
pant for improving his/her tran-
sition skills, and e) scheduling
networking meetings in order for
educators to review and renew
their efforts related to transition
services for students.

Implementing these five
strategies involved collaboration
within schools as well as be-
tween the university and dis-
tricts. District education teams
comprised of vocational special
needs educators, special educa-
tors, and occupational thera-
pists were selected by adminis-
trators. Education teams were
asked to meet with university
project staff on a regular basis
beginning with the development
of a vision statement and
completion of the requisite needs
assessment activities. The de-
sign and delivery of courses was
based upon the information gen-
erated during these initial meet-
ings. Each step of the staff de-
velopment model is described in
greater detail below.

Vision Statement
School district teams developed
a vision statement at the onset
of the project. The purpose of the
vision statement was for voca-
tional special needs educators
and occupational therapists to
be able to articulate broadly the
outcomes they wanted students
with disabilities in their district
to accomplish upon completion
of their public education pro-
grams. An example of one
district’s attempt to find a com-
mon core of beliefs is repre-
sented in the vision statement:
“To prepare students to become
valued members of the commu-
nity by providing experiences,
information and support that
enable them to identify their fu-
tures in terms of living, work,
recreation and social situa-
tions.” The vision statement was
critical to the process of foster-
ing collaboration.

Needs Assessment
Once a district team reached
agreement about their vision, it
was the responsibility of univer-
sity project personnel to assist
them in identifying their
strengths and weaknesses in
relationship to that vision state-
ment. University project staff
used a focus group process as a
means for learning how transi-
tion services were currently be-
ing implemented in the districts.
Five broad topic areas shown in
Table 1 that addressed success-
ful school practices and inher-
ent programmatic weaknesses
were the catalysts for commu-
nication between all parties.
Focus groups were held in loca-
tions nearby participating
school districts. Following the
focus groups, the university
project staff returned to campus
and prepared course content
that complemented areas of in-
terest and need identified by
participants. Three courses (in
distance format as well as on-
campus format) developed in
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Mentor
Provides
Support

Table 1
Focus Group Questions

1. Tell us about your work.

2. What happens to students when they leave your program? (What adult expectations do you
have for the students associated with work/school, friends, living arrangements, and
community participation?)

3. What do you do with students that seem to really help them to achieve desired outcomes?

What do you do with students that does not seem to help them to achieve their desired
outcomes?

What do you wish you would/could do to help the students?

4. Who is involved in this process?

5. What are some things you really want to learn that will help you to improve?

response to the information ob-
tained in focus groups were a
transition course, a Summer
Institute, and an internship ex-
perience. The Summer Insti-
tutes were tailored to address
identified district needs. One
school district focused on three
topics: team building, family in-
volvement, and postsecondary

options. Another district re-
quested that training at the
Summer Institute concentrate
on public relations and commu-
nication both within the con-
fines of the school and within
the community. Course content
in the existing university
classes was also altered to ad-
dress primary concerns of par-

ticipants. Some of the revisions
made included the presentation
of more in-depth information on
the role of related services dur-
ing transition planning and ser-
vices, the use of experiential
learning in meeting educa-
tional standards, and the
changing educational require-
ments promulgated by current
legislation.

Figure 1
Partners in Transition Project Model.

Key: star points pertain to educators
italics pertain to functions of university personnel team
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Self-assessment
A Transition Skills Assessment
tool was designed based upon
the research of Kohler (1993)
and Hughes et al. (1997). Using
a Likert format, educators rated
their knowledge and skills re-
lated to transition services on
a scale of 1-5. Table 2 shows the
transition-related standards
against which educators com-
pared themselves. The skills as-
sessment was used to help indi-
vidual educators determine their
particular strengths and growth
areas and thus became the ba-
sis for identifying relevant in-
ternship experiences. The indi-
vidualized nature of designing
internships led to interesting
student experiences. For ex-
ample, one vocational special
needs educator, in conjunction
with an occupational therapist,
designed a winter recreational
ski program for students, who
because of their socioeconomic
level and disability label had
never experienced skiing before.
High school students increased
their math, geography, science,
physical education, and busi-
ness skills through the process
of planning and implementing
the ski events. Other PIT par-
ticipants chose activities that
suited their identified learning
needs, as well as the service and
support needs of transitioning
students. For example, another
internship tackled the develop-
ment of postsecondary educa-
tion options by conducting a se-
ries of informational and nego-
tiation meetings with the local
community college.

 Individual Action Plans
Each district educator designed
his or her own individual plan
for improvement. The plans were
based upon each educators as-
sessment of his or her personal
strengths and needs, the re-
sources and barriers present in
the school district, and the mu-
tually-agreed upon vision state-

ment. Completed plans illumi-
nated the goals educators
thought they could accomplish
in a year regarding provision of
quality transition services and
the actions required to do so.

 The plan format was
adapted from the Planning Alter-
native Tomorrows With Hope
(PATH) process articulated by
Pearpoint, O’Brien, & Forest
(1993). Planning consisted of
eight steps that began with edu-
cators identifying their primary
goal for improving transition
services at their school, then
analyzing their current situation
in order to compare what exists
with their long-term goal. This
planning strategy involves view-
ing goals from the perspective
that they have already been
achieved. Thus, specific steps
leading towards the goal are
identified through a backwards-
chaining problem-solving ap-
proach. Figure 2 illustrates the
planning process. It  outlines the
questions asked at each step
and the structure presented to
participants in order to frame
the plan. University  personnel
reviewed plans to determine if
described activities were congru-
ent with educators’ previously
identified vision statements.

Networking Meetings
Once or twice a semester par-
ticipating educators met in an
informal setting to discuss their
learning activities, concerns,
technical assistance needs, suc-
cess stories, frustrations, and
ideas. The networking meetings
provided a rich opportunity for
participants to share with each
other, and to reconnect with
university personnel in a peer-
related fashion. The meetings
also served as an arena for group
brainstorming for educators ex-
periencing barriers in imple-
menting their individual action
plans. The next networking
meeting was planned well in
advance to ensure that

everyone’s calendar was clear
and that all participants would
be available to meet.

University Personnel Roles
The role of university personnel
was defined by participating
educators. Thus, instead of di-
recting the staff development
process, university project per-
sonnel facilitated learning, net-
working and provision of re-
sources and support. Facilitat-
ing staff development (versus
prescribing training) required a
willingness to include people as
equals and to begin a process of
growth for all involved (Smith,
et al., 1996; Smith & Stodden,
1994). As shown in Table 3, the
overall role of university project
personnel was to deliver staff de-
velopment content that was
based upon the day-to-day re-
alities of the participants instead
of presupposing training needs.
In terms of facilitation, the re-
sultant university role became
one of assisting districts to ar-
rive at a plan during regular net-
working meetings. It was dur-
ing these meetings, as well as
during technical assistance vis-
its, that university staff became
aware of resources needed by
districts in order to infuse tran-
sition information and proce-
dures into district curricula.

Ongoing technical assis-
tance was a key component in
the staff development process.
Individual university staff trav-
eled to the participating school
districts throughout the school
year in order to visit the educa-
tors in their work settings, to
meet district administrators,
and to observe educators and
related service providers in
their work environment. The
educators always welcomed
these visits, and often would dis-
cuss ahead of time problems and
concerns they were having, so
that the university staff mem-
ber could bring appropriate re-
sources. Additionally, educators
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Table 2
TRANSITION SKILLS ASSESSMENT*

I. ASSESSMENT STANDARD
1. Collects data systematically using both formal and informal procedures.

2. Uses assessment results for program planning.

3. Maintains a process for communicating assessment information to involved parties.

II. INDIVIDUALIZED TRANSITION PLAN STANDARD
1. Convenes planning teams consisting of parents, school personnel, the student, and appropri-

ate adult service providers.

2. Creates written individualized transition plans (ITP’s).

3. Uses various person-centered planning strategies (e.g. MAPS, Futures Planning).

III. PREPARATION/TRAINING STANDARD
1. Modifies/enhances curriculums.

2. Uses a variety of instructional strategies.

3. Delivers functional curriculum in the areas of independent living, recreation/leisure, academ-
ics, vocational training, community access, social/interpersonal, promotes family and student
empowerment and self-determination.

IV. COLLABORATION STANDARD
1. Collaborates with adult service agencies (e.g., vocational rehabilitation,

developmental disabilities services, mental health, community colleges, etc.).

2. Collaborates with in-school resources including fellow teachers, counselors, occupational thera-
pists, vocational instructors, nurses, social workers, physical therapists, speech and language
specialists, etc.

3. Collaborates with employers for the purposes of job development and student placement.

V. LEADERSHIP/MANAGEMENT STANDARD
1. Develops and communicates a shared vision for educating students with special needs.

2. Monitors and evaluates effectiveness of program.

3. Supervises paraprofessional staff.

* NOTE: ADAPTED FROM KOHLER (1993)

being visited could practice new
skills learned in the presence
of the university project staff
(e.g., meeting with a family),
and receive feedback from the
university collaborator on his or
her performance. These techni-
cal assistance visits and obser-
vations provided a strong
complement to the group net-
working sessions, because edu-
cators could receive individual-
ized assistance and feedback.

Technical assistance also
allowed university project per-
sonnel to support participating
educators by reassuring them

about the value of their efforts.
Perhaps the most important
function of the university project
personnel was providing cred-
ibility regarding the efforts of
participating educators to their
administrators and peers as par-
ticipating educators incorpo-
rated new transition-related ac-
tivities into their curriculums
and spent more time in the com-
munity and less time within
their classrooms. District ad-
ministrators and colleagues
questioned the instructional
benefits of the new practices.
Therefore validation was

needed from the university
project personnel in order to jus-
tify the pedagogical changes
made. The newly realized role
of the university project person-
nel in providing support for
system’s changes is similar to
the concept of “critical friend”
described by Smith and his col-
leagues (1996). Being a critical
friend meant that university
project personnel were called
upon to promote the infusion of
transition-related services at
the district level. Thus, univer-
sity personnel met with school
principals, helped compose
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Figure 2
Path planning process.

1. What is your long-term goal for providing quality transition services?

2. What has happened over the last year (pretending that the goal is met, describe what you did)?

3. As of today, looking at your present situation, describe your transition process.

4. Identify the people who can help with your goal.

5. What knowledge, skills, resources, do you need?

6. What will you have accomplished by the end of the year?

7. What will you have accomplished in nine months?

8. Identify the steps taken in six months.

NOTE: ADAPTED FROM PEARPOINT, O’BRIEN, & FOREST, 1993

Table 3
University Roles

1. Facilitate Planning.

2. Orchestrate team visioning.

3. Guide action planning.

4. Schedule and facilitate networking meetings.

5. Provide Resources.

6. Offer technical assistance.

7. Deliver courses.

8. Maintain Support (i.e., critical friend).

9. Provide credibility to school administration/peers.

10. Advocate for changes in transition-related services.

11. Collaborate in identifying changes to the university curriculum.
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newly formulated transition ser-
vices descriptions, and con-
nected schools with the state
department of education and
other state offices that could
assist them. As a result of this
partnership, university project
personnel recognized the impor-
tance of gaining schools’ admin-
istrative support, and began ad-
vocating at the university for
changes in the administration
licensing programs to include
more information about special
needs and the system’s change
process.

Summary
A model for providing staff devel-
opment for vocational special
needs educators on the topic of
quality transition services
emerged from the PIT project.
The model addresses typical
problems associated with de-
livering inservice training such
as understanding and respond-
ing to local concerns. During
the  model’s development,
practical ways to support educa-
tors as they participated in de-
signing their own staff develop-
ment activities  were identified.
The model in Figure 2 illus-
trates the synergistic links that
can be formed between univer-
sity staff and school districts
interested in collaboration. On
a broader level, the model con-
tains elements (e.g., vision
statements and need assess-
ments) important to all types of
programs in the process of
changing (Fullan, 1993).

A few recommendations for
facilitating educator-directed
staff development can be
gleaned from the efforts of
project participants. For ex-
ample, it is important that needs
assessments be conducted be-
fore any training is imple-
mented. In light of identified
needs, learners are supported to
take control of their own train-
ing needs through the develop-
ment of individualized learning

plans. Training facilitators listen
and respond to specifically iden-
tified needs thereby enhancing
the relevancy and sustainability
of the learning process.

In this model of staff devel-
opment, training is conceptual-
ized as a partnership that in-
cludes a variety of perspectives
such as administrators, related
services personnel, families and
educators. Collaboration as-
sures participant “buy-in” and
increases the possibility that
change occurs (Thousand, Villa,
& Nevin; 1994). Further, qual-
ity staff development is offered
as an ongoing process because
it is recognized that training is
not adequately addressed in a
one time “hit or miss’ approach
(Darling-Hammond, 1997).

In this model of staff develop-
ment, training is conceptual-
ized as a partnership that in-
cludes a variety of perspectives.

There were many positive
outcomes from the PIT project.
The development of a partner-
ship between local districts and
universities is powerful and a
goal of most current education
reform movements. Most impor-
tantly, this project succeeded in
identifying and using strategies
that foster the empowerment of
educators wanting to improve
their programs and the out-
comes for students. The use of
these strategies led to the cre-
ation of new roles for university
personnel responsible for deliv-
ering staff development training
to school districts. Thus, in this
project the term “staff develop-
ment” was broadened to include
the provision of a menu of train-
ing opportunities such as dis-
tance learning, networking
meetings, and individualized
classroom-based technical as-
sistance. The role of university
project personnel was also ex-
panded from simply imparting
training content to that of act-

ing as a facilitator, collaborator,
change agent, and critical
friend to educators in their
quest to provide exemplary tran-
sition services to students.
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