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During the past 35 years, Career Development for Excep-
tional Individuals, now known as Career Development and 
Transition for Exceptional Individuals (CDTEI), has 
emerged as a progressive voice for secondary to postsec-
ondary transition education and services for students with 
disabilities. Since its 1st year of publication in 1978, CDTEI 
has called for secondary students to be engaged in the tran-
sition planning and education process, and as the journal 
reports, more secondary-age students are taking an active 
role in planning their future and being directly engaged in 
the transition education process. However, the work is far 
from over, as too many high school students with Individu-
alized Education Plans (IEPs) are not taught basic self-
determination skills nor provided the opportunity to actively 
participate or lead their IEP transition planning process 
(Rusch, Hughes, Agran, Martin, & Johnson, 2009). In addi-
tion, too many students with IEPs do not graduate or suc-
cessfully transition from school to postschool employment 
or education (Trainor, Lindstrom, Simon-Burroughs, 
Martin, & Sorrells, 2008).

In 1987, the idea of self-management strategies that 
would enable students to achieve successful employment 
outcomes and generalization of learned skills emerged in an 
issue of CDTEI (Agran, 1987). During the same year, the 

concept of Adaptability Instruction emerged from the busi-
ness and self-management literature as a means to teach 
individuals with disabilities a goal-setting and adjustment 
process to adapt to changing school and worksite demands 
(Mithaug, Martin, & Agran, 1987). The generalization of 
the Adaptability Instruction model to transition was signifi-
cantly reinforced in 1988 when the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation 
Services funded 26 model demonstration projects to develop 
self-determination instructional materials to improve the 
transition outcomes of youth with disabilities (Field, 1996; 
Wehmeyer, Palmer, Agran, Mithaug, & Martin, 2000). 
These projects and their resulting teaching materials led to 
self-determination becoming a major instructional focus of 
transition education, and now the field strongly encourages 
student engagement in the transition planning process as a 
means of learning and practicing self-determination skills. 
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Abstract

The Council for Exceptional Children’s Division on Career Development and Transition (DCDT) has been a longstanding 
leader and advocate in the field of secondary education for students with disabilities. This paper traces the history of 
student engagement in transition planning primarily through the lens of DCDT’s journal Career Development for Exceptional 
Individuals, now known as Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals. Student engagement in the transition 
planning process implies meaningful student participation in Individualized Education Plan (IEP) meetings, including both 
student leadership of IEP meetings and presenting IEP results during meetings, student engagement in the transition planning 
process, participation in and understanding of transition assessment results, and the attainment of annual IEP transition 
goals. The idea of student engagement in the transition planning process was initially delivered in a larger context, and 
then across the years, the topic became the primary focus of specific articles. We trace this development and conclude by 
speculating where student engagement in transition planning will go in the future. Suggestions are offered for both research 
and practice.
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One reason that educators embraced self-determination is 
that transition education provides an ideal opportunity for 
students to both learn and practice self-determination skills 
(Martin, Marshall, & Maxson, 1993). Although various 
self-determination definitions exist, the field generally 
agrees that self-determination encompasses students’ under-
standing of their interests, strengths, and weaknesses, using 
this information to establish and attain their goals, and mak-
ing needed adjustments to attain their goals (Field, Martin, 
Miller, Ward, & Wehmeyer, 1998a).

When the instructional focus of self-determination prac-
tices was combined with the first definition of transition 
services in the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act 
of 1990 (IDEA), the importance of student needs and pref-
erences in determining transition goals was ensured. It was 
now required that students be invited to participate in transi-
tion planning IEP meetings. The result was that student 
involvement in the transition planning and education pro-
cess became a foundational transition education practice, 
and active student participation in transition planning 
quickly became the “best” transition education practice 
(Halpern, 1994).

This article will discuss the concept of student engage-
ment and leadership of the transition education process by 
examining what CDTEI authors said and discovered over 
the past 35 years. First, we will explore student engagement 
in the transition assessment process. Next, we will examine 
student engagement and leadership of the IEP transition 
meeting where transition planning takes place. Third, we 
will delve into the emerging area of student attainment of 
their annual transition goals. Last, we will offer recommen-
dations to ensure that student engagement in the transition 
planning process continues in the future.

Student Engagement in Transition 
Assessment
The concept of promoting student engagement in the transi-
tion assessment process had roots back to the beginning of 
the journal. Sitlington and Wimmer (1978) advised special 
educators to teach students to use assessment information 
so that students can make realistic choices and decisions. D. 
R. Johnson (1979) advocated using ongoing assessment of 
interests and abilities to ensure that students have “a better 
opportunity to share equally in the process of career devel-
opment” (p. 47). Hill (1983) recommended that students be 
asked to determine their opinion about the strengths and 
weaknesses of the assessment process and tools used. 
Roberts, Doty, Santleben, and Tang (1983) advised educa-
tors to assist students in understanding their vocational 
interests and aptitudes. Wehmeyer (1993) determined that 
adolescents with disabilities lack career decision-making 
skills, clearly demonstrating the importance of the  
aforementioned skills. He recommended that educational 

programs provide instruction so that students can become 
self-determined to “assume greater control over and respon-
sibility for educational and transition planning and be 
involved in selecting and prioritizing goals and objectives” 
(Wehmeyer, 1993, p. 144).

In a Division on Career Development and Transition 
(DCDT) position paper, Halpern (1994) indicated that typi-
cal assessment processes limit the “opportunities for people 
with disabilities to take charge and ownership of their own 
evaluations” (p. 118). Instead, the transition assessment 
process must actively engage students, and educators must 
teach the meaning of the assessment results to students so 
they can select appropriate postschool goals. Sitlington 
(1996) echoed this view while calling for educators to 
involve students with disabilities in the design, implemen-
tation, and interpretation of transition assessment results. 
Student involvement in the transition assessment process 
will increase their understanding of “strengths, needs, pref-
erences, and interests and how these relate to work and 
careers, postsecondary education, independent living, com-
munity activities, and personal and social relationships” 
(Sitlington, Neubert, & Leconte, 1997, p. 72).

In a subsequent DCDT position paper, Field, Martin, 
Miller, Ward, and Wehmeyer (1998b) indicated that the 
transition assessment process provides an excellent instruc-
tional opportunity to teach and practice self-determination 
skills, and that student engagement in transition assessment 
must occur at multiple levels. This includes student involve-
ment in deciding what needs to be assessed, gathering data 
through interviews of significant others, and using results of 
the assessment process to determine postsecondary and 
annual transition goals. As a timely reminder of the long-
lasting CDTEI call to engage students in the transition 
assessment process, Morningstar and Liss (2008) recently 
suggested “students should take the lead in gathering data, 
interpreting results, and creating goals” as this allows them 
to “participate in assessment planning; to advocate for 
themselves in interpreting results; and in planning for, and 
directing, their individualized transition services, goals, and 
needs” (p. 53).

Student Engagement in Transition 
Planning
Conceptually, the need to engage students in transition plan-
ning first emerged in CDTEI writings, followed by the 
development of instructional materials and practical demon-
strations, then research, and finally summaries of the com-
pleted research. We will trace the development of each step.

Conceptual Emergence
In 1983, Roberts et al. (1983) suggested that students 
become involved in their IEP meetings. Steere, Pancsofar, 
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Wood, and Hecimovic (1990) indicated that students 
need ample knowledge to facilitate their informed par-
ticipation in the transition planning process and that stu-
dents with the most severe disabilities should be included 
in “some facet of the transition planning process” (p. 145). 
J. R. Johnson and Rusch (1993) recommended that future 
research examine how to encourage student participation 
and involvement in the transition process, and that future 
research needs to determine the risks and outcomes asso-
ciated with not involving students in the transition plan-
ning process. Martin et al. (1993) indicated that to 
facilitate the transition from high school to further educa-
tion or employment, students need to learn to self-man-
age their IEP meetings by first participating, then learning 
to develop the IEP, and finally, managing or leading the 
IEP process.

Halpern (1994) summarized the emerging student involve-
ment concepts and concluded that students should be encour-
aged to the best of their abilities to become actively involved 
in the transition planning process. He added that student self-
evaluation, student identification of postschool goals, and 
student choice of high school experiences would lead to 
enhanced student self-determination. Foreshadowing today’s 
research results, Halpern postulated that educator-directed 
transition planning meetings would limit student engagement 
in transition planning opportunities.

Field (1996) envisioned a future where all high school 
students will have individualized transition plans containing 
self-selected goals based on their understanding of students’ 
strengths and needs. Ianacone and Kochhar (1996) indi-
cated that active student involvement in the transition plan-
ning meetings would help teach students self-determination 
skills, and this process would be a transformative transition 
education theme. From a study of due process hearings, 
Etscheidt (2006) determined that districts need to “ensure 
meaningful student involvement in transition planning” (p. 
36), and those that do not face forced corrective action. 
Rusch et al. (2009) indicated that transition education must 
involve teaching middle school students to learn to direct 
their own education planning process and that this instruc-
tional focus continues through high school with students 
receiving support and having the opportunity to lead their 
own IEP transition planning meetings.

Development of Instructional Processes and 
Materials
Martin et al. (1993) presented a longitudinal scheme to 
implement student engagement in transition planning. 
During the elementary years, students will attend IEP meet-
ings as observers and answer questions; in middle school, 
students will learn to actively participate in their IEP meet-
ings; and in high school, students will lead their IEP meet-
ings and manage the IEP transition process. However, 

Martin et al. indicated that the lack of effective lesson 
materials and strategies to teach students the skills needed 
for effective student engagement in the IEP transition plan-
ning process impeded this educational advancement as a 
means to teach self-determination skills. Since then, several 
methods, strategies, and lesson packages have been devel-
oped to teach students to become actively involved in their 
transition IEP meetings, and many of these have been 
described in the CDTEI journal.

Wehmeyer and Lawrence (1995) developed and piloted 
one of the first instructional programs to actively partici-
pate in their transition IEP planning discussions titled 
Whose Future Is It Anyway? Wehmeyer, Palmer, Lee, 
Williams-Diehm, and Shogren (2011) found that the Whose 
Future Is It Anyway? lesson package increased students’ 
self-determination skills and transition knowledge. Palmer, 
Wehmeyer, Shogren, Williams-Diehm, and Soukup (2012) 
combined Whose Future Is It Anyway? with the Self-
Determined Learning Model of Instruction (Wehmeyer 
et al., 2000) as a means to increase active student participa-
tion in their transition planning process and self-determina-
tion scores.

In a self-determination position paper, Field et al. (1998a) 
stated that students can easily be engaged in the IEP transi-
tion planning process by inviting friends and team members 
to the IEP meeting, taking the seat at the head of the IEP 
planning table, and leading the actual IEP meeting with sup-
port provided by educators, parents, or friends. L. E. Powers 
et al. (2001) determined the effectiveness of the Take Charge 
for the Future lessons to increase students’ involvement in 
transition planning activities and actual participation in tran-
sition planning meetings. Allen, Smith, Test, Flowers, and 
Wood (2001) taught a modified version of the Self-Directed 
IEP (Martin, Marshall, Maxson, & Jerman, 1996) lesson 
package and significantly increased the IEP participation 
skills of students with moderate intellectual disabilities. 
Mason, McGahee-Kovac, Johnson, and Stillerman (2002) 
used an instructional program titled Student-Led IEPs: A 
Guide for Student Involvement to increase high school stu-
dents’ participation in their IEP meetings. Konrad and Test 
(2004) taught middle school students with high incidence 
disabilities to write their IEP document.

Woods, Sylvester, and Martin (2010) demonstrated that 
the Student-Directed Transition Planning lessons increased 
students’ knowledge of the information they need to under-
stand and share about themselves during the transition plan-
ning discussion of an IEP meeting, and also increased 
students’ self-efficacy statements regarding participation in 
the transition discussions of their IEP meetings. After 
instruction, students indicated that they could talk about 
their disability, their postschool employment, their educa-
tion, their independent living goals, and the course of study 
needed to attain their postsecondary goals. Martin, Van 
Dycke, D’Ottavio, and Nickerson (2007) developed and 
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recommended that students use the student-directed sum-
mary of performance template to prepare for their annual 
IEP transition meetings and to provide students a script that 
can be used to engage in all facets of transition planning.

Research
Lehmann, Bassett, Sands, Spencer, and Gliner (1999) iden-
tified student, school, and family factors that individually 
and collectively predicted student participation in the tran-
sition planning process. The strongest predictors for student 
involvement in the transition planning process included (a) 
students’ goal-attainment skills, (b) students’ job compe-
tence, (c) democratic and noncontrolling family interac-
tions, (d) family valuing enhanced student engagement, and 
(e) students attending and receiving special education ser-
vices in general education classes.

More recently, Morningstar et al. (2010) found that the 
greater students perceived their families’ involvement in 
their transition process, and the more they received 
instruction on how to become involved in the IEP transi-
tion planning process, the greater students’ participation in 
the IEP transition planning process. The importance of 
self-determination instruction was again demonstrated 
with special populations, including girls (Coutinho, 
Oswald, & Best, 2006), culturally and linguistically diverse 
students and their families (Griffin, 2011; Valenzuela & 
Martin, 2005), and students with chronic health care needs 
(Repetto et al., 2012).

Research has also examined student attendance and par-
ticipation in the IEP process, and has revealed varying lev-
els of attendance and participation (Cobb & Alwell, 2009; 
Landmark, Ju, & Zhang, 2010; Martin, Greene, & Borland, 
2004; K. M. Powers et al., 2005; Repetto, Webb, Garvan, 
& Washington, 2002; Rusch et al., 2009; Weidenthal & 
Kochhar-Bryant, 2007; Zhang, Ivester, Chen, & Katsiyannis, 
2005). The positive impact on person-centered planning on 
the IEP process has also been demonstrated (Flannery 
et al., 2000).

Summaries of Research. More recently, several articles have 
reported on self-determination and student-focused plan-
ning. These articles support student-focused planning as a 
means to increase participation in transition planning and 
subsequently to improve student involvement and the tran-
sition outcomes of students with disabilities (Cobb & 
Alwell, 2009; Cobb, Lehmann, Newman-Gonchar, & 
Alwell, 2009; Griffin, 2011). Likewise, Test et al. (2009) 
determined that two lesson packages, the Self-Directed IEP 
(Martin et al., 1996) and the Self-Advocacy Strategy (field 
tested under the original title of The Education Planning 
Strategy by Van Reusen, Bos, Schumaker, & Deshler, 
1987), have a moderate level of evidence supporting their 
effectiveness.

Student Engagement in Attaining 
Annual Transition Goals

Once students become actively engaged in the transition 
assessment process, learn the skills, and have opportunities 
to actively become engaged in the IEP transition planning 
process, the next step is to have students learn to actively 
attain their annual IEP transition goals. Martin et al. (1993), 
Field et al. (1998a), and Agran and Hughes (2008) indi-
cated that students can be taught these skills in late elemen-
tary school and practice them through high school, and that 
implementing strategies to attain their annual transition 
goals can lead to greater student self-determination.

Benefits of Students Attaining Annual 
Transition Goals
As emerging CDTEI writings attest, benefits occur for stu-
dents with disabilities who learn to attain their annual tran-
sition goals. Lehmann et al. (1999) found that providing 
opportunities at school for students to learn goal-attainment 
skills and to attain their goals predicted student engagement 
in transition planning meetings. Goff, Martin, and Thomas 
(2007) found that high school students who were Black and 
at high risk for dropping out of school were able to over-
come the burden of acting White by setting and working 
toward attaining their postschool transition goals. Doren, 
Lindstrom, Zane, and Johnson (2007) interviewed numer-
ous youth and found that those who were most successful 
had, among other proactive factors, clear goals that they 
actively worked to attain.

Factors Impeding Student Engagement in 
Transition Planning and Education
Although concept papers and studies have clearly articu-
lated the benefits of active student engagement in the transi-
tion education process, several factors impede continued 
development. Most IEPs do not include self-determination-
related annual transition goals that focus on teaching 
self-advocacy or leadership skills, goal-setting and goal-
attainment skills, and the identification of interests, and 
subsequently matching those to available jobs or educa-
tional opportunities (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1998). 
Williams and O’Leary (2001) found that many districts do 
not involve their students in transition planning, nor even 
invite students to their secondary IEP meetings. To improve 
this situation, professional development and technical assis-
tance must occur at the preservice and in-service levels. The 
authors recommended that federal and state improvement 
grants and personnel preparation funding include a manda-
tory focus on transition education and that state departments 
of education include a transition expert on their monitoring 
teams.
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Weidenthal and Kochhar-Bryant (2007) found that half of 
the special education teachers in their study did little to noth-
ing to prepare secondary-aged students for their role in 
upcoming IEP meetings. They suggested that limited teacher 
knowledge of what to do may have contributed to not allow-
ing student participation in transition planning. Preservice 
special educators ranked inadequate student involvement in 
transition planning as one of the major barriers to effective 
transition practices (Wandry et al., 2008).

The limited knowledge of professionals related to stu-
dent involvement in the IEP process trickles down to stu-
dents. In spite of the call that Roberts et al. (1983) issued 
almost 30 years ago, studies have demonstrated that many 
students do not know what an IEP is and have not been 
taught to lead the IEP meeting (Agran & Hughes, 2008).

Recommendations
Many authors in this issue, including ourselves, predict a 
bright future for transition education due to the efforts dur-
ing the last 35 years to infuse transition education practices 
into the fabric of daily secondary education practices. 
Perhaps most telling of this support is the fact that, today, 
almost 60% of states now require transition education 
practices to begin 2 to 3 years earlier than the federally 
required age of 16 (Martin, McConnell, & Mays, 2011). 
We offer four recommendations so that active student 
involvement in the transition education assessment, transi-
tion planning, and goal-attainment process can both con-
tinue and expand.

First, federal special education rules and regulations 
need to explicitly address a means to increase student 
involvement in the IEP transition planning discussions and 
resulting education practices. At a minimum, the next IDEA 
reauthorization needs to

 • ensure that transition education and planning for-
mally begins at least by the age of 14 or earlier as 
deemed by the IEP team;

 • ensure that transition assessments be completed at 
least annually and help facilitate students, parents, 
and professionals at the IEP meeting to select mean-
ingful postsecondary goals and annual education, 
employment, and living goals;

 • ensure that students are taught transition planning ter-
minology and how to become actively involved in their 
IEP meeting planning discussions, and then be pro-
vided the opportunity to use their newly learned skills;

 • ensure that students are taught how to attain their 
annual transition goals and then provided the oppor-
tunity to work weekly on attaining short-term goals 
leading to the attainment of the annual transition goals;

 • ensure that transition education concepts are infused 
into general education core content classes for all  

students so that special education students who spend 
all or most of their school day in general education 
classes can learn essential transition skills; and

 • ensure that College and Career Readiness standards 
address nonacademic behaviors and experiences that 
are associated with successful postschool employment 
and further education for students with disabilities.

Second, research must make a stronger connection 
between increased student engagement in the transition 
education process as well as school and postschool further 
education and employment outcomes for all students 
regardless of disability status. If this relationship can be 
established, it will garner attention from educators and 
policy makers, thus ensuring greater implementation of 
student-engagement practices.

Third, student engagement in transition education prac-
tices must expand to include instruction on how to be 
actively involved in assessment, planning, and annual tran-
sition goal attainment. Moreover, school personnel must be 
taught to provide opportunities to do so. With only the exist-
ing requirements in place, we fear that too many schools 
will only invite students to the process, and research clearly 
demonstrates that invitations result in nothing more than 
token student involvement.

Fourth, additional updated, efficient, and effective 
instructional materials must be developed and studied, thus 
enabling educators to instruct and provide opportunities for 
students to become involved in the transition assessment, 
planning, and goal-attainment processes in their general 
education classes. These instructional tools will provide 
educators the means to easily teach and infuse student-
engagement opportunities for all secondary-aged students, 
including those with disabilities. These instructional 
resources will be useful to general and special educators as 
the number of states that require transition planning for all 
students continues to increase. No doubt, future CDTEI 
articles will be the voice to encourage and report on these 
endeavors.
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