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Abstract

The need for special educators who can support students with disabilities in the transition to adulthood is well documented
in the literature. In this article, we will report on the program improvement efforts by one university to embed more
evidence-based transition practices into their pre-service teacher preparation program with the support of a state
personnel development grant. Key aspects of the program revision will be outlined and accompanied by online resources
for faculty to utilize when seeking to improve their special education preparation program in the area of post-secondary
transition. The pre-service teachers’ perceptions of the impact of the revision are included in the discussion; along with
suggestions for future directions, research, and work in rural areas.
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To provide increased access to the general education cur-
riculum and successful post-secondary outcomes, all teach-
ers of students with disabilities must design curriculum and
goals related to the skills necessary for essential aspects of
life after they graduate from high school: activities that pro-
mote increased inclusion in the community, foundational
skills needed for independent living, and access to mean-
ingful employment (Sanford et al., 2011). Despite this
focus, many teacher preparation programs do not contain
critical content and activities in post-secondary transition
that would strengthen pre-service teachers’ knowledge and
skills (Benitez et al., 2009; Morningstar & Benitez, 2013;
Morningstar et al., 2018). To that end, one Department of
Education (DOE) in the Northeast was awarded a State
Personnel Development Grant (SPDG) in 2012, which sup-
ported two Institutions of Higher Education (IHE) located
in regions that were largely rural to improve their training of
pre-service teachers (PSTs) in the area of effective transi-
tion practices. Initially, a set of competencies in transition
was developed; subsequently, each IHE engaged in a series
of steps to revise existing special education coursework to
involve PSTs in each of the competencies. The overarching
goal of the project was program improvement related to
transition.

This article will outline one of the IHE’s revision efforts
with an intentional focus on the applied practice of the com-
petencies by PSTs. The purpose of this article is to report on
newly adopted practices in the courses within the graduate
special education program to improve PSTs knowledge,

skills, and confidence with regard to transition. The proj-
ect’s aim was to improve not only PSTs knowledge but also
their confidence in planning and engaging students in rural
schools in effective transition activities; essential skills to
have when aiming to positively affect the futures of stu-
dents with disabilities (Morningstar & Clavenna-Dane,
2014; Morningstar et al., 2018). The outcomes of the
improvement efforts on PSTs perceived knowledge and
skills, as well as recommendations for special education
preparation programs, will be discussed.

Literature Review

While state and national reports convey improved outcomes
for students with disabilities once they leave high school,
the data also indicate that to sustain this trend continued
improvement is necessary (Test & Fowler, 2018). Teachers
need to understand and be able to engage their students in
evidence-based practice in transition: effective student-cen-
tered planning (e.g., self-determination activities, student
focused IEP goals), family involvement, interagency col-
laboration, and the use of transition program structures
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(e.g., extended learning opportunities [ELOs]; Test &
Fowler, 2018).

One mitigating factor to sustaining improved transition
outcomes for students with disabilities is the location of the
school district. Rural practitioners and districts often do not
have access to important training that is more readily avail-
able to teachers in urban and suburban districts. Rural dis-
tricts often lack the resources to provide teachers with
training in effective practices in post-secondary transition.
Some districts are located in large, geographically isolated
areas where professional development is difficult to sched-
ule given the driving distances required. In addition to
access to training, rural educators have significant chal-
lenges supporting the development of transition activities in
their communities. Staff turnover, transportation issues,
postsecondary training access, and limited community-
based learning opportunities all negatively impact transition
planning (Test & Fowler, 2018).

To offset these factors, IHEs can provide PSTs with
opportunities to practice using evidence-based transition
activities and develop solutions to the issues posed by
teaching in rural areas. Such training has the potential to
increase PSTs’s reported self-confidence in utilizing
research-supported transition practices. Unfortunately,
recent research (Morningstar et al., 2018) indicates that the
majority of the nation’s teacher training programs deliver
content in transition using passive types of learning meth-
ods (i.e., lecture and assigned readings). It is not surprising,
therefore, that nationally PSTs report, while they feel confi-
dent in their understanding of post-secondary transition
practices, they are unsure of their skills to involve students
with disabilities in activities that would prepare them for
their lives as adults once out of high school (Morningstar &
Benitez, 2013).

Applied practice, on the other hand, is an effective
instructional paradigm where students are asked to demon-
strate their understanding of concepts and practice emerg-
ing skills in practical settings where they potentially or
actually use them. Researchers have demonstrated that the
use of applied practice is particularly effective in teacher
training as it transforms the passive role of the learner from
knowledge receiver to an active role where the learner dem-
onstrates their understanding and makes the concept or skill
part of their teaching repertoire (Darling-Hammond &
Richardson, 2009; Showers & Joyce, 1996). Thus, it seems
imperative that IHEs special education programs include
course requirements that allow PSTs to apply their knowl-
edge of evidence-based transition practices to their work
with students in rural areas. Such essential teacher prepara-
tion opportunities have the potential to enable individuals
with disabilities to plan for successful futures through
involvement with high-quality transition services within the
educational system, an increased level of family involve-
ment in the process, and meaningful engagement in the
rural community they are a part of (Kohler & Field, 2003).

Method

Context

One university, which is part of the state of New Hampshire
university system, is located in a rural area in NH. The uni-
versity offers courses in special education both at the under-
graduate and graduate levels. In 2015, the university’s
special education faculty applied to be part of the SPDG
grant that sought to increase the number of students with
disabilities who graduated from high school, college and/or
career ready, in NH. The larger project was called Next
Steps New Hampshire: College, Career and Life Readiness
(NSNH). NSNH attempted to bridge the limitations many
rural schools and teachers face by providing professional
development opportunities and developing statewide con-
nections for transition educators in rural schools. For the
IHE component of the SPDG project, special education fac-
ulty at the university were tasked with evaluating and revis-
ing its special education program with the aim of increasing
PSTs knowledge and skills in post-secondary transition.

Special education programs. Successful completion of the
post-baccalaureate Special Education program at the uni-
versity results in cross-categorical K-12 special education
licensure which can be combined with additional courses
that lead to a master’s degree in Education (MEd). PSTs
progress through courses using one of the two pathways: a
1-year intensive format or a slower paced program of study
where PSTs can work and engage in courses as their sched-
ule permits. PSTs in the 1-year program are often recent
graduates from general education certification programs at
the undergraduate level. These PSTs devote an additional
year to coursework and a 9-month internship, where they
apply the theoretical knowledge they are obtaining in their
classes. PSTs in the slower paced program are generally
non-traditional students who are working in schools with
students with disabilities in a supportive capacity (e.g.,
paraprofessional, Title I Reading Tutor).

Training PSTs to support students with the transition to
adulthood typically happens in one of the two ways. Either
PSTs take a single course focused on transition or that con-
tent is embedded throughout the program. In the graduate
program engaged in the program revision, faculty sought
to have PSTs learn about, reflect on, and practice knowl-
edge and skills related to transition planning throughout
their coursework. Thus, the program improvement process
involved revising not just a single course, but numerous
courses in the program. Embedding transition content
across courses allows PSTs to gain practice and knowledge
throughout their program in a variety of different settings
and through a variety of content. It allows PSTs to under-
stand the relationship between the transition process and
families, the transition process and the law, and how the
process impacts different areas of the student’s life and
education.
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Table I. NSNH Transition Competencies for PSTs Programs.

Number Competency

I Use information from a variety of transition assessments to inform student-centered transition and career
development planning (Utilizing Assessments).

2 Develop student-centered |IEPs that ensure student voice in goals, process and outcomes (Student Focused Planning).

3 Design student-centered curriculum, instruction, assessments, related activities, and accommodations that will
facilitate the movement toward identified post-secondary goals (Student-centered Curriculum).

4 Collaborate with stakeholders to insure and increase effective transition services, activities, supports, and outcomes
for individuals with disabilities and their families (Interagency Collaboration).

5 Actively involve all families with sensitivity and responsiveness to the family’s cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic
makeup throughout the transition decision-making and implementation process (Family Involvement).

6 Knowledge of program structures that use evidence-informed practices and research to establish effective programs

and services (Program Structures).

Note. The list of key elements that make up each NSNH Transition Competency can be found at: https://nextsteps-nh.org/toolkit-driving-change/drive-
change-transition-practices/—competency-e. NSNH = Next Steps New Hampshire; PST = pre service teacher.

Needs assessment and action plan. In the initial phase of the
program’s revision, existing special education course syl-
labi, activities, and requirements were evaluated against the
components set forth in the Pre-service Teacher Transition
Competencies (PSTST) developed by the NSNH Leader-
ship Team (NSNH, 2018). Table 1 contains a list of the six
competencies. (Note: A full version of the competencies
with key elements and resources to develop your under-
standing of each competency area can be found on the Next
Steps NH website: https://nextsteps-nh.org/toolkit-driving-
change/drive-change-transition-practices/). As can be seen,
these competencies were developed in the larger context of
identified evidence-based practices in transition (Kohler,
1996; Kohler et al., 2016).

Once syllabi, course activities, and requirements were
reviewed a needs assessment of competency areas was
completed. (Note: A full version of the Needs Assessment
and resources for the improvement process can be found at
https://nextsteps-nh.org/faculty-introduction-to-transition/
preservice-program-improvement-process/).

Program faculty were then consulted on the best way to
infuse an understanding of each competency in the pro-
grams’ courses to create a scope and sequence throughout
the program. Course requirements were revised to include
activities that asked PSTs to apply their understanding of all
transition competencies in their work with students with
disabilities and their families. The intent was for PSTs to
have sufficient practice with each competency area in sev-
eral courses so they could feel confident in their abilities to
support their students in the planning process and teach
skills needed for productive and satisfying lives after high
school. An action plan that spanned the following 3 years
(2015-2018) was developed. Periodically the needs assess-
ment was re-administered to identify any components that
required additional focus and the action plan was updated.
Throughout the action plan process, PSTs were surveyed
regarding their understanding and reported skill levels in

Table 2. Course Enrollments During Grant Years.

Course 2016 2017 2018
Special Education Law 17 21 21
Technology for Diverse Learners 27 30 27
Educational Testing 13 8 8
Working with Families 16 17 12
Curriculum Development 19 13 16
Special Education Internship 6 14 12

each competency. Course enrollments for all years of the
grant are detailed in Table 2. It is important to note that in
addition to Special Education program students, other stu-
dents at the university participate in these courses as well.
While all students enrolled in the courses benefit from the
additional transition knowledge, only students enrolled in
the Special Education graduate program completed the
survey.

Graduate Coursework: Special Education
Courses With Applied Practice

Special education law. In the class focused on special educa-
tion law, PSTs are given a case study and asked to rewrite
the transition portion of an Individualized Education Pro-
gram (IEP). An IEP is provided in the case study that is
clearly in violation of this student’s free appropriate public
education (FAPE) and would be considered out of compli-
ance. PSTs are asked to identify the legal issues, utilize the
NH Indicator 13 Compliance Checklist Form to evaluate
the IEP, rewrite the IEP so that it is compliant. The Indica-
tor 13 checklist was developed by the National Secondary
Transition Assistance Center (https://transitionta.org) in
collaboration with the Office of Special Education Pro-
grams to provide a way monitor the transition components
of IEPs and to collect data (NSNH, 2020). For this project,
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the class used the state’s own version of the checklist. The
full form is available on the NSNH website (https://next-
steps-nh.org/transition-iep-requirements/about-indica-
tor-13/). For each area of the IEP that is out of compliance,
students are asked to provide a brief description as to
why, demonstrating that they are able to understand why
a particular aspect of the plan might not be in compliance
with IDEA. In completing the re-write of the IEP, stu-
dents are asked to focus on the legal aspects of the transi-
tion plan, making sure that their work is compliant with
law. The assignment is assessed as part of in-class work
Competencies 2: Student Focused Planning, 3: Student-
centered Curriculum, 4: Interagency Collaboration, 5: Fam-
ily Involvement, and 6: Program Structures).

Technology for diverse learners. In a course dedicated to
assistive technology for students with disabilities, PSTs are
asked to think through their students’ individual strengths,
areas of challenge, and how strengths can be leveraged to
accommodate identified challenges. PSTs use the students
they work with, in their internship or school setting and
inventory any barriers the curriculum poses to students and
technology solutions for student challenges are researched
(Competency 3: Student-centered Curriculum). An action
plan is developed that involves examining the system. PSTs
consider how technology will continue to support students
once they leave high school: in the community, independent
living, and the workplace. The plan is assessed using a
rubric created by the instructor that measures the appropri-
ateness of the technology in supporting students in diverse
settings (Competency 4: Interagency Collaboration).

Educational testing. In the course devoted to assessment,
PSTs select a student with a disability of any age and com-
plete Opening Doors to Self-Determination Skills, a per-
son-centered planning tool (Wisconsin Department of
Public Instruction, 2013). The informal assessment helps
the teacher develop an understanding of the student’s inter-
ests and directions for the future. Based on information
obtained, PSTs then identify and administer any additional
formal or informal transition assessment that would provide
important information. PSTs are asked to share recommen-
dations and student-centered goals that arise from the
assessment and in collaboration with the student. Through-
out the process, PSTs use age-appropriate transition assess-
ments to inform and guide their work. A variety of
assessments are available at: (https://nextsteps-nh.org/tran-
sition-iep-requirements/age-appropriate-transition-assess-
ments/). The assignment is assessed using an in-class rubric
(Competency 1: Utilizing Assessments).

Students receive additional practice with informal
assessments to aide with meaningful transition in a different
course later in the program. The McGill Action Planning
System (MAPS; Vandercook et al., 1989) is used by PSTs to

familiarize the teacher with the power of person-centered
planning for a student with disabilities and their family. As
aresult, PSTs often reflect in their end of program portfolio
the importance of understanding goals and dreams of the
individual in the context of their family when planning
educational programs (Competencies 2: Student Focused
Planning, and 5: Family Involvement).

Working with families. Based on the information obtained
from an informal transition assessment completed in previ-
ous courses described above, PSTs, in a course devoted to
collaborating with families, develop the student’s prefer-
ence, needs, and interest page of the IEP. PSTs are then
tasked with using assessment results and information from
the student and their family to draft the post-secondary
goals page of the IEP. These goals include post-secondary
training and learning opportunities, future work or sup-
ported employment options, independent or supported
living opportunities, and community participation and
engagement in adult services that would support the student
following graduation. This assignment is assessed as part of
in-class work. (Competencies 1: Utilizing Assessments, 2:
Student Focused Planning, 3: Student-centered Curriculum,
and 5: Family Involvement).

Curriculum development. Using a student on their caseload
or a case study provided, PSTs, in the course focused on
curriculum and lesson planning, write the transition section
of a student’s IEP: (a) present levels of academic achieve-
ment and functional performance, (b) student’s preference,
needs, and interests, (c) an appropriate course sequence,
and (d) measurable annual goals with benchmarks neces-
sary to achieve the post-secondary goals. These are evalu-
ated using the criteria set forth in the New Hampshire
Department of Education Indicator 13 checklist described
above (NSNH, 2020) This assignment is assessed as part of
in-class work (Competencies 2: Student Focused Planning,
3: Student-centered Curriculum, 4: Interagency Collabora-
tion, and 6: Program Structures).

Special education internship. During an internship experi-
ence, PSTs develop an extended learning opportunity
(ELO) for a student in their school and explore ways to
expand those opportunities to create high quality ELOs
(Competency 3: Student-centered Curriculum). Their
learning is supported by the NSNH website Beyond Class-
room (https://beyondclassroom.org/). PSTs use the criteria
for high quality ELOs to guide and inform their work
(Criteria is available at https://beyondclassroom.org/
design#1524699969730-ce38be2c-f21f). In addition, PSTs
compile an agency and organization resource list for stu-
dents on their caseload. The PSTs is required to contact the
agency or organization to obtain firsthand knowledge of
what services the agency or organization provides and
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obtain the name of a specific contact person for that orga-
nization. Having established a relationship with the organi-
zation, PSTs reported that they felt more comfortable
referring families to the organization or picking up the
phone during a planning meeting to bring the representa-
tive from the agency into the conversation (Competency 4:
Interagency Collaboration). During the internship seminar,
additional practice is provided for writing the transition
sections of the IEP (Competencies 1: Utilizing Assess-
ments and 2: Student Focused Planning). The IEP is evalu-
ated using the Indicator 13 checklist referenced above,
focusing on making sure that all items in the checklist are
present (NSNH, 2020). PSTs practice participating in a
mock IEP meeting to discuss parental concerns, necessary
coursework to assist the student to develop skills for
increased success in post-secondary learning or training
opportunities, independent or supported living, community
engagement, and engagement in the workplace. This activ-
ity is completed as part of in-class work. (Competencies 5:
Family Involvement and 6: Program Structures).

Survey Instrument

In addition to the significant course revisions, a survey
instrument, to assess PSTs knowledge and confidence in
skills in the transition competencies was developed by
NSNH partners. The survey included 31 questions focusing
on the key areas of transition competencies and PSTS
selected a Likert-type-style rating for both their knowledge
and their skills (i.e., 1 = No Knowledge, 2 = Some
Knowledge, 3 = Knowledgeable, 4 = Very Knowledgeable).

The survey also included four open-ended response
questions. The full survey can be reviewed on the NSNH
website:  https://nextsteps-nh.org/wp-content/uploads/
NH-Pre-Service-Special-EducationTransition-Career-
Development-Survey.pdf.

Data Collection

As part of the improvement process, students taking the
revised courses who were also enrolled in the graduate
Special Education Program completed a survey that gener-
ated both qualitative and quantitative data. Students com-
pleted the survey in the beginning, middle, and end of the
improvement process. Surveys were administered in 2016,
2017, and 2018. Return rates for the surveys were 84%
(16/19) in 2016 (as calculated by the number of responders
divided by the number of students who received the sur-
vey), 93% (13/16) in 2017, and 88% (7/8) in 2018.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data analysis. The quantitative data were ana-
lyzed by calculating and comparing mean scores for the

survey at the beginning, middle, and end of the improve-
ment process. Survey questions measured PSTs perceived
knowledge and skills for the key elements in each compe-
tency. Mean scores for each key element were derived
using Excel by averaging scores across participants in that
element. There are four key elements in Competency 1,
five key elements in Competency 2, six key elements in
Competency 3, seven key elements in Competency 4, four
key elements in Competency 5, and five key elements in
Competency 6. The mean for each competency was then
calculated by averaging the means of its key elements, as
displayed in Tables 3 and 4. Faculty evaluated student
gains in each key element and competency throughout the
improvement process and revised the Action Plan with
necessary course revisions to facilitate PSTs knowledge
and skills in post-secondary transition.

Qualitative data analysis. The survey instrument also
included four open response items where students could
provide additional written information and feedback. The
data from these questions were analyzed by the research
team using a qualitative thematic approach (Coffey &
Atkinson, 1996; Patton, 2002). This approach allowed the
research team to analyze the data and develop initial themes.
The main goal of the entire project was program improve-
ment related to transition competencies. Thus data related
to what was going well and areas of need were most helpful
to faculty. Using the need to understand areas of improve-
ment and PSTs success, as well as a knowledge of the litera-
ture focused on transition, the data were initially analyzed
using what Miles et al. (2014) describe as a “start list” of
codes and a deductive coding strategy (p. 81). Throughout
the data analysis process, the coding was revised as new
concepts emerged in what Miles et al. (2014) refer to as
inductive coding. This prevented the researchers from try-
ing to “force fit the data into preexisting codes” (Miles
et al., 2014, p. 81). After coding, those data were clustered
and grouped to look for emerging patterns that helped to
explain the students’ experiences in the graduate special
education program related to transition knowledge and
skills. From the patterns, several overarching themes
emerged. Based on the goal of the project, which was pro-
gram improvement, it made sense to focus on strengths and
needs.

Results

Quantitative Results

Knowledge. PSTs in the special education certification pro-
gram increased their level of perceived knowledge of post-
secondary transition topics over the course of the 3-year
grant period in all competency areas. Mean scores for the
PSTs knowledge in each competency area are presented in
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Table 3. Special Education PSTS Means for Perceived Knowledge in Post Secondary Transition.
Spring 2016  Spring 2017  Spring 2018
n=16 n=13 n=17

Transition knowledge competency (SD) (SD) (SD) Increase

|. Utilizing Assessments: Use information from a variety of transition 2.1 32 35 1.4
assessments to inform student-centered transition and career (.08) (.15) (.21)
development planning.

2. Student Focused Planning: Develop student-centered IEPs that ensure 2.0 3.1 3.5 1.5
student voice in goals, process and outcomes. (-17) (.16) (:25)

3. Student-centered Curriculum: Design student-centered curriculum, 2.1 2.5 3.6 1.5
instruction, assessments, related activities, and accommodations that (-19) (:29) (:22)
will facilitate the movement toward identified post-secondary goals.

4. Interagency Collaboration: Collaborate with stakeholders to insure 2.0 3.0 34 1.4
and increase effective transition services, activities, supports, and (:21) (.:34) (:22)
outcomes for individuals with disabilities and their families.

5. Family Involvement: Actively involve families with responsiveness 2.6 34 3.8 1.2
to their cultural, linguistic and socioeconomic makeup throughout (44) (.12) (.13)
decision-making and implementation process.

6. Program Structures: Knowledge of program structures that use 1.9 2.5 34 1.5
evidence-informed practices and research to establish effective (:27) (.35) (-20)
programs and services.

Note. | = no knowledge; 2 = some knowledge; 3 = knowledgeable; 4 = very knowledgeable. PSTS = pre-service teachers.

Table 4. Special Education PSTS Means for Perceived Skills in Post Secondary Transition.

Spring 2016 Spring 2017 Spring 2018
n=16 n=13 n=7

Transition skill competency (SD) (SD) (SD) Increase

I. Utilizing Assessments: Use information from a variety of transition 1.9 2.8 29 1.0
assessments to inform student-centered transition and career (-13) (-14) (:21)
development planning.

2. Student-Focused Planning: Develop student-centered |EPs that 1.8 2.8 3.0 1.2
ensure student voice in goals, process and outcomes. (.09) (-14) (:25)

3. Student-centered Curriculum: Design student-centered curriculum, 1.9 24 32 1.3
instruction, assessments, related activities, and accommodations that -19) (-13) (:25)
will facilitate the movement toward identified post-secondary goals.

4. Interagency Collaboration: Collaborate with stakeholders to insure 1.8 2.6 29 I.1
and increase effective transition services, activities, supports, and (.:24) (.28) (:23)
outcomes for individuals with disabilities and their families.

5. Family Involvement: Actively involve families with responsiveness 2.1 27 3.1 |
to their cultural, linguistic and socioeconomic makeup throughout (:24) (1) (-15)
decision-making and implementation process.

6. Program Structures: Knowledge of program structures that use 1.7 25 32 1.5
evidence-informed practices and research to establish effective (17) (.18) (:28)

programs and services.

Note. | = skills; 2 = some skills; 3 = skilled; 4 = very skilled.

Table 3. Scores for Spring 2016 indicate that PSTs had No
Knowledge to Some Knowledge of these transition topics
(i.e., scores fell between 1.9 for Program Structures and 2.6
for Family Involvement). By Spring 2018, following activi-
ties that included applied practice, PSTs increased their rat-
ings on their understanding of evidence-based transition
practices to scores that fell between Knowledgeable and

Very Knowledgeable (i.e., scores fell between 3.4 for Inter-
agency Collaboration and 3.8 Program Structures). Compe-
tency areas with the greatest amount of improvement were
Student Focused Planning, Student-centered Curriculum,
and Program Structures. Family Involvement was the area
with the least amount of gain. Prior to the infusion of the
applied practice activities, the PSTs program dedicated one
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entire course to the importance of family involvement in
special education services so a smaller change in this com-
petency was not surprising.

Skills. Similarly, the PSTs indicated an increase in their abil-
ity to involve students, families, and other stakeholders in
evidence-based transition activities on the assessment.
Mean scores for the PSTs perceived skills in each compe-
tency area are presented in Table 4. Scores for Spring 2016
indicate that PSTs had No Skills or Some Skills in all areas
(i.e., the range of scores fell between 1.7 for Program Struc-
tures and 2.1 for Family Involvement). By Spring 2018, the
PSTs’ ratings of perceived skills in transition fell between
the high end of Some Skills (2.9 in Utilizing Assessments)
to Skilled (3.2 in Program Structures). The competency area
that had the greatest amount of change was utilizing Pro-
gram Structures; PSTs recognized an improvement in their
ability to carry out special education law policies and proce-
dures, evidence-based practices, and involve their students
in ELO’s.

Qualitative Results

The analysis of the qualitative data resulted in the identifi-
cation of two key themes, which reflected the trends and
patterns: skills or strengths of the program and wants and
needs.

Early implementation. The results in the following describe
the survey results during the early implementation phase of
the grant work.

Skills or strengths of the program. Some of the graduate
students during this early implementation phase already felt
a degree of confidence with their skills around transition
because of coursework and work experience. One student
reported,

I feel fairly confident in my skills surrounding transition, I
understand the importance of meeting the needs of the family
as well as making sure the student is invested and the plan has
several support systems to insure success and follow through.

Another student wrote that they felt “confident because, at
least I know the laws, and I can write a transition plan. In
addition, I am able to utilize transition assessment tool to
drive future IEPs.”

Wants and needs. A number of students also spoke to the
need for more experience: “I would feel more comfortable
by having meetings with a team that had more experience,”
and, “I have a decent baseline, but I certainly need more
detailed information.” One student felt they were somewhat
prepared, not because of the program, but due to past expe-
riences. The respondent explained, “This is the only class

that 1 have taken that has addressed transitions. Virtually
everything I know about transitions comes from my work
experience as a case manager.”

Students also spoke about the wide variety of different
things that they would like to learn: “I would like to know
more about what kind of services are offered other than
college,” and, expressed interest for information on “com-
munity resources, carcer readiness programs, common
curricula, transition career goal programs, employment
opportunities, and supports after high school. A respondent
explained that they “would like to get more information,
strategies, and experience in teaching students to effec-
tively generalize skills early on to insure mastery when stu-
dents leave school.”

Students had clear ideas about the support and resources
that they wanted from faculty. One student expressed a
desire for

. a transition planning class would be of real benefit to
students in the Master of Special Education Planning program.
One in which students could design a curriculum unit plan on
transition planning for the students they will be working with.
I think a comprehensive course that walks students through the
laws around transition planning, the process of gathering
interest inventory into post-secondary goals, developing post-
secondary goals overall and developing an IEP with transition
goals. Maybe possibly having students present in small groups
the findings of their transitions work to a mock IEP meeting.

Late implementation. During the late implementation phase
it was clear that students did feel as if they had gained
important skills with regards to transition.

Skills or strengths of the program. One student explained,

I feel that I have a deeper understanding of the importance
family and community play in the transition planning and
programming process. | feel prepared to teach the importance
of self-determination and self-advocacy at all levels of
schooling including high school and throughout the transition
process.

Another respondent explained that the program prepared
them well to be able to write transition plans and engage
with students about their interests and involve parents to be
part of the process. They felt the program “has provided
them the opportunity to practice these skills and the ability
to explain the results in a parent and student friendly ver-
biage.” Overall, several respondents agreed simply that
they felt prepared to engage with families and students in
planning meaningful transition goals and activities.

Wants and needs. At the late implementation phase
there were still students who believed that there should be
a course that was focused on transition, with one student
sharing they “would have benefited more from a course that
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was specifically designed around transition planning,” feel-
ing it “would benefit future students and this program to
make transition planning and assessment and IEP writing
a separate and required course of study for this program.”
Students also wanted “role-play, collaboration, mock
team meetings, and constant transition planning—from
the beginning phase to the final stages.” Another student
expressed a desire for more case study practice: “Doing
more of these [case studies] in every class would be won-
derful and would strengthen understanding of the process.”

Discussion

The purpose of this article was to report on newly adopted
practices in one graduate special education program. This
article outlines one IHEs process for improving its PSTs
programs in special education and the components of
applied practice infused into the program’s coursework.
This work included a significant focus on course revision
across six courses (described in detail above) in the Special
Education graduate program as well as a survey designed to
assess the impact of the revision. Course revisions were
based on the current research focusing on the importance of
applied practice (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009;
Showers & Joyce, 1996). In addition, course revisions
focused on the importance of providing PSTs with more
knowledge and skills in evidence-based transition practices
(Test & Fowler, 2018).

In addition to the course revision process, the grant
project also included the administration of a survey with
qualitative and quantitative data. A meaningful increase
was found not only in PSTs knowledge of post-secondary
transition practices (pre to post improvement process) but
also, and perhaps more importantly, an increase in the per-
ceived levels of the teachers’ ability to implement evi-
dence-based transition practices. The qualitative data align
with the quantitative data. The qualitative data suggest an
increased understanding of evidence-based transition
practices. In addition, while students still desired more
authentic opportunities for role-plays and other experi-
ences, it was evident that they felt both an increase in
skills and confidence. This can be linked directly to the
revised coursework which included specific opportunities
in each course for knowledge, learning, and applied prac-
tice. This aligns with current research which suggests that
teachers who have access to transition-based coursework
are more likely to successfully implement transition prac-
tices (Morningstar & Benitez, 2013).

This strategic focus by one IHE to improve PSTs per-
ceived knowledge and skills in all areas of evidence-based
practices in transition underscores the importance of applied
practice in special education program coursework. Prior
research in PSTs special education training programs sug-
gest that a majority of IHEs rely on fairly passive ways of

transmitting information on transition (Morningstar et al.,
2018). The effects of this type of training result in teachers
who feel unprepared to support their students as they ready
for their adult lives. Yet, as has been demonstrated with the
PSTs in this study, when a more robust set of applied prac-
tice activities in coursework takes place, either by requiring
that PSTs apply their understanding of transition evidence
based practices to the students with disabilities they work
with or in case studies provided to them, then PSTs’ confi-
dence in their ability to perform these essential transition
services is evident.

Given the effect of a deliberate focus on the applied prac-
tice of transition activities by one IHE with its PSTs, several
recommendations can be made. Special education program
faculty have an opportunity to take a critical look at their
PSTs coursework with an eye for ways to embed more
hands-on, applied practice, similar to the activities described
in the previous sections. The NSNH website offers resources
to assist IHE faculty in evaluating their programs, learning
more about each competency area, and plan for related
course activities (https://nextsteps-nh.org/preservice-program-
improvement-process/#1457051270410-eeb48dcf-c1d0).
Furthermore, such intentional restructuring can assist in the
training of PSTs to work in more rural and remote areas
where in-service professional development in evidence-
based transition practices might be difficult to obtain.

Limitations

This study focused on students at one university in a rural
context. Thus, the results may not be applicable to universi-
ties or communities in more urban areas. Another limitation
is related to the size of the participant sample. While a high
percentage of PSTs took the survey during the final course
in their program, the number of students in the graduate
programs in special education is small. Results reported
here should be viewed with a degree of caution, given the
small size of the sample of students willing to complete the
survey. This limitation may have some bearing on the
reported results.

Implications and Future Directions

Avenues for future research might involve investigations
that are longitudinal in nature. Researchers could survey
teachers in the years following graduation to ascertain if
their perceived knowledge and skill in post-secondary tran-
sition continues to be an area they feel confident about:
their understanding of important transition components as
well as the ability to engage their students in essential
activities. Researchers might also want to compare the
post-secondary outcomes (e.g., employment, post-secondary
training and/or education, involvement in the community)
of students with disabilities who have teachers who have
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been trained in the ways described to the outcomes of stu-
dents who have teachers who have not had such course-
work. Finally, future studies should track PSTs as they enter
their first years of teaching to examine the impact of focused
transition related preparation on actual teacher practice.

Moving forward, it will be crucial to focus on the sus-
tainability of the improvement. Now that the SPDG proj-
ect is over, the university’s program faculty will need to
monitor curricular changes to be sure they are being
implemented consistently across all courses. In addition,
faculty and staff will need to continue to work on program
improvement with regards to transition by surveying and
evaluating both students and graduates in their own teach-
ing practice.

Finally, it will be important to share the resources that
have been created in New Hampshire with other schools
and communities to allow them to create and improve tran-
sition processes. Since a wealth of free resources are avail-
able to students, teachers, parents, and IHE faculty on the
NSNH website, http://nextstepsnh.org is a great place to
start. By sharing resources with both university teacher edu-
cation programs and public schools in rural areas, we will
be able to work together to improve the transition to adult-
hood for all individuals with disabilities.
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