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Abstract
Approximately one third of special education students with learning disabilities leave
high school before graduation. A high percentage of these students enroll in adult
secondary completion classes in an attempt to obtain a high school equivalency
certificate. Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA)
of 2003 transition planning is mandated for all students with disabilities enrolled in
secondary education programs. This mandate does not apply to adult secondary
completion classes and researchers clearly purport that the lack of transition planning
may leave adult students with disabilities unexposed to needed services. While there is
adequate substantiation within the secondary education system that transition planning
leads to positive post-high school completion outcomes for students with learning
disabilities, there is no evidence or validation of such within adult secondary completion
programs. Given this void, the intent of this research was to discover and inform the
education field as to the value of transition planning and supports by investigating their
existence and understanding how they contributed to post-GED completion activities,
from the perspective of the adult who has learning disabilities. The participants’ stories
are powerful and inspiring and provide a starting point from which to learn. As a result of
this study ten themes emerged, substantiating the need for and the value of transition
planning activities for students with learning disabilities who are engaged in adult
secondary education completion programs. The emerging themes were: navigational
bridges, goal-oriented behaviors, independence, determination, self-awareness, self-
defeating behaviors, support network, co-investigation, academic supports, and career

planning. There is much wisdom to learn from these participants’ stories.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Introduction to the Problem

Preparing individuals who have disabilities for success as “adults living, learning and
earning” (Murphy & Golden, 2004, p. 3) has long been a goal of schools and society. Since the
revision and reauthorization (1997 and 2003) of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) of 1975 transition planning between secondary and postsecondary education, training
and work activities have been mandates for secondary special education programming (Wright &
Wright, Special Education Advocate, n.d.). “Nationally, research puts the graduation rate of
secondary students who have disabilities between 68 and 71%, which means that almost one-
third of all public high school students in America [who have disabilities] fail to graduate”
(Swanson, 2004, p. 13). Throughout the last decade, data collected by the Federal Department of
Education delineated that, of the total secondary student population who have disabilities, those
who are 14 years of age or older and have learning disabilities leave the secondary environment
at an annual rate of 35 to 43% (National Center for Educational Statistics). This data suggests
that about two thirds to almost one half of the number of secondary students who have learning
disabilities leave school programs before graduating (Cobb, Sample, Alwell & Johns, 2005;
Dunn, Chambers, & Rabren, 2004; Lichtenstein & Zantal-Weiner, 1988; Mellard & Lancaster,
2003; 26™ Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of IDEA, 2004).

Concurrently, the execution of the Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA), commonly
referred to as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, has been viewed to have had
significant influences in increasing the dropout rates among secondary students who have

learning disabilities (Cortiella, 2004; Harvey & Koch, 2004; National Center for Learning



Disabilities, 2006; 26™ Annual Report to Congress on the Implementation of IDEA, 2004). The
NCLB Act of 2001 has heightened the Nation’s awareness of high school graduation rates
creating a central concern in educational policy about the dropout rate of students who have
disabilities (Swanson, 2004). Harvey and Koch (2004) presented that those secondary students
who have disabilities have faced unique challenges under NCLB. “The higher academic
standards and educational accountability meant to address demands of the new economy may
have undesirable results (e.g. increased drop out)” (Harvey & Koch, 2004, Conclusion section,
2). Throughout development and implementation of NCLB great concern has been raised
articulating that the standards imposed by NCLB will only increase the dropout rates, especially
among those students who have learning disabilities (McDermott & McDermott, 2002; Thurlow
& Johnson, 2000). Dorn hypothesized that the very nature of learning disabilities could make this
worse for students who have such. “One could imagine, plausibly, that the direct and indirect
effects of high-stakes tests might result in a lower likelihood of teens' [with learning disabilities]
graduating with academic diplomas” (Dorn, 2003, Lessons and Perspectives section, § 1).

Given the number of students who have learning disabilities who leave the secondary
school environment without a diploma or completion certificate, it became important to
understand what options are available post exit from secondary education. A large percentage of
adults who have dropped out of high school and who have learning disabilities have gone to
adult literacy and basic education skills classes or General Education Development (GED)
programs. The number of students in these programs who are affected by learning disabilities
range from conservative estimates of 15-40% to as high as 50-80% (Ross-Gordon, 1987; Ross-

Gordon, Plotts, Joesel, & Wells, 2003; Ryan & Price, 1993; Vogel in Vogel & Reder, 1998;



White, W. & Polson, 1999). When compared to peers who do not have learning disabilities,
dropouts who have learning disabilities are less likely to live independently and less likely to
enter and complete any form of postsecondary education or training (Murray, 2003).
Concurrently, these same individuals frequently have had extreme difficulty securing and
maintaining employment, and wage progression has been all but nonexistent (Kortering &
Braziel, 2002; Levine & Nourse, 1998; Price & Shaw, 2000; Seo, 2005). These factors should be
of great concern, given the extremely competitive global economy and the understanding that the
demands of a workforce in the twenty-first century requires a level of knowledge and high-
performance necessitating a more educated, skilled employee (Harvey & Koch, 2004; National
Center on Education and the Economy, 2007). Kavale (1995), speaking about secondary students
who have learning disabilities states, “As the LD field continues to ‘grow up’, expansion of
services involving postsecondary education, vocational training, and services to improve job
skills, academic skills and psychosocial adjustments are necessary” (p. 38).

For students remaining in elementary and secondary schools, the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1975 (revised 1997 and 2003) and the Rehabilitation Act
of 1973 has provided scaffolding for transition services for students who have disabilities. Both
federal acts require an individualized transition and employment plan be developed for students
who have disabilities sometime between ages fourteen and sixteen.

There has been much written on the transition from high school to postsecondary
activities of secondary students who have learning disabilities, a great deal of which has been
focused on the barriers that prevent postsecondary education attainment and the attributes

students who have learning disabilities need for successful transition (Alamprese, 2005; Hart,



Pasternack, Mele-McCarthy, Jimbrich, & Parker, 2004; Kavale, 1996; Kravets, 1994; Skinner &
Linstrom, 2003). However, by comparison with secondary programs, the existence of
information or data about the activities and effects of transition services in adult literacy, basic
education or General Education Development (GED) programs has been virtually nonexistent.
The Workforce Investment Act of 1998, Title I Adult Education and Family Literacy Act imply
that programs should provide services and activities framed in

real life contexts to ensure...the skills needed to compete in the workplace, exercise the

rights and responsibilities of citizenship...and coordinate with other available resources

in the community, such as establishing strong links with...secondary schools,
postsecondary educational institutions, one-stop centers, job training programs and social
service agencies. (Workforce Investment Act of 1998, p. 112 STAT.1071)
While many of these elements might be contained in a secondary transition plan, there are no
provisions in the Act for recommended or mandatory transition planning for any enrolled adult
literacy, basic education, or GED studies student with or without a disability.

The concept of transition planning activities and strategies from adult literacy, basic
education and GED preparation programs to postsecondary environments for adults with
learning disabilities has been viewed as fairly new and program engagement is completely
voluntary. There are limited studies, but these have not provided much insight from the
perspective of the adult (Gittleman, 2005). Even less is known about adults who have learning
disabilities and have transitioned from GED completion to post-activities in postsecondary career
and technical training or work. Gerber validates the situation explicitly when he states

“Unfortunately, [secondary/IDEA] transition planning does not help those who have dropped out

of school” (Young, Gerber, Reder, & Cooper, 1996, p. 10).



The number of adult basic education (ABE) and adult secondary education (ASE)
students (excluding English as second language [ESL] learners) enrolled in programs nationwide
in 2005 was 1,438,532 (U.S. Department of Education, February 2006). It was earlier stated that
the estimated percentages of students in these programs who have learning disabilities range
from 15 to 80% (Ross-Gordon, 1987; Ross-Gordon, Plotts, Joesel, & Wells, 2003; Ryan & Price,
1993; Vogel in Vogel & Reder, 1998; White, W. & Polson, 1999). When comparing these
estimates with the number of enrolled students, one could speculate, with some accuracy that
somewhere between 359,633 at the lowest and 1,150,826 at the highest has some form of
learning disability. At either end of the spectrum, these numbers are staggering.

The intention of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1975 (revised
1997 and 2003) and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 is to advance education and training
prospects for secondary students who have disabilities and prepare them for employment,
promoting independence and self-sufficiency through active and engaging transition planning
and activities (Wells, Sandefur, & Hogan, 2003). It is easy to recognize the underlying principles
of mandatory transition planning for secondary students. Much of the research posits that the
post secondary school outcomes of students who have disabilities, and more specifically learning
disabilities, while still significantly less than adequate when compared to peers who do not have
disabilities, have had positive demonstrated results (Goldberg, Higgins, Raskind & Herman,
2003; Lemaire, Mallik & Stoll, 2002; Mellard & Lancaster, 2003; Perkins, 2006; Powell, 2006;
Sinclair, Christenson, Thurlow, 2005). These confirmed successes are clearly linked to
secondary transition programs that focused on the development and supported implementation of

meaningful transition goals that were based on student needs and desires. In a study on



improving graduation and transition outcomes of students who have disabilities, Benz,
Lindstrom and Yovanoff (2000) not only confirmed a significantly higher rate of graduation
from secondary school but documented that “the combination of time in the program, paid work
experience, and completion of transition goals—with completion of four or more transition
goals—have an especially powerful effect for these youth” (p. 523).

While various limitations have been cited in the available research on the effectiveness of
transition planning and implementation with secondary students who have disabilities, especially
those who have learning disabilities, there is enough evidence of the merit of such to question
whether the same or similar planning and services are critical to the transition of those who have
not completed high school and are enrolled in adult literacy, basic education skills or General

Education Development (GED) programs.

Statement of the Problem

Transition planning in the secondary education environment for students who have
learning disabilities occurs as a result of the passage and implementation of the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and the Rehabilitation Act. Such has not been the case within
the adult secondary education environment. While the Workforce Investment Act of 1998
provides a framework for the acquisition of knowledge, skills and abilities to become
independent and self-sufficient, it has not presented a mandate in the form of transition planning
and implementation for such to occur.

Research (Benz, Lindstrom, & Yovanoff, 2000; Koch, 2004; McIntire, 2004) has

confirmed the importance and success of transition planning and implementation within the



secondary education system for students who have learning disabilities. A substantial amount of
the research has sought to identify and address the barriers that prevented students who have
learning disabilities from post secondary activity access and goal completion (Cummings,
Maddux, & Casey, 2000; Grigal, Test, Beattie & Wood, 1997; Kortering & Braziel, 2002).
Equally, the research has highlighted the importance of student involvement in such planning as
a means to increasing independence and self-sufficiency through the improvement of a variety of
knowledge, skills and abilities including self-determination, self-advocacy, and the identification
of a career pathway (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Foley, 2006; Gerber, 2005; Hadley, 2006).

The problem has been that adult students who have learning disabilities do not have the
benefit of transition planning for their postsecondary experience. Given this void, it has been
difficult to determine whether the same benefits, identified in the research of secondary students
who have learning disabilities, would cross over to the adult secondary population or if there
should be a departure from what was currently understood to be a beneficial transition planning
process as a result of the stages of adult development that have occurred since leaving the
secondary system. The research has not addressed whether providing transition planning and
implementation for students who have learning disabilities and are enrolled in adult literacy,
basic education skills and General Education Development (GED) programs could be valuable in

accessing and transitioning to post secondary activities in higher education, training and work.

Purposes of the Study
While there are no regulations for transition planning and implementation activities at the

adult secondary education program level, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and IDEA 1975 (revised



1997 and 2003) have provided the mandate and a platform for transition planning for secondary
students who have disabilities, inclusive of those who have learning disabilities. There is
evidence of research supporting what works and what has not worked for secondary in-school
youth who are transitioning to post-school activity. However, the research has been limited when
discussing transition planning and implementation activities for students who have disabilities,
particularly those who have learning disabilities who have engaged in and successfully
completed the GED. There is little known about these individuals after GED completion is
achieved; degree of post secondary transition activities, how those activities occurred, and the
level of success enjoyed.

In order to determine whether the development of transition planning and implementation
activities is beneficial to explore in the adult literacy, basic education skills or General Education
Development (GED) programs, especially for students who have learning disabilities, it was
important to understand what these students have accomplished since the completion of their
secondary certificate (GED) and to establish, from their perspective, a baseline of needs and
wants during their adult secondary completion process. It was not prudent to suppose that
transition planning and implementation at this level is necessary or even desired until such a
study was conducted.

The objectives of this study were to: identify the post-GED outcomes of candidates who
have learning disabilities; identify whether transition services were available and provided in an
informal or formal manner within previously attended adult education programs; establish, from
their points of view, the relativity and perceived value of transition planning and implementation

activities (whether provided or not) during adult literacy, basic education skills or General



Education Development (GED) programs; and identify a baseline of transition needs and wants

for future program development.

Rationale

The results of a study of the transition planning and supports that contributed to the post-
activities and outcomes of successful GED candidates who have learning disabilities contributes
new knowledge to the field of adult literacy, basic education and General Education
Development (GED) programs. These results begin to answer a range of questions as well as
pose a variety of new ones about the worth and value of transition planning and implementation
activities within adult secondary education programs. Most importantly, the study sought to
become more informed about the transition needs from the perspective of the adult student. The
limited research available within the adult secondary education arena investigated these
transition concepts from a program perspective. “Transforming ABE [adult basic education]
programs to include helping learners make a successful transition to postsecondary education is
an iterative process requiring new forms of instruction, enhanced services, and collaborative
relationships with other agencies and organizations” (Alamprese, 2005, p. 1). This limited
research did not appear to align with the theories of adult learning. Malcolm Knowles concepts
of adult learning, referred to as andragogy, postulated that adults are able to direct their learning;
have an accumulated maturation of exposure and experiences that serves as a strong source for
learning; affix their learning pathways with present and parallel social roles; want applicability
and connection in the acquisition of knowledge and skills; and are motivated by intrinsic values

rather than extrinsic (Merriam, 2001, p.5). At the center of adult learning is “learner initiative”



driven by the learner’s acceptance of responsibility and desire to control planning,
implementation, and evaluation of the activities and processes within the learning environment
(Heimstra, 1998). Thus, the worth of understanding, from the perspective of the adult student
who has learning disabilities, the level of importance and value transition planning and
implementation activities or the lack of such within an adult secondary educational arena is
invaluable to the adult secondary education field. Moreover, the results acknowledge or reject
the perceived need that individuals who have learning disabilities can or cannot successfully

transition independently.

Research Question

The primary research question is: What formal or informal transition planning and
supports contributed to the post-GED activities and outcomes achieved by GED graduates who
have learning disabilities?

The GED consists of five tests: Language Arts, Writing; Science; Social Studies;
Language Arts, Reading; and Mathematics, requiring individuals to read, compute, integrate
information and express in writing at a level exceeding that of at least 40% of graduating high
school seniors. Completing the entire battery demonstrates competence in the 21* Century skills
of communication, information processing, problem solving, and higher order thinking.
Candidates must demonstrate competence in lifelong learning skills such as solving problems
and making decisions, taking responsibility for learning, learning through research, planning and
reflecting, and evaluating (GED Report, 2005). Given these identified competencies, the heart of

the research was to understand what had transpired after acquisition of the GED Equivalency
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Certificate, now that the candidate had successfully demonstrated the noted competencies and
whether the described results were directly related to the provision of formal or informal
transition planning activities. Thus, the study explored the following research questions:
1. What were the post-GED activities and outcomes of participants who have learning
disabilities?
2. Were formal or informal transition services available, what were they, and did the
participant take advantage of them as a part of the previously attended adult secondary
education program?
3. From the perspective of the participant, what was the relativity and perceived value of
transition planning and implementation activities during adult secondary education
programs?
4. Based on the participant’s stated transition needs and wants, what are the

recommendations for further program development?

Nature of the Study

A postpositivist or qualitative research approach using a descriptive methodology or
“descriptive needs assessment research” (Francis, 1988, p. 30) or an Ethnographic Case Study
(Creswell, 2005) was used. One of the primary reasons for the selection of a qualitative
methodology is that it used “complex reasoning that is multi-faceted, iterative, and
simultaneous” (Creswell, 2003, p. 182). The utilization of a primary inductive analysis approach
allowed for the true essence of the individual’s experiences, perceptions and opinions to be

evaluated from the descriptive elements leading to an evolution of themes for deductive planning

11



(Creswell, 2005; Merriam, 1998). The anthropological terminology “thick description”
(Merriam, p. 29) is used to describe the phenomena found in the descriptive elements thereby
recognizing and understanding the current state of affairs related to the research question and as
such, providing constructs for syntheses into themes to be used to inform future policy, practice
and research (Gall et al., 2003). Creswell suggests this approach serves well in the writing of the
research which uses a combined descriptive and thematic format. The descriptive aspect would
“incorporate a detailed description of people” lending more power to the themes (Creswell, 2005
p. 266). Combining a descriptive approach with a thematic writing model will allow for
“extensive discussion about the major themes that arise from analyzing the qualitative database”
(Creswell 2005, p. 266).

The decision to structure the study after a qualitative methodology provided a framework
that contained sufficient structure but offered the opportunity for “insight, discovery and
interpretation” (Merriam, 1998, p. 28-29), three substantive elements that promoted a
sophistication of understanding in this case study and laid a powerful foundation for future

policy, practice and research.

Significance of the Study

Research pertaining to the needs of adults who have learning disabilities was miniscule
compared to child and adolescent studies. Research specifically related to the post-activities of
successful GED candidates who have learning disabilities was virtually nonexistent. The merit or
worth between transition activities and post-activities, formal or informal, during adult literacy,
basic education and GED programs has been nominally reviewed, but only from the viewpoint of

program development and operations, and not from the perspective of the adult student who has

12



learning disabilities. Based on the theories of adult learning, the researcher saw it as remarkable
that no studies representing the perception of the adult learner, with respect to the relativity and
value of transition planning and implementation after completion of the GED, had been
conducted. Given the number of adult students who have learning disabilities who are reported to
enter adult literacy, basic education and GED programs, the potential impact of this small,
beginning study outcomes, could lay a foundation for future research ultimately having
significant effects on the field.

Assuming transition planning was found to be an elemental need, the ultimate
beneficiaries of this study could be adult education students who have learning disabilities who
may, as a result of the outcomes of the study, gain much higher levels of access to formal and
informal opportunities for transition planning and implementation activities. These opportunities
have the ingredient of being more closely aligned with the adult student’s needs and wants
because the nature of the study sought to base conclusions and outcomes on the relativity and
value of transition planning and related services as seen through the eyes of the study
participants. Preceding this benefit however, were opportunities for adult literacy, basic
education, and GED programs to develop, with validation from the study’s results, transition
planning services based on the values and needs as specified by adults who have learning
disabilities and have participated in the study. There was a chance that transition planning and
services would not be viewed as necessary or crucial post-GED completion. If this was a
resultant conclusion of the study, then the beneficiaries would be both adult secondary programs

and the adults who have learning disabilities because the field would not then assume that what

13



is good for secondary special education students is equally good for adult secondary education
students who have learning disabilities.

No matter what the outcomes, the study was critical to the field, as there was a void in the
research and literature regarding these issues and elements. This study helps to inform the field
and its outcomes endeavored to validate or invalidate what appeared to be a secondary special

education standard applied at will to the adult secondary education system.

Definition of Terms

Adult basic education. Adult basic education programs, sometimes called adult basic and
secondary education programs, provide a full range of education including elementary and
secondary levels of instruction in reading, writing and mathematics. These programs typically
serve adults over the age of sixteen who do not have a high school diploma and are no longer
eligible for traditional secondary education programs (Zafft, 2006)

Adult literacy. The National Literacy Act of 1991 (PL 102-73, Section 3) defined adult
literacy as the “ability to read, write, and speak in English, and compute and solve problems at
level of proficiency necessary to function on the job and in society, to achieve one’s goals, and
develop one’s knowledge and potential”(Vogel in Vogel & Reder, 1998, p. 5).

Adult secondary programs. These education programs are usually available in local
communities, funded by federal, state and local resources, to provide literacy and basic skills to
individuals 16 years of age and older.

General educational development (GED) equivalency examination. The GED consists of

five tests: Language Arts, Writing; Science; Social Studies; Language Arts, Reading; and
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Mathematics, requiring individuals to read, compute, integrate information and express in
writing at a level exceeding that of at least 40% of graduating high school seniors. Completing
the entire battery demonstrates competence in the 21st Century skills of communication,
information processing, problem solving, and higher order thinking. Candidates must
demonstrate competence in lifelong learning skills such as solving problems and making
decisions, taking responsibility for learning, learning through research, planning and reflecting,
and evaluating (GED Report, 2005).

General educational development (GED) programs. Preparation programs that include
practice testing and instructional components based on the needs of the student as a result of the
practice testing. Enrollees are typically 16 years of age or older; if secondary school age release
from last school attended is required (Hall, Mellard & Putnam, n.d.).

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 1975 (revised 1997 & 2003).

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a law ensuring services to children
with disabilities throughout the nation. IDEA governs how states and public agencies provide
early intervention, special education and related services to more than 6.5 million eligible
infants, toddlers, children and youth with disabilities. Infants and toddlers with disabilities (birth-
2) and their families receive early intervention services under IDEA Part C. Children and youth
(ages 3-21) receive special education and related services under IDEA Part B (US Department of
Education, 2004).

Learning disabilities. Learning disabilities is a general term that refers to a heterogeneous
group of disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of listening,

speaking, reading, writing, reasoning or mathematical abilities. These disorders are intrinsic to
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the individual, presumed to be a central nervous system dysfunction, and may occur across the
life span. Problems in self-regulatory behaviors, social perception and social interaction may
exist with learning disabilities but do not, by themselves, constitute a learning disability.
Although learning disabilities can occur concomitantly with other handicapping conditions (e.g.,
sensory or mental impairment, serious emotional disturbances) or with extrinsic influences (e.g.,
cultural differences, insufficient/inappropriate instruction), they are not the result of those
conditions or influences (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1998). Broadly
defined, the term learning disability is used to describe a variety of problems in acquiring,
processing, storing, retrieving, and/or responding to information. Adult learners who have
learning disabilities encounter frequent difficulty processing, receiving and sending accurate
messages to and from the brain. The information being transmitted becomes scrambled like a
short circuit, a distorted radio signal, or a fuzzy television picture. The inaccurate sensory
transmissions lead to difficulty learning and performing in education, training and work settings,
as well as affect emotional, social and personal interaction (Payne, 2001, p. 6-7).

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) of 2001. The NCLB Act, which reauthorized the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), provides for increased accountability for
States, school districts, and schools; greater choice for parents and students, particularly those
attending low-performing schools; more flexibility for States and local educational agencies
(LEASs) in the use of Federal education dollars; and a stronger emphasis on reading, especially
for the youngest children (US Department of Education, 2001).

Post secondary. Post secondary refers to all programs for students leaving high school,

including programs at community colleges, technical colleges, four-year colleges and
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universities (NETnet, n.d.). However, for purposes of this study, post secondary will also refer to
all training and work activities for student’s leaving high school.

Rehabilitation Act of 1973. The Rehabilitation Act is Federal legislation that, in addition
to authorization of formula and training and service discretionary grants for vocational
rehabilitation, supported employment, independent living, and client assistance, authorizes
research activities administered by the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation
Research and the work of the National Council on Disability. The Act also includes a variety of
provisions focused on rights, advocacy and protections for individuals with disabilities (US
Department of Education, 2004).

Secondary education. Education beyond the elementary grades; provided by a high
school or college preparatory school (WordNet, n.d.).

Self-determination. Refers to the rights of people to have full control over their lives,
regardless of a disability; the focus is on self-direction and individual responsibility framed by
the concepts of free will, civil and human rights, freedom of choice, and independence (UIC
National Research & Training Center on Psychiatric Disability, 2002).

Special Education. The term special education means specially designed instruction, at
no cost to parents, to meet the unique needs of a child with a disability, including (A) instruction
conducted in the classroom, in the home, in hospitals and institutions, and in other settings; and
(B) instruction in physical education (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004, PL
108-446, Section 602).

Transition planning. The development of a managed group of activities specific to the

needs of a student who has disabilities that assists in the supported and successful movement
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from a secondary education environment to a postsecondary opportunity. Such opportunity may
include but not be limited to higher education, vocational and technical training, coordinated
employment (including supported employment), continuing and adult education, adult services,
independent living or community involvement (Murphy & Golden, 2004).

Transition services. The term transition services refers to a coordinated set of activities
for a child with a disability that (a) is designed to be within a results-oriented process, that is
focused on improving the academic and functional achievement of the child with a disability to
facilitate the child's movement from school to post-school activities, including post secondary
education, vocational education, integrated employment (including supported employment),
continuing and adult education, adult services, independent living, or community participation;
(b) is based on the individual child's needs, taking into account the child's strengths, preferences,
and interests; and (c) includes instruction, related services, community experiences, the
development of employment and other post-school adult living objectives, and, when
appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational evaluation (Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act of 2004, PL 108-446, Section 602). For purposes of this study
transition is referenced in the context of post secondary transition which commonly refers to the
services and activities for older students (e.g., career and technical training, higher education and
work goals).

Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998. Enacted by Congress to consolidate,
coordinate, and improve employment, training, literacy, and vocational rehabilitation programs
in the United States. The purpose of WIA is to provide workforce investment activities, through

statewide and local workforce investment systems, that increase the employment, retention, and

18



earnings of participants, and increase occupational skill attainment by participants, and, as a
result, improve the quality of the workforce, reduce welfare dependency, and enhance the
productivity and competitiveness of the Nation (Department of Labor, Employment and Training
Administration, 1998).

Workforce Investment Act (WIA) of 1998, Title 1l Adult Education and Family Literacy
Act. The purpose of this title is to create collaborative efforts among the Federal Government,
States, and localities to provide adult education and literacy services, in order to assist adults to
become literate and obtain the knowledge and skills necessary for work and self-sufficiency;
assist adults who are parents to obtain educational skills necessary to promote and support their
children’s educational development; and assist adults in completion of a secondary school

education (Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, 1998).

Assumptions and Limitations

Little was known specific to the post-GED activities of adults who have learning
disabilities, however, from an analytical perspective, there were some assumptions and
limitations that were factored into the study. When investigating the post-GED activities of
successful GED candidates the external dynamics and forces of income levels and stability,
poverty, declining labor markets, decreases in accessible vocational rehabilitation services,
reductions in federal and state programs, access to community-based information and lack of
research-based information about adults who have learning disabilities (Dubois, 1998;
Litchenstein, 1993; Mellard and Lancaster, 2003; National Council on Disability Position Paper,
2003; Scanlon & Lenz, 2002) were factored into the methodology, especially the surveying and
interviewing protocols. Additionally, there were human and disability-based variables that were
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considered. These included intrinsic values, personalities and behaviors, and the cognitive affects
of the learning disabilities (e.g., strengths and limitations that might impede post-GED
activities). Finally, the lack of available participants to survey or interview was considered as a
potential and significant limitation. However, this issue was considered carefully and an
explanation of the steps to counter the limitation is identified in subsequent chapter 3.

In the researcher’s opinion, this study was critical to adult learners engaging in adult
secondary completion programs as well as the providers of said programs and their funding
sources. It was assumed that, based on the current and projected numbers of special education
secondary students who have learning disabilities who have not or will not complete high school,
that adult literacy, basic education and GED programs will continue to emerge as a viable
alternative. What was also assumed, perhaps due to the lack of research, was that transition from

adult secondary education naturally transpires; a concept that in truth had not been validated.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

The purpose of this study was to learn about the formal or informal transition planning
and supports that contributed to the post-GED activities and outcomes of the successful
candidate who has learning disabilities in an effort to determine whether there was merit in
promoting transition services within adult secondary literacy, basic education skills and General
Education Development (GED) programs. In 1975 Public Law 94-142 (now 101-476 Individuals
with Disabilities Educational Act) acknowledged that as adolescents make their way to
adulthood there are recognized needs that require preparation (Zigmond, 1990). These needs
have been frequently referred to over the past thirty years as transition supports and services.
While not heralded as exceptional, historically transition services for special education students
in secondary programs are viewed as having a positive impact on students who have learning
disabilities (Lissner, 2006; Sabel, 2000; Koller, 1994). Accordingly, this study explored, from
the viewpoint of the adult who has a learning disability and has completed a secondary
equivalency examination such as the GED, what activities had occurred since completion and
whether such activities could be contributed to formal or informal transition services.

Of critical importance was the consistently emerging theme that adults who have
“learning disabilities constitute a relatively distinct population” (Kavale & Fornes, 1996) with
“lifelong implications” (Goldstein, 1997; Young, Gerber, Reder, & Cooper, 1996). The most
recent published data on the number of secondary students who have learning disabilities exiting

special education in the United States reports that 45,930 or 58% dropped out of school between
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the years 2001 and 2003 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2005). The estimated number
of adult basic education (ABE) and adult secondary education (ASE) students, (excluding
English as second language (ESL) learners) enrolled in adult secondary programs nationwide in
2005 is reported to be almost 1.5 million (U.S. Department of Education, February 2006). Add
to this data estimates from the research that the numbers of students in these programs who have
learning disabilities vary from 15 to 80% (Ross-Gordon, 1987; Ross-Gordon, Plotts, Joesel, &
Wells, 2003; Ryan & Price, 1993; Vogel in Vogel & Reder, 1998; White, W. & Polson, 1999).

An individual who has a learning disability is faced with a neurologically based nervous
system condition that is both persistent and pervasive throughout the lifespan (Roffman, 2000;
Taymans, West, & Sullivan, 2000; National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1985).
Research has and continues to consistently document that adults who have learning disabilities
face numerous barriers as they maneuver from pre-school through postsecondary education
levels (Defur & Reiff in Gerber & Reiff, 1994; Human Resources Center, 1988; Johnson &
Blalock, 1987; Koller & Holliday in Vogel & Reder, 1998; Mulligan, 2003; Gerber, 2002). This,
together with the perceptions society continues to have about the adult’s ability to be
independent and self-supporting (Goldstein, 1997; Kravets, 1997; National Joint Committee on
Learning Disabilities, 1994; Roffman, 2000) created the framework for a substantial literature
review that looked at the presence and absence of both formal and informal transition activities
in several adult secondary spheres.

Kavale (1995), speaking about secondary students who have learning disabilities, clearly
articulated: “As the LD field continues to “grow up,” expansion of [transition] services involving

postsecondary education, vocational training, and services to improve job skills, academic skills
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and psychosocial adjustments are necessary” (p. 38). Thus, this literature review presents an
analyses and syntheses, not just of the presence or absence of transition activities of adults who
have learning disabilities, but an integration and evaluation of the data from the three critical
transitional environments identified by Kavale. The three transitional environments that emerged
from one pivotal juncture, that being adult secondary completion, are (a) postsecondary
education, (b) career and technical vocational education and training, and (c¢) employment
opportunities. The purpose of the literature review was to attempt to identify a validated baseline
of transition needs as well as understand and establish the relativity and perceived value of

transition planning and implementation activities in adult secondary programs.

Conceptual Framework

Theoretically, based on research of secondary students who have learning disabilities
who were involved in comprehensive transition planning, specific goals and outcomes leading to
engagement and varying degrees of success in postsecondary education, career and technical
vocational education and training, and employment opportunities have been realized (Hager,
2007; National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1994; Sabel, 2000). However, it was
very clear from the literature that the outcomes achieved were the result of goal-oriented, multi-
faceted, explicit planning and assistance that involved the intersection and cooperation of the
student, parent or guardian, secondary school, and the organization(s) to which the planned
transition would occur. Data suggests that this approach resulted in the student who has a
learning disability acquiring the confidence, independence, self-determination and direction,

culminating in the ability to pursue future career opportunities independently (Lissner, 2006;
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Varrassi, 2006; Gerber, 2005; McNair, 2002; Mellard & Scanlon, 1998; National Joint
Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1994).

The question posited was whether these same principles applied to adults who have
completed an adult secondary equivalency program and were transitioning to postsecondary
education, career and technical vocational education and training, and employment. The National
Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy (NCSALL) identified in a Focus on Policy
publication that there should be a component within the adult secondary system that supports
GED completion to postsecondary transition (2003). Goldstein (1997), speaking specifically
about individuals who have learning disabilities, generalized that the “guidance, intervention,
and transition process may focus on...the development of vocational skills or the compensatory
strategies necessary for successful adult living” (p. 217). Roffman (2000), after intensive
interviews with thirteen adults who have learning disabilities, concluded that employment
success comes from the abilities to “develop strong self-advocacy skills and be tenacious” (p.
280). With these points in mind, the objectives of this literature review were to identify the
variables in other research and works addressing post-GED outcomes of candidates who have
learning disabilities and applicable transition services provided during adult literacy, basic
education skills or General Education Development (GED) programs leading to postsecondary

education, career and technical vocational education and training, and employment opportunities.

Adult Secondary to Postsecondary Education Transition
“the impact of learning disabilities tends to persist throughout the lifespan. As a result

attention should be paid to the implication of learning disabilities for secondary education and
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postsecondary education” (Accardo, p. 29, 1996). In 1994, Minskoff explicated that literacy and
adult education programs must include “widely expanded” postsecondary and vocational training
information and access as well as “assistance with difficulties in psychological and social
adjustments” (Minskoff in Gerber & Reiff, 1994, p. 118-119). A review of the literature from
1988 through present confirmed these themes. The National Council on Disabilities (2003)
reported that people with disabilities were less like to enter postsecondary education programs
and if they did, they were more likely to enroll in a two year community college or vocational
program. This served as important foundational information as much of the literature discussing
students who have learning disabilities focused on transition to two year community college and
vocational programs (Boyer-Stephens in Taymans, West & Sullivan, 2000; Halpern, Yovanoff,
Doren, & Benz, 1995; Hart, Pasternack, Mele-McCarthy, Zimbrich & Parker, 2004; Mellard in
Gerber & Reiff, 1994; Rapp in Gerber & Brown, 1997; Schoen Lemaire, Mallik, & Stoll, 2002).
The Council further reported that people with disabilities were less likely to complete a degree
program, and if completion occurred, it usually took two times as long as their peers who did not
have disabilities. Data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth follow-up study of 327
adults found that of the students who had learning disabilities that enrolled in postsecondary two-
year vocational technical programs or two or four year degree programs the completion rate was
3.3% (Vogel & Reder, 1998). These facts may have significant financial and self-sufficiency
implications as the difference between annual income earnings when comparing individuals who
have some college or an associate’s degree to those without such is $5,000 to $9,000 dollars less
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). Upon further investigation, the Council found that people who have

disabilities displayed an underlying understanding that they can participate in postsecondary
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opportunities but also assumed they would encounter significant difficulty which could be a
causal factor in non-enrollment (Schoen Lemaire, Mallik, & Stoll, 2002). However, the research
also substantiated that they had higher resilience and persistence as they sought to keep up with
their peers who did not have disabilities (Goldberg, Schnieders & Higgins, 2006; Lichtenstein,
1993; National Council on Disabilities, 2003). Finally, a clearly articulated necessity specified a
strong level of navigational support, during the transition from secondary and adult secondary
programs to postsecondary institutions (Goldberg, Schnieders & Higgins, 2006; Harris &
Robertson, 2001; Helton, 2005; New Freedom Initiative, 2001; Tincani, 2004; Vogel &
Adelman, 2001). The National Council stated that eighty percent of people who have disabilities
and are enrolled in a secondary environment will require some level of assistance managing and
coordinating the postsecondary experience. Reinforcement of the need for assistance is echoed
by Tyler in an interview with NCSALL where he stated: “Do whatever you can to help make the
GED a bridge to postsecondary education [rather than an endpoint], because postsecondary
education is where the real economic payoffs are” (NCSALL Focus on Basics, 2004).

Described deficiencies in transition services, especially those perceived to promote
success upon entry into a postsecondary environment, were prolific throughout the literature.
Additionally, the lack of goal-setting behaviors was found to be of great concern (Goldberg,
Schnieders & Higgins, 2006; Vogel & Adelman, 1992). A number of surveys involving
postsecondary college service coordinators, rehabilitation counselors, and parents related true
unhappiness with transition professionals and the services provided by high schools, especially
relative to the types and amounts of services available compared to the needs of students who

have learning disabilities and were entering at the postsecondary level. Of parallel concern were
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the students’ expectations that the myriad of services available at the secondary level would
transfer without exception to the postsecondary level. Explicit and implicit statements espoused,
urging transition teams and professionals ensure secondary completers recognized the types of
services available and service limitations at the postsecondary level for students who have
disabilities (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Harris and Robertson, 2001; Hart, Pasternack, Mele-
McCarthy, Zimbrich & Parker, 2004; Helton, 2005; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Maudslay,
2003). The New England ABE-to-College Transition Project Evaluation Report identified that
successful programs have transition-educated professionals who have solid relationships with
college partners and understand the uniqueness of students who have learning disabilities as well
as possess a strong understanding of what it takes to enter a higher education arena (Gittleman,
2003). The National Joint Committee for Learning Disabilities (1994) articulated the issues well
and advocated that secondary school personnel assist students in looking forward, past high
school, toward postsecondary opportunities by “initiating, designing, and evaluating effective
transition plans and coordinating services that are consistent with federal and state statutes, rules
and regulations” (p. 101).

In New York, a coordinated transition agreement process has been successful for the past
thirteen years. This agreement process brings together schools and community providers such as
vocational rehabilitation and employment training services allowing full cross-agency
collaboration around four elements perceived to be vital to a strong transition: contact
information; referral methods; documentation of disability, skills and needs; and initiation of a

feedback process to ensure a positive transition services (Murphy & Golden, 2004).
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A basic premise throughout the literature was that student participation in transition
planning is minimized; not fully embraced. The IDEA promotes a strong student presence and
participation in the transition planning process. The lack of student involvement is thought to be
one of the major causes of poor self-advocacy development (Goldberg, Schnieders & Higgins,
2006; Halpern, Yovanoff, Doren, & Benz, 1995; Mclntire, 2004; National Joint Committee on
Learning Disabilities, 1994). Coordinators of disability services at the postsecondary level were
extremely concerned about students’ lack of ability to self-advocate, citing an inability of
students to identify strengths or limitations and assess the necessity for accommodations,
affecting the ability to function independently (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Mott, 2004; Ross-
Gordon, 2001; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003; Trainor, 2002; Tottle, 2002). Related data found no
difference in the level of comfort concerning assertiveness between individuals who have
learning disabilities and those who do not, but suggested students who have learning disabilities
may need to exert more assertive, self-advocating behaviors than their peers who do not have
learning disabilities in order to receive accommodations and services (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005;
Gerber, 2005; Scrutchfield Orr, 2003). Evaluation of parent roles suggested parents generally
have difficulty transferring advocacy roles to their children during secondary transition processes
due to the desire to protect their child and ensure maximum services. However, research suggests
that it is during the stages of transition plan development together with the evolution of the plan
that the reins of advocacy must be turned over to the student (Abreu-Ellis, 2007; Meredith, 2005;
National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1994; Rahamin, Corbey, Ward, & West in

Taynmans, West & Sullivan, 2000).
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Tightly woven in the self-advocacy spotlight was the need for students who have learning
disabilities to understand their rights under the laws and be able to fluently exercise such rights
by the time transition and engagement in postsecondary activity occurs. Professionals postulated
that in addition, students must recognize the legal variables between services provided at a
secondary level versus a postsecondary level. The right of passage from secondary to
postsecondary places the responsibility for disclosure of a disability on the student. Thus, the
theme amongst secondary and postsecondary environments was that students should “rid
themselves of any discomfort disclosing their disability” (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005, p. 17) becoming
knowledgeable about the law and its applicability to disclosure of their disability as well as
comfortable with the process of disclosure (Milsom & Hartley, 2005; Mott, 2004; Mulligan,
2003; Turini, 2006). The focus point again centered on the postsecondary institutions’
requirement to provide specific types of services under the governing laws and regulations which
when compared to secondary provisions is much less. More importantly, because elementary and
secondary child-find approaches are no longer in effect, services at a postsecondary level are
only provided when requested by the student (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Goldberg, Higgins,
Raskind, & Herman, 2003; Kravets, 1997; Skinner & Lindstrom, 2003;). These lay the
foundation for the concern echoed throughout the literature that students who have learning
disabilities must be exposed to and understand how to use resources and services available to
them; more specific, developing self-determination skills was critical to success (Koch, 2004;
Koller, 1994; Mellard & Lancaster, 2003; Mott, 2004).

In all arenas of transition, issues of diagnosis were a pervasive problem. Child-find

methods required by law (Individuals with Disabilities Educational Improvement Act 2004) are
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changing within elementary and secondary systems. Different than IDEA of 1997, the changes of
2004 purport that when determining if a student has a potential learning disability that is
interfering with academic performance three steps utilizing a response-to-intervention (RTT)
approach are applied. These steps are intended to determine whether the noted academic
deficiencies can be remediated through (a) standard instructional methods, (b) intensive
instructional methods and supports, or (¢) require specific special education services (Hyatt,
2007). Within the elementary and secondary education system the RTI model replaces the
assessment model which employed an aptitude-achievement discrepancy criterion when
identifying whether a student has a learning disability. The perception of many experts is that
these changes may lead to more inefficiency in producing current, acceptable documentation of a
disability required for services in a postsecondary situation creating what could become a
significant barrier (Reschly, 2005). While there were valid points in favor and against RTI and
non-discrepancy assessment models, the fact of the matter is that the postsecondary education
system has not embraced the changes. Thus, students who have learning disabilities who do not
possess diagnosis using the criterion of aptitude-achievement discrepancy may not meet the
required disclosure and documentation requirements of many postsecondary institutions. The
lack of acceptable diagnostic documentation creates yet another obstruction to postsecondary
education and training opportunities (National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 2007).

The literature proposes that outside the family unit, schools are the most logical place for
a student to receive support. Teachers can be dominant influencers and are able to model and

support strong communication and relationship development, both of which are critical skills in a
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postsecondary environment (Gittleman, 2003; Murray, 2003). Roos (2000) concluded that a
formalized support plan should extend two years after transition to postsecondary education.

In a study done by the American Council on Education, two out of every five first year
students in attendance at four-year institutions were those who had disabilities, constituting the
largest group identified in the student-population demographics. Compared to their peers with
disabilities, students who have learning disabilities placed themselves lowest on mathematics
abilities, intellectual self-confidence, academic abilities, and writing abilities and as well were
the most likely to anticipate a need for special tutoring or remedial work in English, reading and
mathematics. Interesting, that among students who have disabilities, those with learning
disabilities were the least likely to have been offered financial assistance as an incentive to enroll
and were also least likely have interests in professional fields (2001). Similar conclusions were
identified in the Community Partnership for Adult Learning Report; Helping Adult Learners
make the Transition to Postsecondary Education (2005). The report highlighted the need for
adult basic education programs to increase services to include more advanced educational
instruction to meet the rigors of college academics, provide counseling for financial aid options,
and make available classes in stress reduction, time management and study skills. Further
validation of these needs was cited in the conclusion from a study of GED graduates who did not
have disabilities who were in their freshman year of college. The finale assessment identified
three major barriers affecting transition: students’ lack of knowledge and subsequent limited use
of academic support services; students’ inability to access financial aid information together with

frustration around use of other institution services; and students’ lack of emotional support
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systems (Helton, 2005). This recent study seems to purport that these deficiencies are related to

all transition systems, secondary to postsecondary, special education and alternative education.

Adult Secondary to Career and Technical Vocational Education Transition

The literature covering the career and technical vocational education and training systems
was limited. The term vocational related to everything, excluding two and four year higher
education institutions, from pre-employment skills (resume writing and interviewing techniques)
to apprenticeship training to two year trade and technical programs located within or outside
community and two year college systems.

A Washington State study of low-skilled adults who were dually enrolled in adult
secondary education classes and short-term community or technical college vocational job skills
training certification programs (12 months or less) resulted in a decreased enrollment in
postsecondary education after completing the certification program and achieving employment
(Prince & Jenkins, 2005). The study articulated the significance of this finding, as completion of
two and four year postsecondary education results in higher wage earnings and produces more
stability. The study further recommended transition planning as a bridge between certificate
programs and additional postsecondary education attainment (Prince & Jenkins, 2005). A later
study in Washington State resulted in legislative funding and implementation of an integrated
adult secondary basic skills program together with a skills-based workforce training program
concurrently providing dual enrollment for students. This process was found to have substantial
impact on students’ ability to enter a targeted job or career and technical education programs

with higher levels of preparation (Washington State Board for Community and Technical
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Colleges, 2005). While students who have learning disabilities were not specifically identified,
the assumption, based on the national data presented earlier, is that some of the students
participating more than likely had learning disabilities

Of the literature available, significant emphasis was placed on collaborative approaches
combining academic and vocational training using intensive and holistic models. It was noted
that when goal setting activities combined with a systematic approach to removing barriers such
as transportation were infused with career and technical vocational training, basic skills, survival
skills, academic studies, community collaboration and placement services, transition of students
who have disabilities had a much higher level of success (Goldstein, 1997; Grayson, Wermuth,
Holub, & Anderson in Gerber & Brown, 1997; Koller & Holliday in Vogel & Reder, 1998;
Minskoff in Gerber & Reiff, 1997; Murphy & Golden, 2004; Pike, 2004; Rapp in Gerber &
Brown, 1997; Schoen, Lemaire, Mallik, & Stoll, 2002).

Even within the limited literature in this area, there was a strong flavor of transition
programs developed for entering students who had learning disabilities which focused on a host
of transition activities such as career exploration, job shadowing and mentoring, self-advocacy
and self-determination, and training options (on-the-job raining, apprenticeships, internships
etc.). There was frequent mention of bridge programs that assisted students with learning
disabilities to navigate through the system (Center for Change in Transition Services, 2006;
Fabian, 2007; Foley, 2006; Hadley, 2007; Hadley, 2006; Prince & Jenkins, 2005; Roos, 2000).
However, these bridge programs appeared to only have relationships with secondary schools, not

with adult secondary programs such as literacy, adult education or GED completion programs.
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Adult Secondary to Employment Transition

The National Council on Disability (2003) citing the New Freedom Initiative, 2001
reports that individuals who have disabilities are two times more likely to live below the poverty
guidelines. These same individuals when compared to peers who do not have disabilities are less
likely to be employed whether or not they have a postsecondary degree or certificate and have
less earning power. This conclusion was equally consistent among individuals who have learning
disabilities as the majority of individuals diagnosed with learning disabilities who seek
employment after exiting high school fail to obtain work (Cummings, Maddux & Casey, 2000;
Grayson, Wermuth, Holub, & Anderson in Gerber & Brown, 1997; Lindstrom, Doren, Metheny,
Johnson, & Zane, 2007;).

A number of studies throughout the Nation sought to determine the incidence of learning
disabilities within the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) Welfare-to-Work
population (Brown & Ganzglass, 1998; Giovengo, Moore, Young in Vogel & Reder, 1998;
Taylor & Barusch, 2004; Thompson, Van Ness & O’Brien, 2001). In all instances the number of
welfare-to-work recipients who were found to have learning disabilities ranged from 45 to 56%
of the studied population. Even after completing a postsecondary program and becoming
gainfully employed, a majority of individuals who had learning disabilities continued to depend
on family for housing and additional financial support (Setzer, 1991). The National Council also
determined that employers are resistant to hiring people who have disabilities because of
discomfort on the part of the employer about disabilities, concern about cost of accommodations
and modifications, and a belief that they do not possess the skills to do the job. Almost identical

in nature were the factors when focusing on individuals who had learning disabilities (Gerber,
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Price, Mulligan, & Shessel, 2004; Price & Gerber, 2001; Price, Gerber, & Mulligan, 2003). In
spite of this data, there were a few instances where students who have learning disabilities decide
to enter the workplace directly from the secondary experience. In such cases, positive experience
in the workplace could be attributed to a well developed transition plan and boosted self-
confidence (Koller in Gerber & Brown, 1997; LDA Postsecondary Education Subcommittee,
1999; Meredith, 2005).

Another employment model designed to promote employment-related experiences in
support of academic programs during high school has shown positive impacts on transition in
both work-related activities and postsecondary endeavors (Murray, 2003). A case study of four
high school dropouts highlights the need for possible changes toward learner-centered education,
depending on the specifics of the school program. In these case studies, all youth found a much
higher level of satisfaction on the job because of the opportunities to exercise control,
responsibility and decision making; opportunities they did not experience in the high school
environment. An interesting phenomenon in these cases showed that the majority of the
described anxiousness of the individuals centered on the high school educational experiences,
not work. Solicited comments measuring this phenomenon presented a lack of control,
responsibility and decision making as the students stated they were never sought out for their
ideas or assistance in the secondary environment, characteristics realized in the workplace. Thus,
they felt undervalued, as opposed to the work environment where there was autonomy and a
sense of belonging (Lichtenstein, 1993). A similar study suggests a high success factor when
career-related work experiences were coordinated with transition plan goal completion; the result

was higher graduation rates and employment outcomes. The study made recommendations
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pertinent to the variables that contribute to success. Specifics of the recommendations
highlighted an inclusive focus on school completion and post-school preparation; the relevance
of classes to future goals; a promotion of self-determination through student participation; an
expansion of collaborative services; and the extension of career planning, community projects,
service learning, and transition services as a common curricula for all students, not just those
who have disabilities (Benz, Lindstrom & Yovanoff, 2000).

The linking of goal-oriented transition planning with self-determination and self-
advocacy fundamentals was again foremost; the Learning Disabilities Association (LDA)
Newsbriefs stressing that it was “one of the most important goals of transition planning” (LDA
Postsecondary Education Subcommittee, 1999). Crawford (1998) concludes that the “key
ingredient in achieving successful outcomes...is the linkage of learning to know with learning to
do” (Crawford in Vogel & Reder, 1998, p. 289).

Most of the literature focusing on employment orients itself in a time frame from
secondary to postsecondary, the employment either being in lieu of postsecondary involvement
or coming immediately after postsecondary involvement. There is however a small team of
researchers who, over the past six to eight years, have sought to understand the transition needs
and success factors of adults who have been away from the secondary and postsecondary
environment for a time. In a LDA Conference of America, these researchers presented data from
a study centering on adults with learning disabilities and self-disclosure. While some variables
were different and not otherwise noted in the literature, such as the importance of personal
choice and its shaping through age and maturity, two factors showed consistency from

adolescence to adulthood. Those factors articulated suggested that despite the heterogeneity of
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the sample, consequences experienced by adults as a result of the learning disabilities appeared
to be directly related to the unique and personalized manner that each individual viewed his or
her learning disability. That said, disclosure of the disability proved to be one of the most
powerful forces that shaped adulthood for adults who have learning disabilities (Gerber & Price,
2006).

In a related study two questions were asked about adults with learning disabilities: (a)
How do Americans view their learning disabilities? (b) What was the impact of the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) on adults who have learning disabilities? The response ranged from
over half the sample not acknowledging the presence of a learning disability to two-thirds of the
sample having no knowledge of the ADA. These data combined with that previously cited
implies improvements are needed at a variety of transition stages, including those occurring in
adult life. One has to wonder about the usefulness of diagnosis and elementary, secondary and
postsecondary transition services that place heavy emphasis on identification of the learning
disability when over half of the sample in the study did not see themselves as having a learning
disability despite documented evidence (Price, Gerber & Mulligan, 2003). The same conclusions
were identified in a similar study in which approximately two-thirds of the study participants
who were employed and attending graduate classes at a university had not disclosed their
learning disabilities to their employer, even though 90% of them reported that their learning
disabilities affected their ability to perform at work in some way (Madaus, Foley, McGuire, &
Ruban, 2002).

A comparison of employment experiences between Canadians and Americans revealed

that both nationalities have the same thoughts and realities regarding the workplace. Consistent
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with other literature, self-disclosure, self-advocacy, reasonable accommodations and disability
rights under the respective laws of each county were topics of discussion with developmental
factors that centered on disclosure, namely the right of choice and privacy; the need for support
systems; and the concern that “empowerment is not realized when people with learning
disabilities do not self-disclose, obtain accommodations, or use the laws that ‘even the playing
field”” (Gerber, Price, Mulligan & Shessel, 2004, p. 290). To that end, Mellard, Hall, & Parker
(2000) stated that providing opportunities to explore reasonable “accommodations in the adult
education setting are important in that they often provide the foundation for learner’s requesting
and successfully utilizing appropriate accommodations in postsecondary and workplace
settings”(p. 31).

Assimilating employer data, a study that interviewed employers and compared the results
to the same protocols with employers six years prior, revealed that in general, employers seem
open and enthusiastic to hire individuals who have learning disabilities, so long as the
individuals self-identify and are able to provide current data as to the impact of the learning
disabilities in the workplace. The researchers reported that, different than six years prior, many
employers refused interviews or did not return phone calls. Those employers who completed
interviews made the point that more disability and ADA education was needed for the employer

and the employee (Price & Gerber, 2001).

Summary
The Council for Advancement of Adult Literacy (2005) reported that in recent years a

number of states and institutions have put programs in place to increase transition from adult
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education and GED completion programs to postsecondary opportunities. However, the report
suggested that overall, these transition activities are less than adequate and in many cases amount
to an externally focused, enhanced referral process.

The purpose of the literature review was to identify the transition variables of post-GED
candidates who have learning disabilities as well as applicable transition services provided
during adult literacy, basic education skills or General Education Development (GED) programs
leading to postsecondary education, career and technical vocational education and training, and
employment opportunities. The assumption was that based on the data or lack thereof, a baseline
of transition questions would establish the relativity and perceived value for the study.

The literature reviewed examining variables that contribute to successful outcomes for
adults who have learning disabilities when transitioning from adult secondary environments to
postsecondary, career and technical vocational education, and employment environments
illustrated a number of central themes. It appeared these themes were framed with the
overarching organizational concept of intensive focus on promoting external changes within a
program or phase of education while research strongly suggested that transition success should
be constructed on developing internal processes that involved attributes such as confidence,
communication, self-advocacy, self-determination, goal-oriented behaviors, self-directed
responsibility, decision making, resilience, persistence, and social skills, as well as compensatory
strategies addressing the limitations of the learning disabilities. “...it is the transitions, not
necessarily the changes themselves that are holding people back and thereby threatening to make
their change unworkable” (Bridges & Mitchell, 2000). Thus, the hypothesis seemed to suggest

that when these internal attributes are combined with external program changes, providing a
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menu of meaningful, supported transition activity, the evolution of successful transition is
feasible.

Before highlighting the themes under the external program changes, a few comments
about the orientation of the literature are in order. In the researcher’s opinion, the amount of
literature specifically directed toward adult secondary transition is abysmal given the number of
literacy, adult education and GED programs nationwide and the number students who have
learning disabilities who are potentially enrolled in these programs. Most of the literature
addressed the elements of transition from secondary to postsecondary, vocational or employment
using a deficit model of approach. In evaluation of that approach, one has to assume its origin
comes from the western culture medical model which seeks to identify and fix that which is
wrong. What was missed by using this model was the heterogeneity of individuals who have
learning disabilities. The “fix it” approach will only promote a static framework with
prescription-type methodology. Evaluation of the heterogeneity of learning disabilities suggested
the need for approaches that are interwoven and involve integration of flexible services and
processes dependent on age and maturity as evidenced by the clear differences in the responses
of the adults surveyed and the data provided by Gerber and Price, 2006; Gerber et al., 2004;
Mulligan, 2003; Price and Gerber, 2001 and Price et al., 2003 when compared to the other data
sources.

Studies done by Goldberg, Higgins, Raskind, and Herman (2003) and Ginsberg, Gerber
and Reiff (1994) corroborated the origin of success patterns of adults who have learning
disabilities concluding that the “overriding factor leading to success was control” (Ginsberg,

Gerber & Reiff in Gerber & Reiff, 1994, p. 206). This factor was clearly articulated in the
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overarching theme of the literature which asserts the need for self-advocacy and self-
determination. In evaluation of this major theme, the lack of self-advocacy and self-
determination skills may form the underlying root cause contributing to deficiencies involving
financial stability and independence. Other articulated concerns, such as disclosure, navigation,
and relationship development can be categorized as sub-themes, again finding root cause in self-
advocacy and self-determination development. In contemporary adult learning views,
autonomous or self-directed learning is a foundational aspect of adult education and development
(Tennant & Pogson, 1995). “The term self-directed learning embraces four distinct phenomena:
personal autonomy, the willingness and capacity to manage one’s own learning, an environment
allowing some effective control by the learner, and the independent pursuit of learning without
formal institution support or affiliation (Phillip Candy in Tennant & Pogson,1995, p.122). Based
on the definitions of self-determination and self-advocacy, Tennant & Pogson’s four factors are
clearly connected throughout the literature as necessary constructs laying the groundwork for the
opportunity to experience successful transition.

External forces central to effective transition support a long-term, future-oriented
collaborative effort involving a community of services that move away from imparting
information and move toward a modeling and facilitator role (Center for Change in Transition
Services, 2006; Koller & Holliday in Vogel & Reder, 1998; Murray, 2003); a transition within
the transition programs for teachers and transition professionals. Other prevalent external
program change themes included the tangible bridging of transition activities, meaningful career
exploration, development of mentors, active student participation in transition planning, pre-

employment skills development, understanding of legal and civil rights, and provision and
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assistance in the psychological and emotional adjustments, as well as the removal of barriers
such as transportation, financial burdens assumed in postsecondary and career and technical
training enrollment

Not much was mentioned about specific myths associated with those who have learning
disabilities that may still be prevalent in education, career and technical vocational and
employment settings. These myths include: learning disabilities is just an excuse; it doesn’t exist;
it takes a lot of work on the part of the instructor or provider to accommodate students who have
learning disabilities; etc. (Ketter, 2006; Shaywitz, 2005). Kravets (1997) expounded on one
element of these myths, citing that many transition professionals hold to the misconception that a
student who has a learning disability does not have the potential or capability to pursue a
postsecondary level of education or training. This myth was further perpetuated in the more
recent data articulating employer concern that potential employees who have learning disabilities
cannot perform the essential functions of the job. The continuation of these myths may in part be
due to the fact that individuals who have disabilities generally assume others’ low expectations
(Anderson, 2004; Hatzes, 1996; National Council of Disability, 2003).

Finally, there were many implications suggesting that transition plan outcomes not focus
as much on the disability, but be more goal directed (Grigal, Test, Beattie, & Wood, 1997; Koller
& Holliday in Vogel & Reder, 1998; Roer-Strier, 2002). As transition services continue to
evolve, systems must focus on psychosocial adjustments and self-determination, embracing an
integrated life-span approach and stronger service delivery models leading to more meaningful

and applicable research in the adult arena (Gerber, 1994; Kavale & Forness, 1996). This is not an
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either/or situation, but an interwoven process that must take a holistic approach to ensure

promotion of long-term stability and success.

Conclusion

“Comprehensive information about the variety of current ABE [adult basic education
secondary] transition activities is not available” (Alamprese, 2004, 9 3). The Council for
Advancement of Adult Literacy (2005) report evaluating transition activities from adult
secondary programs to postsecondary opportunities only highlighted the need for such to be
more pronounced and definitive. The number of students who have learning disabilities who
leave the secondary environment and thus do not have the opportunity of transition assistance
who appear to enter and potentially complete adult secondary programs without the likelihood of
receiving transition assistance provided a strong foundation for the study. Interpretation of the
literature, without integrating factors of personal difficulties, socio-economic conditions,
workforce demands and skills challenges, and access to resources (DuBois, 1998; Harvey &
Koch, 2004; National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities, 1985) gave substantial
importance to the potential concept that adults who have learning disabilities and have completed
adult secondary education may require transition services.

There was evidence of research supporting what works and what has not worked for
secondary in-school youth who have learning disabilities and are transitioning to post-school
activity. By comparison, the research pertaining to the needs of adults who have learning
disabilities was miniscule in contrast to child and adolescent studies. Discussion in the literature

of transition planning and implementation activities for students who have disabilities,
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particularly those who have learning disabilities, who have engaged in and successfully
completed the GED was non-existent. Furthermore, little is known about these individuals’
pathways and activities or accomplishments post-GED completion.

Based on the research question posited several questions ensued including (a) Was the
acquisition of GED competencies adequate for successful passage to the next “stage” of
transition in post secondary education, training and work activities? (b) What was that stage and
how did individuals who have learning disabilities manage and maneuver through the corridors
of that stage? (c) Were transition services, formal or informal, provided as a part of the adult
secondary education experience and were they perceived as valuable? (d) What was missing or
could have been improved upon?

The limited research does not align with the theories of adult learning which hypothesize
that adults are self-directed in their learning; have accrued multiple levels of knowledge and
understanding creating a strong source for learning; are interconnected to social roles which
drive learning aspirations; are involved in learning relationships that are meaningful and support
the advancement of knowledge, skills and abilities; and are inspired by intrinsic rather than
extrinsic significance (Merriam, 2001). The need for the core of adult learning theory, that being
“learner initiative” (Heimstra, 1998), was threaded throughout most of the literature, especially
when the perspective of the adult student who has learning disabilities was conveyed.

The objectives of this study were to: identify the post-GED outcomes of candidates who
have learning disabilities; identify whether transition services were available and provided in an
informal or formal manner within previously attended adult education programs; establish, from

their points of view, the relativity and perceived value of transition planning and implementation
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activities (whether provided or not) during adult literacy, basic education skills or General
Education Development (GED) programs; and identify a baseline of transition needs and w