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BRIEF

Teaching Student Engagement in
the Transition Planning Process

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA, 2004) mandates that youth be invited to
their Individualized Education Program (IEP)
meeting each time transition services are dis-
cussed (section 300.321). A clarification letter from
the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Spe-
cial Education and Rehabilitative Services indicates
“the parent and student are required IEP team
members at meetings where transition services
and postsecondary goals are discussed” (Musgrove,
2013, p. 3). Because transition goals and activities
need to be based on students’ needs, strengths,
preferences, and interests, IDEA (2004) insists stu-
dents be invited to attend their IEP meetings (Sand-
erson & Goldman, 2020). Federal district courts
upheld student participation in their IEP meeting
and concluded special educators need to maximize
students’ participation in the IEP meeting process
(Prince et al., 2014).

What is Student Engagement?

Martin and Williams-Diehm (2013) believe student
engagement in the transition planning process
happens before the IEP meeting, during the IEP
meeting, and after the IEP meeting ends. During
the transition assessment process educators facil-
itate student involvement by (a) asking students to
select assessment tools, (b) having students com-
plete student assessment versions when these are
available, and (c) teaching students how to under-
stand assessment results. During the IEP meeting
student engagement means the student takes a
leadership role by actively participating as an IEP
team member who discusses the issues, shares
results of transition assessments, presents their
strengths and needs, and asks questions when
something is said they do not understand. After
the IEP meeting ends, active student engagement
continues when educators teach students goal at-
tainment skills and students work at least weekly to
attain annual IEP transition goals.

What the Research Says

Student involvement in their IEP transition meet-
ings predicts positive postsecondary education
and employment outcomes (Burnes et al., 2018). In
an analysis of national data, Johnson et al. (2020)
discovered 91% of students with mild/moderate
disabilities had been invited to attend their tran-
sition IEP meeting although only 67% attended.
About the same number of students with signifi-
cant cognitive disabilities had been invited (87%)
and 75% attended. Unfortunately, attendance at
IEP meetings does not result in meaningful student
participation. Martin et al. (2006) found students
only talked 4% of the time during teacher-directed
transition IEP meetings. Adults talked to adults
and seldom looked at the student when discussing
student issues.

To facilitate meaningful student participation, ed-
ucators need to teach students what to do at their
IEP meetings and provide students opportunities to
engage during the meetings (Cavendish & Connor,
2018). Sanderson and Goldman (2020) conducted

a meta-analysis of published group design studies
that examined the impact of lesson materials to in-
crease student participation in their IEP meetings.
Across studies, results indicated “adolescents who
participated in interventions participated signifi-
cantly more during IEP meetings than students in
control groups” (p. 165). The authors conclude by
indicating that when students are not taught how
to engage during their IEP meetings they end up
not participating at all. Table 1 depicts the lesson
packages the researchers used in the studies Sand-
erson and Goldman (2020) examined.

Self-Determination Series | Teaching Student Engagement in the Transition Planning Process




Self-Determination Series | Teaching Student Engagement in the Transition Planning Process

Table 1
Lesson packages used to increase adolescent
IEP meeting participation

Lesson Package Title Available From

Next ST.E.P www.proedinc.com/

Products/9265/next-
step-complete-pro-
gram.aspx

www.ou.edu/
education/cen-
ters-and-part-
nerships/zarrow/

choicemaker-cur-

riculum/self-direct-
ed-iep

Self-Directed IEP_

My IEP www.myiep.com

Self-Advocacy Strategy www.edgeenter-

product/self-advoca-
cy-strategy-enhanc-
ing-student-motiva-
tion-and-self-deter-

mination/
Not Readily Available

Getting Ready for the
Transition to High School

TAKE CHARGE for the Future | Not Readily Available

Guidelines for Practice

To achieve meaningful student engagement in the
IEP process, students need to be taught the lan-
guage of the IEP process and what to do at the actu-
al IEP meetings. They also need to have knowledge
of their transition assessment results and be able
to identify their strengths, needs, and interests and
assist in developing their annual goals and post-
secondary goals (Martin & Zhang, 2020). Educators
then need to provide students with ample opportu-
nities during actual IEP meetings to meaningfully
participate. Special educators and administrators
need to develop and implement a process where
students learn in an iterative fashion to first attend

their IEP meetings in grade school, then become
active in their IEP meetings in middle school, fol-
lowed by leading their IEP meetings with coaching
in high school.

Additional Resources

I'm Determined website

This website contains several videos depicting students en-
gaged at their IEP meetings and presenting their present level
information. A scoring rubric for teaching student engage-
ment can also be found. Materials exist for youth, educators,
and parents.

www.imdetermined.org

University of Oklahoma’s Zarrow Center

A wealth of transition education materials can be found at
this site, including the TAGG, numerous self-determination
assessments, various transition education resources, and the
Self-Directed IEP lesson package and videos.

www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partner-
ships/zarrow

References

Burnes, J. J., Martin, J. E., Terry, R., McConnell, A. E., &
Hennessey, M. N. (2018). Predicting postsecondary edu-
cation and employment outcomes using results from the
Transition Assessment and Goal Generator. Career Develop-
ment and Transition for Exceptional Children, 41(2), 111-121.
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.lib.ou.edu/doi/
pdf/10.1177/2165143417705353

Cavendish, W., & Connor, D. (2018). Toward authentic IEPs
and transition plans: Student, parent, and teacher perspec-
tives. Learning Disability Quarterly, 41(1), 32-43. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/0731948716684680

Johnson, D. R., Thurlow, M. L., Wu, Y., LaVelle, J. M., &
Davenport, E. C. (2020). IEP/Transition planning partici-
pation among students with the most significant cognitive
disabilities: Findings from NLTS 2012. Career Development
and Transition for Exceptional Children, 43(4), 226-239.
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.lib.ou.edu/doi/
pdf/10.1177/2165143420952050

Martin, J. E., & Williams-Diehm, K. (2013). Student engage-
ment and leadership of the transition planning process.
Career Development and Transition for Exceptional Individuals,
36, 43-50. https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.lib.ou.edu/
doi/pdf/10.1177/2165143413476545

Martin, J. E., Van Dyke, J. L., Greene, B. A., Gardener, J. E.,
Christensen, W. R., Woods, L. L., & Lovett, D. L. (2006).
Direct observation of teacher-directed IEP meetings:

Self-Determination Series | Teaching Student Engagement in the Transition Planning Process



https://www.imdetermined.org
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow
https://www.proedinc.com/Products/9265/next-step-complete-program.aspx
https://www.proedinc.com/Products/9265/next-step-complete-program.aspx
https://www.proedinc.com/Products/9265/next-step-complete-program.aspx
https://www.proedinc.com/Products/9265/next-step-complete-program.aspx
https://www.aaidd.org/publications/bookstore-home/product-listing/diagnostic-adaptive-behavior-scale-user’s-manual-25-interview-forms 
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.ou.edu/education/centers-and-partnerships/zarrow/choicemaker-curriculum/self-directed-iep
https://www.myiep.com
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/
https://www.edgeenterprisesinc.com/product/self-advocacy-strategy-enhancing-student-motivation-and-self-determination/

Self-Determination Series | Teaching Student Engagement in the Transition Planning Process

Establishing the need for student IEP meeting instruc-
tion. Exceptional Children, 72(2), 187-200. https://doi.
0rg/10.1177/001440290607200204

Martin, J. E. & Zhang, D. D. (2020). Student involvement in
the transition process. In K. A. Shogren & M. L. Wehmeyer
(Eds.), Handbook of adolescent transition education for youth
with disabilities (2nd ed., pp. 120-137). New York, NY: Rout-
ledge, Taylor, & Francis.

Musgrove, M. (2013). Mr. Dude OSERS Letter. U.S. Dept. of
Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative
Services, Washington, DC.

Prince, A. M. T., Plotner, A. J., & Yell, M. L. (2014). Post-
secondary transition and the courts: An update.
Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 25, 41-47. https://
doi:10.1177/1044207314530469

UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS URBANA-CHAMPAIGN

E IUinois Center for Transition and Work

Sanderson, K. A., & Goldman, S. E. (2020). A systematic re-
view and meta-analysis of interventions used to increase
adolescent IEP meeting participation. Career Development
and Transition for Exceptional Children, 43(3), 157-168.
https://journals-sagepub-com.ezproxy.lib.ou.edu/doi/
pdf/10.1177/2165143420922552

This research brief was developed by the lllinois Center for Transition and Work at the
University of lllinois Urbana-Champaign through a contract with the lllinois State Board of
Education. Information presented may not reflect the position or policy of the lllinois State
Board of Education.

ictw.illinois.edu




