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The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA, 2004, Section 1414) requires that Individ-
ualized Education Program (IEP) teams develop 
appropriate, measurable postsecondary goals for 
students ages 16 and older that are based upon 
age-appropriate transition assessments. To under-
stand how the federal courts interpret this re-
quirement, Prince and colleagues (2014) examined 
district court transition education rulings. Based 
upon their analysis, the judicial decisions indi-
cate, among other findings, IEP teams need to use 
multiple transition assessments across transition 
domains (i.e., employment, postsecondary educa-
tion, and independent living) and use at least one 
transition assessment that has ample supporting 
validity evidence. Validity refers to the degree to 
which the assessment measures what it is designed 
to measure. This typically means that assessments 
should report data on:

 � Test content
 � User responses to assessment items
 � Internal structure of the assessment
 � Relations to other variables, such as family 
income

 � Consequences of testing (AERA et al., 2014)

Educators need to determine, based upon exam-
ination of available evidence, if ample validity 
evidence exists for their planned use of an assess-
ment. 

What is Transition Assessment?
Neubert and Leconte (2013), speaking on behalf 
of the Council for Exceptional Children’s Division 
on Career Development and Transition, crafted a 
useful description of transition assessment based 
upon mandates in IDEA (2004) and established best 
practice. 

Age-appropriate transition assessment is an 
on-going process of collecting information on 
the youth’s needs, strengths, preferences, and in-

terests as they relate to measurable postsecond-
ary goals. This process includes a careful match 
between the characteristics of the youth and 
the requirements of secondary environments 
and postsecondary environments requirements 
along with recommendations for accommo-
dations, services, supports and technology to 
ensure the match. Youth and their families are 
taught how to use assessment results to drive the 
transition requirements in the IEP process . . . 
and advocate for needed or desired supports to 
succeed in meeting postsecondary goals. (p. 74).

Neubert and Leconte (2013) also indicate the term 
age-appropriate needs to consider both chronologi-
cal and developmental ages and identify self-deter-
mination skills to facilitate attainment of transition 
goals. 

What the Research Says
Transition assessments have been described as the 
“cornerstone of the transition planning process” 
(Morningstar & Clavenna-Deane, 2018, p. 91). It is 
imperative to include students and their families 
in the transition assessment process to understand 
and plan for students’ futures, considering their 
strengths, preferences, interests, and support 
needs (Kochhar-Bryant et al., 2007; Morningstar & 
Clavenna-Deane, 2018). Educators, however, have 
reported difficulty assessing transition skills (e.g., 
employment, life) for students with significant 
cognitive disabilities (Deardorff et al., 2020). To ad-
dress this concern, educators may consider using 
formal transition assessments that follow these 
three suggestions: (a) provide technical data about 
the assessment (i.e., reliability, validity); (b) are 
accessible to students through a variety of assistive 
technology; and (c) support a student responding 
through a variety of ways (Deardorff et al., 2020). In 
addition, educators may consider using informal 
assessments, situational assessments, and per-
son-centered planning approaches (Carter et al., 
2015; Thoma & Tamura, 2013). 
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Martin and McConnell (2017) suggest several ques-
tions that educators may find helpful when decid-
ing if a transition assessment has ample validity 
evidence (see Table 1). Decisions about whether an 
assessment has ample validity evidence should be 
made based upon how the assessment will be used. 
At a minimum, there should be a match between 
the assessment and the proposed use of the assess-
ment for questions 1–5. 

Guidelines for Practice
The most important task IEP teams need to accom-
plish with transition age students is identifying 
students’ transition strengths, needs, and inter-
ests; and developing postsecondary and annual 
transition goals. To do this, IEP teams need results 
from well-developed assessments with appropriate 
validity data supporting their use. Thus, IEP teams 
need to examine various transition assessments 
and determine if assessments have ample validity 
evidence supporting their use for students of tran-
sition age. 

 
 

When reporting results of transition assessments, 
Carter et al. (2014, 2015) suggest using a strengths-
based approach that emphasizes the skills pos-
sessed by students with significant cognitive 
disabilities. Highlighting a student’s strengths (e.g., 
persistence, honesty, optimism, gratitude, compas-
sion) may help employers recognize these traits 
as desirable in an employee. These skills are also 
important for community engagement for students 
with significant cognitive disabilities (Carter et al., 
2015). 

Additional Resources
Practical Tips for Transition Assessment 
www.nsttac.org/products_and_resources/tag.
aspx

Transition Assessment Toolkit 
transitionta.org/transition-assessment/
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Table 1 
Questions to ask when selecting transition assessments. 

Questions

1. What is its purpose? Does this purpose match 
the planned use of the assessment?

2. Who was the assessment designed to be used 
with?

3. Where did the assessment items come from?
4. Will the results tell the IEP team what it needs 

to know?
5. Will the results be understandable and useful to 

identify strengths, needs, or interests? 
6. Do the results of this assessment vary depend-

ing upon students’ gender, race or ethnicity, or 
family economic status? 

7. Does other validity evidence support the use of 
this assessment? 
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