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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to determine if special education students, specifically SDC (special day class) students at Kaiser High School in the Fontana Joint Unified School district, are aware of the TS (transitional services) offered by their school district, community, or by other programs available through local and state agencies.  The qualitative nature of this research utilized both surveys and interviews to assess the awareness of the SDC students.  The results of the study countered the beliefs of the authors; students at Kaiser High School are generally aware of the TS available to them with a deficiency in the area of college financial aid.

Introduction
The challenges that young people face in transitioning from high school student to productive citizen are substantial.  Special Education students are certainly not an exception; the challenges in transitions for special education students are augmented by their individual disability/s (Johnson & Lancaster, 2007).  There is a wealth of research on various aspects of special education students and transitional services; however, there is a need to study both the student awareness of services and their attitudes about utilizing services.

Summary of Literature:

Many young people struggle with deciding what type of post secondary education (PSE) to seek, or they may decide to seek employment. Regardless of their choice, students get help making transitions from family, schools, their community, and other agencies.  Factors that contribute to decisions that special education students make include personal factors, interagency factors, family factors, school factors, and economic and demographic factors (Eisenman 2003).  

The most common configuration of the transitional services provided for special education students is “up and across” where students are sent from a school district up to a county education office or an umbrella special education district for services, or students are sent to a neighboring district to acquire services (Fairweather, Steams, & Wagner, 2001).  

Students that are diagnosed with a learning disability where additionally more likely to be part of another disadvantaged group (Seo and Hawkins, 2008), which contributes to the rationale for the provision of transitional services for special educations students. Some inconsistency in the attitudes of professionals and the parents of special education in regard to opportunity options do exist. Both professionals and parents felt that there were fewer opportunities obtainable, or safe to obtain, than those believed to be obtainable, by female students (Hogansen at al 2008). Perhaps the previously mentioned inconsistency moves female students to not seek out some of the more challenging options that are within the reach of the students.

Noted in the literature is the extent to which special education students seek out transitional services. Students with disabilities do seek out services, but those with self-advocacy skills are better at seeking out support services than those who do not have self-advocacy skills (Smith, English, & Vasek, 2002). This research suggests that social skills do contribute to a student’s ability to either obtain a job or participate in post secondary education.
Definition of Terms

The field of special education contains many acronyms commonly found in the discussion of students and various services and programs. Transition Services (TS) is an Individual Education Program (IEP) requirement that is designed to facilitate movement from school to the workplace or to higher education. Specific Learning Disability (SLD) a disorder that affects the ability to understand or use spoken or written language; may manifest in difficulties with listening, thinking, speaking, reading, writing, spelling, and doing mathematical calculations. Special Day Class (SDC) is an environment where Special education services are provided in a separate classroom for the majority of the school day.  Resource Specialist Program (RSP) is a special education program where students can participate in general education math and/or language art classes that are collaboratively taught by both the RSP teacher and the core subject teacher or in a pull out RSP math and language arts class taught by the RSP teacher if available. These RSP students receive instruction in the grade level standards with accommodations and modifications to the curriculum if necessary. Post-Secondary Education is a program at an accredited degree-granting institution that leads to an academic degree.
Research Question

What is the level of awareness of available TS evident in special education students?
Design and Methodology

Subjects

The participants included 40 students in the Fontana Unified School District (FUSD). All of the participants attended Kaiser High School (KHS) during the 2009/2010 school year. The participants were mild/moderate special education students in a special day class (SDC). All of the participants had a specific learning disability (SLD). Of all the participants 4 of them were fourteen years of age, 8 of them were fifteen years of age, 10 of them were sixteen years of age, 12 of them were seventeen years of age, 2 of them were eighteen years of age, and 1 participants was nineteen years of age. Three of the participants did not state their age. Twenty-one of the participants were male and 19 were female. Approximately 60 percent of the participants were Hispanic, 30 percent were African American and 10 percent were other ethnicities (including: Caucasian, Lithuanian, Etc.). One of the researchers, Mr. Miller, of this study is a special education teacher at KHS. The teacher teaches a special day class. All of his students are in the mild/moderate special education program in the FUSD. Mr. Miller volunteered to have his students take the survey for our research study. 
Instrumentation/Data Collection


The researchers decided that a survey would give the best results for the information they were seeking. A pilot survey was created and given to a few eighteen year old students at KHS. After receiving the data from these surveys the researchers refined their questions to get better results from the participants. They then created a consent form that was presented to the principal of KHS. The principal signed the consent form and the survey was given to students who volunteered to participate in the survey questionnaire. The researchers got volunteers by asking students from Mr. Miller’s class to complete the survey. The student volunteers were given class time to respond to the questions on the survey. 

The survey consisted of 15 questions (Appendix A). Thirteen of the questions were yes or no questions and 2 questions were open-ended or fill in the blank questions. The main questions that the researchers looked at were questions pertaining to awareness of transitional services. These questions asked if the students were aware that their school could help them find a job, help with job training, assist in college preparation, and aide in finding financial aide for college. We wanted the students to feel comfortable when they responded to the survey questions, so we incorporated nine questions to distract the students focus from our four main questions pertaining to TS. The nine questions were on a personal level. We inquired about the students’ likes and dislikes about school, job related information, future goals and self assessment. These questions helped the researchers to gain more insight as to what information the students were lacking about TS. They also helped in aiding the researchers in their interviewing questions. 


The survey asked if the participant was willing to do an interview based on the survey questions. Interviewees were selected based on the answers given on the participants’ survey. Mr. Miller, the special education SDC teacher, conducted the interviews. He audio taped the interviews then transcribed them into word format (Appendix B). The interview questions expanded on the questions in the survey. They helped the researchers to gain a better perspective of what the students know about TS. The questions were formed based on the answers from the survey given by the participant. Most of the questions asked were to see what specifics the student knows about TS, who told them about TS, and if they know where to go to get information about TS if they need it. 
Data Treatment Procedures


After data was collected from the pilot survey the researchers reviewed the survey and answers to the survey. They decided that the survey needed to be worded in a simpler way to get the best results. They also decided that the survey should be very simple to fill out to ensure that the students were willing to participate. The researchers revised the survey and gathered more participants. After the data was collected the data was put into a spreadsheet by Ron Lucia. Mr. Lucia also coded and chunked the data that was collected from the surveys. The researchers reviewed the data collected. They reviewed all of the participants that said they would do an interview. Based on the answers of those participants they chose the best candidates. The interviews were conducted by Mr. Miller. He then transcribed them into word format. Mr. Lucia then coded and chunked the interviews.   
Presentation of Findings

We asked four main questions regarding T.S. of our students. The results were as follows:

Do you know the school transitional services help in getting a job for you?  


39 Yes

1 No

97.5% Yes

2.5% No

Do you know the school transitional services will give you job training?  


37 Yes

3 No

92.5% Yes

7.5% No

Do you know the school transitional service offers helping getting you into college?


37 Yes

3 No

92.5% Yes

7.5% No

Do you know the school transitional services help with college cost through financial aid?


29 Yes

11 No

72.5% Yes

27.5% No


Our basic assumption was that students were not aware of TS services available. The results of the survey disproved our assumption on three out of four of the areas in which we were inquiring. Of all students polled 97.5% of the students knew that transitional services would provide help with job placement. Also, 92.5% of students questioned were aware that TS offered job training. Likewise, 92.5% of students surveyed responded affirmatively that they were mindful of the fact that TS provided help with applying and getting into college and other PSE programs. The fourth question proved to have a different result.


Only 72.5% of the students surveyed were aware that TS could help them to obtain financial aid for college or professional trade school. This percentage was on the low end of the spectrum for our expectations of the positive responses for any of our four given questions. The details of these and all questions are displayed in our survey matrix below.
Discussion of Table

The first free form or fill in the blank question on the survey was: “What is your greatest concern after High School?” The greatest concern after high school was the ability to get a higher education. To attend college or vocational school for 11 of our students was their main goal after high school. The preparedness for college or being accepted to college was included in this code. 

The second most common answer was concern about getting either work experience or non-formal means of gaining vocational knowledge. The students showed a desire to get work experience to enable them to be successful in a career. 

The third most common answer was the concern of a sufficient salary. The students were expressing a concern to be paid enough, in whatever job they might obtain, to stay out of poverty and possibly to afford to raise a family.

One students answer was to simply graduate from high school. All of the students answering the question “What is your greatest concern after High School?” were concerned with either education, including training and professional skills, or actual careers and employment. 
Greatest Concern after high school

1. Remuneration – student expressed concern to be paid sufficiently to be out of poverty and / or raise a family

2. Work experience and preparedness – student expressed concern to obtain sufficient experience and informal vocational training to enter a career. 

3. College and / or higher vocational education – student expressed concern over their ability to be accepted for higher education.

4. Graduating HS

   # Students             % Students

Code 1) Remuneration 


3

13.6%

Code 2) Work Experience


7

31.8%

Code 3) College / Trade School 
11     
50.0%

Code 4) Graduation



1

4.5%

The second free form or fill in the blank question on the survey was: “What are your future plans after High School?” The most common future plan after high school was to enter into a specific profession which these students named. The answers ranged from becoming a nurse to a professional skateboarder. There were 11 students in this code showing focus towards a future in a chosen field.

The second most common answer was to obtain a good paying job. No specific job or trade was mentioned by these students therefore, they were placed into this code as planning to work but, not in any named profession.

Of the students surveyed 57.6% had future plans to obtain employment in a specified or non specified trade. Further, 97.5% of students were aware that the school offered them help in getting prepared for and getting a job. There is a motivation of these educators in preparing this group of students for work. This is not what we expected to find but, it is encouraging to us when hoping for the success of our students in the culture of work.

Future Plans

1. College / Post Secondary Education.

2. Gainful employment (non-specific).

3. Specific career goal.

4. Personal / family goal.
   





# Students     % Students

Code 1) College



7

26.9%

Code 2) Job




4

15.3%

Code 3) Chosen profession

11

42.3%

Code 4) Personal



4

15.3%

Limitations of the Design 


The sample taken was from one school district and one high school. Time constraints did not allow the researchers to seek other districts and other schools to collect data from. This limits the study to apply to that particular school only. Other districts may have other transitional service programs, therefore the information gathered about the TS program at FUSD cannot be applied to other districts. Other schools in the FUSD may have other procedures as to how they get awareness of their TS program to their students so therefore one cannot generalize the information from this study to all high schools in the FUSD. Furthermore, the study only had participants from the mild/moderate special education program. The information from this study can not be generalized to all special education students. The students who are in the moderate/severe program may not have the same awareness as the students from the mild/moderate program. 
Conclusion

The purpose of this research project was to determine if Special Education high school students in the Fontana Unified School District were aware of employment, training, and post-secondary educational opportunities through the Transition Services Program. Our assumption was that the vast majority of students would not be aware of these services. But based on our research finding, our assumption was wrong. Forty students were surveyed and four of these students participated in an in-depth interview regarding the transitional services program. Of all students surveyed 97.5% knew that there was job placement programs, 92.5% knew that there was job training programs, 92.5% knew that there was help with applying for college. The percentages of students who were aware of transition services in these three areas were much higher than we expected to find.  

However, the fourth question of our survey relating to transition services did not yield such positive numbers. Of all students surveyed only 72.5% were aware that there was financial aid available for college.  This is, in our opinion, is a low number of positive responses and frankly the percentage that we expected to find in the other three areas of our survey. The fact that many students rely on financial aid to be able to attend college stresses that all students be aware of any and all options when applying for monetary assistance for college. A percentage of 27.5% of students who are unaware that they could receive help in accessing financial aid benefits for post-secondary education leaves room for improvement.  

We have concluded from our research data that Fontana Unified school district has done an excellent job informing students in special education about job placement, job training, and post-secondary educational opportunities. But we felt that the district needed to improve in their efforts to inform students in special education about scholarships and financial aid programs to offset the cost of college or vocational education. Our research project was based on the data from one school in the Fontana Unified School District; it would be interesting to know if our findings are the norm for the district or the exception.  
Recommendations for Further Research

There are many opportunities for doing further research in exploring the effectiveness of informing special education high school students about transition services. Since our research project was based on one school in one district, the research could be expanded further to included all districts in San Bernardino County or even the state. Our research was limited because we only looked at one special education population (SDC). Further studies could be conducted to determine if students in other special education programs have the same knowledge about transition services as those in SDC.  In addition, further research could include a longitudinal study of the students after they graduated from high school to determine if the transition services program improved their access to employment and post-secondary education.
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