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(ABSTRACT)

The purpose of this study was to identify those factors which make local-level
interagency transition teams effective in facilitating the transition from the secondary
school setting to successful adult opportunities for youths with disabilities. The objective
was accomplished using a naturalistic qualitative research approach with interviews as the
primary information gathering instrument.

Two questions were posed to guide, but not constrain the study:

1. What are the characteristics, including the composition, procedure, and

context, of exemplary local-level interagency transition teams?

2. What are the effective practices used by exemplary local-level interagency
transition teams, as perceived by team members, to facilitate the transition
process for students with disabilities?

Four teams from the northern, central, eastern, and southwestern regions of

Virginia were nominated by regional transition coordinators as being exemplary in

working together to successfully promote the transition process for students with



disabilities. A total of 12 team members, representing special education, rehabilitation,
and the parent and family, were selected to be interviewed.

Interviews with team members were audio-tape recorded, transcribed, and coded
and analyzed using Ethnograph. Characteristics and practices which emerged as
facilitating effectiveness were (a) composition, (b) procedures, (c) context, (d) personal
interaction, (e) futures planning, (f) support system, and (g) inter-community partnerships.
These factors were analyzed across teams and member roles.

As a result of the themes derived from the analysis, an explanatory model was
developed. The model gives consideration to a systems view and illustrates the
framework of exemplary interagency transition teams in facilitating successful transitions

for youths with disabilities.
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CHAPTER ONE

Development of the Problem

Imagine floating with a life jacket for 12 years and then suddenly having the jacket
jerked off, being left to sink or swim. Ward’s (1993) analogy best describes what
transition from high school to adult life is like for a number of students who receive
special education services. Many young people exit high school without a plan for the
future or ability to take control of their own lives. Chadsey-Rusch and O’Reilly (1992)
concluded that many youths with disabilities are not employed, not living on their own,
not integrated into the community, nor are they satisfied with their lives. Improved
transition planning and interagency cooperation is one strategy for improving the life
outcomes of young adults with disabilities (Roessler, 1994; Wehman, 1992).

For nearly 16 years, federal legislation addressed the complexities of preparing the
nation’s youths for adult life. During this time, policy makers, parents, and educators
sought to include transition in educational reform (Rusch, Chadsey-Rusch & Szymanski,
1992). Madeline Will, Assistant Secretary for the Office of Special Education and
Rehabilitative Services, made transition services a government priority for students with

disabilities (Bullock, Maddy-Bernstein, & Matias, 1994; Simpson, Huebner, & Roberts,



1985). Will described transition as “a bridge between the security and structure offered
by school and the many responsibilities and choices of adult life” (Berkell & Brown, 1988,
p.3). She posited that the transition process is an important part of life.

The concept of transition evolved from school to work into a complex process
targeting an array of outcomes including independent living, post-secondary education and
training, and personal independence. Such outcomes impact the way states fund,
administer, and evaluate school and adult services (Everson & McNulty, 1992). In 1990,
the Individuals with Disabilities Act (IDEA) made transition a top priority. The IDEA
mandates formal and systematic transition planning and services for students with
disabilities by requiring statements of needed transition services in students’ Individualized
Education Programs (IEPs). The IDEA challenges how local school districts prepare
students with disabilities and also how adult service agencies support young adults
(Lombard, 1994). An interagency team can be a highly effective strategy for bringing
about multifaceted and long-range system change.

It is the purpose of local-level interagency transition teams to demonstrate the
application of policies mandated by federal legislation (IDEA), collect and monitor local
data, and communicate legislative policy and funding needs to state and local level policy
makers. Specifically, IDEA requires a sharing of transition programming responsibilities
among special, vocational, and general educators, employment specialists, rehabilitation,
post-secondary education, social services, and mental health specialists. An interagency

transition team assists youths with disabilities in transitioning to adult opportunities



(Lombard, 1994; Everson & McNulty, 1992; Springfield, 1991). The team is designed
to help circumvent barriers common to students such as high un- and underemployment,
low quality of life, high dropout rates, inappropriate education programs, and inadequate
adult services (Browning, 1995). Thus, the local interagency transition team provides a
mechanism for the school to utilize available community resources (Wehman, 1992).
These teams have been described as appropriate vehicles for planning and implementing

transition planning and services for youth with disabilities (Everson & McNulty, 1992).

Team Development

Teams have existed for hundreds of years, and most people recognize their
importance and capabilities. A group of individuals becomes a team when they develop a
sense of shared commitment and strive for synergy among members (Guzzo & Dickson,
1996). Teams outperform individuals acting alone or in larger organizational groups,
especially when performance requires multiple skills, judgments, and experiences. When
working on certain kinds of tasks, small groups can perform at a level beyond the group’s
best member’s capabilities. This phenomenon is referred to as an assembly bonus effect
(Hill, 1982). Thus, a group of individuals with varying knowledge and expertise achieves
greater decision-making power than an individual can achieve alone. The adage “two
minds are better than one” reflects this concept.

Abelson and Woodman (1983) found decisions made by teams to be superior to

those made by individuals acting alone. There are several widely accepted reasons for



this: (a) because a greater sum total of knowledge and experience exists within a group,
(b) because a team offers a greater number of possible approaches to a problem, (c)
because participation increases acceptance, and (d) because group problem solving offers
better communication of decisions, and thus better comprehension of decisions (Abelson
& Woodman, 1983). A primary objective of any team is to effectively use resources
brought to the group by each member.

There is no singular, uniform measure of effectiveness for teams (Guzzo &
Dickson, 1996). Yet, there are several long-standing issues relevant to team effectiveness
stated in the literature, including team membership, team performance, team cohesiveness,
leadership, structure, motivation, and team context (e.g. Abelson & Woodman, 1983;
Guzzo & Dickson, 1996; Jewel & Reitz, 1981; Johnson & Johnson, 1991). These
general issues pertain to almost all kinds of teams in almost all settings. This investigation
built a framework on several theories and studies of teams and group effectiveness. Taking
a rather generic approach, this study described team effectiveness within a set of
categories that include: team composition, team procedure, and team context.

Team composition includes specifications of membership, member roles, and
methods of their coordination (Abelson & Woodman, 1993; Guzzo & Dickson, 1996;
Everson & McNulty, 1992). Among the characteristics of team membership is an
expectation for attendance and participation. In order to be part of the team, one needs to

be with the team and be an active team member. “Active membership” may be defined



from different perspectives, but every member of the team must perceive that no member
is marginal, or unimportant (Harvey & Drolet, 1994).

Another category of team effectiveness consists of team procedures. These
procedures are the rules of task performance. To be a cohesive team, groups need a
common task. A vision for the team describes a common task for all its members giving
the team members a sense of direction. When individuals hold a common idea of where
they are heading, they acquire a greater awareness of being a team. Team goals or a
vision provides such a collective consciousness.

A third category is team context. This refers to the conditions and the
environment in which the team performs. For example, do individual team members feel a
level of trust among the group? A periodic “time-out” at the end of each meeting to
debrief action steps and confirm member responsibility is a strategy for a positive climate
(Harvey & Drolet, 1994). Leadership is also viewed as part of the team context and
proves to influence team effectiveness (Everson, 1996; Guzzo & Dickson, 1996, Harvey
& Drolet, 1994). Drawing from the literature, team composition, procedure, and context
are described as primary points of leverage to enhance team effectiveness. This
investigation served as a starting point for identifying indicators of effective local-level
interagency transition teams and provided a knowledge base for further research.

Interagency transition teams orchestrate and implement coordinated transition
planning by developing strategies to address barriers faced by youth as they exit school.

Yet, little research has focused on quality characteristics and practices of functioning



local-level interagency teams, and even less has been conducted to assess the effectiveness
of these presumed team characteristics. For comprehensive planning to occur for youths
with disabilities, school personnel, rehabilitation counselors, parents, human service
providers, and the student must communicate in a systematic manner. Most often,
members have been asked to participate because they are leaders in their organizations and
agencies. Their common mission is a concern for improving the lives of youths with
disabilities by reducing barriers through collaborative planning, commitment of resources,
and exchange of information. Members of these teams work together to coordinate
services by being creative and flexible in transition planning and delivery, which results in

improved student outcomes.

Rationale

Any major transition in life can present barriers, leaving individuals with feelings of
uncertainty and anxiety. Likewise, many young people with disabilities encounter
difficulty when they leave the structured environment of the school and enter a maze of
public and private services in the community. Planning for transition prior to exiting high
school helps these youths to sort out this maze of resources, overcome the gaps in
services, and start on a path of productivity. Coordinated transition planning by a local-
level interagency transition team can serve as a link to successful adult roles for youth with

disabilities.



Data documenting effectiveness of individualized transition planning and successful
outcomes are just beginning to emerge along with the body of literature that underscores
the complexity of the transition process (Everson & McNulty, 1992; Rusch, Chadsey-
Rusch & Szymanski, 1992). This literature recognizes collaborative interagency planning
and services as a quality characteristic of comprehensive transition programming and
provides evidence that interagency transition teams help individuals with disabilities adjust
to adult life (Everson, 1996; Wehman, 1992). Moreover, exemplary teams can effect
change in systems as well as change in the lives of students with disabilities (Everson &
McNulty, 1992). The outcome of this research has the potential to impact the field of
transition and to lend support to the development of a model for interagency transition
team effectiveness. Further, the identification of those factors of effective local-level
interagency transition teams could add continuity and consistency to the development of

these teams.

Purpose of the Study

In many school systems across the country youths with disabilities are not
receiving the systematic planning and guidance necessary to make a smooth transition into
appropriate adult opportunities. One way to facilitate a positive transition experience for
youths with disabilities is with a local-level interagency transition team. These teams work
toward cooperative and rational programs to help smooth the transition process for young

people with disabilities (Berkell & Brown, 1989; Everson, 1990; Everson & McNulty,



1992; Wehman, 1992). However, little is known about what constitutes an effective
local-level interagency transition team.

Empirical research is lacking regarding the characteristics and practices of local-
level interagency transition teams. Therefore, the primary objective of this study was to
identify those factors that make local-level interagency transition teams effective in
facilitating the transition from high school to successful post-school outcomes for youths
with disabilities. More specifically this research study sought to:

1. Describe the characteristics, including the composition, procedure, and

context, of exemplary local-level interagency transition teams.

2. Describe the effective practices used by exemplary local-level interagency

transition teams, as perceived by team members, to facilitate the transition

process for students with disabilities.

Limitations of this Study

The study included the following limitations:

1. The study was limited to interview information gathered from members of local-level
interagency transition teams representing special education, rehabilitation, and family
in the Commonwealth of Virginia.

2. The issues described in the results of this study are limited by the interview questions.

Although several sources were utilized in developing the interview questions, there



may be other relevant questions which were not included and therefore were not

addressed by this study.

Definitions of Terms

The following terms are defined as they apply to this study:
Team
“any group of people who need each other to accomplish results” (Senge, 1994,

p. 354).

Team effectiveness
The effectiveness of a team can be evaluated in terms of its goal attainment
because the team’s purpose for existence is to achieve the common goal of its

members (Friend & Cook, 1992).

Transition
“A coordinated set of activities for a student, designed within an outcome-oriented
process, which promotes movement from school to post-school activities,
including post-secondary education, vocational training, integrated employment
(including supported employment), continuing education, adult services,
independent living, or community participation” (Individuals with Disabilities

Education Act Amendments, 1990, Section 602 [A], 20 U.S.C. 1401 [A]).



Transition Specialist
This individual is the primary catalyst for proposing and implementing the
necessary local policies to ensure transition services for youths with disabilities at
the local or district. This person interacts and supports all the transition
participants--students, parents, teachers, agency representatives, etc.--in the
transition planning process. The specialist must be committed to creating an
effective transition program and be concerned with creating comprehensive,

quality transition services.

Transition Team or Interagency Team
Interagency teams at the local-level, composed of key representatives from school
and adult service agencies, including family representation, are described “as an
appropriate vehicle for planning and implementing transition services for youths

with disabilities” (Everson & McNulty, 1992, p. 343).

Summary
This chapter described the obstacles faced by youth with disabilities and the
subsequent need for transition planning and services. Improved transition outcomes can
be achieved through collaborative efforts among education and human service agencies.

The complementary skills and resources brought to the team by different individuals

10



working toward a common mission proves the value of teamwork. Local-level
interagency transition teams are powerful resources to implement effective transition
planning and services for youth with disabilities. This study investigated the effective
factors of exemplary local-level interagency transition teams in the Commonwealth of

Virginia.
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CHAPTER TWO

Review of Literature

This chapter provides a theoretical framework for understanding the characteristics
and practices of effective teams that are critical for conceptualizing this study. More
specifically, research in the following areas are synthesized: transition and key legislation,

characteristics of interagency transition teams, and team effectiveness models.

Transition

In the early 1980s the concept of transition in special education appeared for the
first time in federal and state legislation. Almost overnight, it seemed, transition was being
described as the remedy for a long history of miscommunication, misinformation, and
misunderstanding between special education and adult services providers. This section
highlights legislation and policy addressing transition issues and the evolution of transition
teams. First, a discussion of post-school outcomes for youths with disabilities is presented

as the impetus for transitional services and programs.
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Background on Transition Qutcomes

For an understanding of transition as it relates to the study of team effectiveness, it
is important to examine relevant research on student outcomes in employment, post-
secondary education and training, and personal independence. Employment statistics
show that young adults with disabilities are dramatically unemployed or under-employed.
Furthermore, this population often experiences additional difficulties with community
adjustment, inappropriate living conditions, and restricted opportunities for postsecondary
education. Each year 300,000 students with disabilities leave the public school system;
many of these students become part of the 69% of adults with disabilities not working
even though they desire to do so (United States General Accounting Office, 1993). Such
evidence is convincing that transition efforts must be put into place to help facilitate
students’ movement from high school to successful adult roles.

The National Longitudinal Transition Study of Special Education provided further
evidence of poor post-school outcomes for youths with disabilities and reported a
significant number of these students dropout of school. Nationally, only 29% of youths
with disabilities who dropout of school for more than one year were employed full time
(Wagner, 1989a). In comparison, these rates were generally less than half the employment
rate for youths without disabilities. A follow-up study of special education graduates in
Vermont reported a 46% unemployment rate (Hasazi, Gordon, and Roe, 1985). Likewise,

an Iowa study found a 33.2% unemployment rate for students with disabilities. In the

13



Commonwealth of Virginia, of the 3,801 special education students who left school in
1991, 64% were not employed (Asselin, et al., 1994).

In addition to low employment rates, wages of youth with disabilities working full
time were usually around the minimum wage level, with few individuals earning more than
$6 per hour (Wagner, 1989a, 1989b). An employee earning this amount and working 40
hours per week for 52 weeks (2,080 hours) will earn $12,400 annually. This figure falls
far below the poverty level for a family of four. Moreover, the majority who work do so
on a part-time basis, and a strong majority of these individuals earn less than $6.00 per
hour (Wagner, 1991). These findings warrant concern for the economic welfare of this
population.

Dropout and graduation rates among youth with disabilities are also significant as
compared to their nondisabled peers. Wagner (1989a) reported an overall dropout rate of
36.4% among youths with disabilities, with variations for specific disability classifications.
This rate is slightly higher than the national average of 24% to 35% (Sklarz, 1994). The
graduation rate for youths with disabilities was reported at 56%. This rate is noticeably
lower than the estimated graduation rate of 75% reported for all students (Center for
Education Statistics, 1986).

Data pertaining to the degree of independent living indicated that youths with
disabilities also experience unsuccessful transitions to adult roles in their communities. Of
youths with disabilities who had been out of secondary school less than two years, 13.4%

were living independently (this includes living alone, with a spouse or roommate, in a

14



college dormitory, or military housing), compared to 33.2% of the youths in the general
population. Furthermore, the majority of out-of-school youths with disabilities were not
economically independent. Wagner (1991) reported fewer than one in 10 youths with
disabilities had checking accounts or credit cards in their own names.

Another outcome of the transition process for youths with disabilities may be the
movement from high school to postsecondary education. Wagner (1989b) reported that
14% of all youths with disabilities attended postsecondary institutions, compared to 56%
of their nondisabled peers. In Virginia, only 241 of the 3,801 students surveyed in a 1991
study were currently enrolled in a postsecondary education or training programs (Asselin,
et al., 1995). Page and Rusch (1995) offer an explanation for the low participation rates
in postsecondary educational and training for students with disabilities. They found that
expectations to attend colleges were higher for students without disabilities than for those
with disabilities.

When compared to their nondisabled peers, students with disabilities are not
achieving successful adult outcomes. These findings make it imperative for policy makers
in a wide variety of human service fields to identify effective educational processes and

programs that lead to desirable student and programmatic outcomes.

The Federal Initiative

Despite efforts to individualize instruction, to maximize integration, and to teach

functional skills, youths with disabilities were not faring well upon exiting high school.
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