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Preface

The education and employment of young adults with disabilities in the United States must
remain a leading priority. The education of individuals with disabilities is critical to the
foundation of adult adjustment and success in work and the community. Without an edu-
cation that focuses on the development of personal competence, life skills, and employ-
ment opportunities, young adults with disabilities are greatly handicapped in the complex
modern society in which we live. Their education should focus on functional activities
taught in real-life situations (e.g., community environments in close proximity to students
without disabilities).

The other major building block for successful inclusion in the community is employ-
ment. Competitive employment is the most desirable alternative for young adults with dis-
abilities and may take place in many different types of businesses, industries, and settings.
Some individuals will choose to become self-employed; others will choose to work part
time and continue school; others will go on to technical schools; and still others will enter
the work force full time with the help of job coaches and other technological aids, such as
voice recognition devices and computers. All students, however, need a chance to work
before they leave school.

Translating educational experiences into meaningful employment is what transition
from school to adulthood is all about. One cannot intelligently examine transition without
simultaneously considering education and employment. Yet, transition involves more
than employment. Community living, meaningful leisure pursuits, and confidence in per-
sonal relationships are also important aspects of transition. In both editions of Life Beyond
the Classroom, we emphasize the importance of independent living skills and other nonvo-
cational activities; yet, one of the most important vehicles to a successful adjustment in the
community and personal happiness remains satisfaction with one’s job. Although the spe-
cific job or working conditions may not be ideal, the fact remains that any employment is
an important milestone for everyone in American society. Therefore, the careful planning
of individualized transition from school to community life is absolutely essential.

In this second edition of Life Beyond the Classroom, a number of important themes
emerge. For example, the value of supporting people with disabilities in work and com-
munity environments and providing them with experiences with classmates without dis-
abilities in neighborhood schools is highlighted. We think that it is very important for these
two groups of young people to be regularly exposed to one another and to learn how to
manage the frustration and difficulties that are associated with a heterogeneous commu-
nity environment. The continued protection and segregation of people with disabilities
will not benefit them in their quest for greater self-esteem and inclusion in the community
and workplace.

For too long, the well-meaning professionals who work with individuals with dis-
abilities (e.g., counselors, special educators) have underestimated the very significant

Xv
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potential of most people with disabilities. This book evidences our efforts to emphasize
this potential. Having high aspirations for success can influence the actual outcomes of
people with disabilities. We live in a rapidly changing society, both politically and techno-
logically, and it can become easy to feel inept or overwhelmed. Yet, positive self-esteem
and confidence can directly alter one’s level of success. There are substantial doubts on the
part of many in society about the quality and credibility of education for people with dis-
abilities. Unfortunately, as long as thousands of students leave school every year without
employment or a meaningful career pathway, the skeptics are given more ammunition for
their position. This type of thinking is enhanced when there is a shortage of funds for
expanding good programs or when misguided social priorities predominate.

Whatever the political climate (and these philosophies do move in cycles), there will
always be young adults in need of education and work opportunities. Transition from
school to adulthood has remained a major priority of state legislatures, as well as the U.S.
government, primarily because intelligent and informed people know that the country’s
future rests upon the education and employment of its young people, thousands of whom
have specialized needs or disabilities. As society becomes more complex and as technol-
ogy and jobs become more specially designed, upgraded equipment and facilities, as well
as a more sophisticated approach to training, will be required. Greater work experiences
in the community, more intensive apprenticeships, greater use of business mentors, and
employment during school all constitute a more successful approach to transition plan-
ning, according to observations since 1980.

Why would anyone, regardless of his or her political persuasion, argue against real work
with benefits for people with disabilities? This should be the consummate bipartisan issue
and should receive endorsement from all parties. All players involved benefit by employ-
ing people with disabilities. The individual with a disability has—often for the first time—
a real job, benefits, and dignity. The employer gets a good worker and often will receive
specialized support to train and maintain the individual’s lifestyle. The family will be able
to see their family member in a competent role in the workplace. Taxpayers will save
money as the individual will no longer require services in a segregated day program year
in and year out. The question then remains: Why do the vast majority of individuals with
significant disabilities remain unemployed?

The answer to this question lies in the inability of advocates and people with disabil-
ities to sufficiently market their capabilities and work potential. The existing adult services
system in the United States, as well as around the world, has been deeply entrenched for
several decades. To change this way of providing services, particularly in times of reduced
funding due to a serious fiscal crunch, is extremely difficult. Hence, there is an over-
whelming necessity to market the positive attributes of supported employment for people
with disabilities on a local and national level.

Important gains and progress have been made in the education and employment of
young people with disabilities since 1990, yet only in certain parts of the country. There is
an unfortunate disparity among communities in successfully helping their young adults.
In this second edition, we endeavor to provide many more individualized examples of
transition planning in order to give the reader more specific and concrete examples of how
to collaboratively plan individualized transitions with meaningful adult goals for people
with disabilities. There is also a stronger focus on person-centered planning and career
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development with a clear message that, unless businesses and industry are involved in a
more direct fashion, those training activities generated exclusively in the school environ-
ment are doomed to fail, being largely ungeneralizable.

It is hoped that this book will successfully touch the lives of thousands of university
students and professionals who wish to accumulate more information and knowledge in
the important areas of education and employment for young people with disabilities. The
challenge is greater than ever. There is a critical need for professionals to take a more sig-
nificant leadership role in the community on behalf of people with disabilities. Advocacy
and involvement are essential to making transition work in a community. This book is
based upon the notion that any community can have a successful transition program, but
individuals with disabilities and their families and advocates must be actively involved
and committed to envisioning successful employment and community outcomes for stu-
dents after school.



For the Reader

Each chapter in this volume opens with a list of learning objectives that serve to introduce
the chapter and preview its major points. Each chapter also closes with study ques-
tions that we hope the reader and, in some cases, the university professor will find
helpful in understanding the major points. The study questions are offered as a way to
help the reader to synthesize the information in the chapter in the most effective way.

The case studies that appear in this book are based on synthesized composites of the
authors’ experiences in the transition field. They are presented to help the reader to
understand the basic underlying concepts of each chapter.

Each chapter features profiles of U.S. leaders in the fields of education and employment of
young adults with disabilities. Choosing only 16 individuals to showcase in this vol-
ume was quite difficult because of the number of outstanding leaders working in the
field. Nonetheless, it is hoped that the profiles presented here will provide role models
for others.

In May 1992, the American Association on Mental Retardation (AAMR) approved a new
definition of mental retardation. Rather than using the specific IQ of 70 as a criterion
for mental retardation, this new definition includes individuals with IQs ranging from
70 to 75. The new definition also focuses more specifically on assessment of adaptive
skills and needed supports, basing the categorization of mental retardation on sup-
port required instead of labeling individuals as having mild, moderate, severe, or pro-
found mental retardation. Levels of support (e.g., intermittent, extensive) are a very
important aspect of this book. We believe that supports are crucial in determining
how successful individuals with disabilities will be; yet, there remains a necessity to
communicate broad differences between individual abilities. For that reason, we have
continued to refer to some individuals as having mild levels of retardation (i.e., need-
ing a more minor level of support than those with severe mental retardation). Also,
because some of the studies discussed in this book were conducted before the new
AAMR definition of mental retardation was approved, it is necessary to refer to the
formerly used categories in order to accurately reflect the data.
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