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Graduates of special education programs 
typically do not participate fully in the economic 
and social mainstream of their communities. 
Today, unfortunately, many individuals with 
intellectual disability either are underemployed 
or remain unemployed (Kessler Foundation, 
2015). Besides employment difficulties, resear
chers have found that for many citizens with 
intellectual disability, independent living is an 
objective not yet attained (Kessler Foundation 
& National Organization on Disability, 2010; 
National Longitudinal Transition Study 2, 
2009). The preceding evidence suggests that 
professionals must do a better job of planning 
timely transitioning experiences for adolescents 
with intellectual disability if they are to reach 
their full potential as adults.

Transition planning is a shared responsibil-
ity of educators and other school personnel, adult service providers from the community, 
family members, and, perhaps most important, the student. It is a comprehensive and 
collaborative activity focusing on adult outcomes that are responsive to the adolescent’s 
goals and vision for adulthood. Meaningful transition planning requires that adult 
team members listen to and respect the desires and preferences of the student for his 
or her own adult lifestyle (Wehmeyer & Shogren, 2018). You may also remember that 
transition services are mandated by federal law.

Successful adjustment as an independent adult requires careful planning commencing 
long before graduation from high school. Public Law 108–446, which reauthorized 
IDEA, requires that transition services begin no later than the first IEP in effect when 
the student turns 16 (and be updated annually). This legislation also established a 
new requirement for postsecondary goals pertaining to appropriate education, training, 
employment, and independent living skills.

In earlier chapters, we reviewed the requirements for effective transition planning 
and the key elements of an individualized transition plan or ITP. Here we focus on the 
area that is probably preeminent in transition planning for adolescents with intellectual 
disability: employment.

For most individuals, with or without intellectual disability, work is an important 
part of daily life. Work is often used as a gauge of social status, financial success, and 
personal fulfillment, and is a vehicle for opportunities to participate in one’s community. 
Oftentimes uninformed persons believe that individuals with intellectual disability are 
incapable of obtaining and holding a job. This is simply not true, even though employ-
ment rates for adults with intellectual disability are dismal—especially for young 
women with intellectual disability (Kessler Foundation & National Organization on 
Disability, 2010; National Longitudinal Transition Study 2, 2009). Generally speaking, 
with appropriate training, individuals with intellectual disability are able to secure and 
maintain meaningful and gainful employment. Persons who are intellectually disabled 
make good employees. In those cases where they are unsuccessful on the job, it is fre-
quently due not to their skill level or job performance but to a lack of interpersonal and 
social behaviors appropriate to the workplace.

Training is often the key to successful employment, and it begins during the tran-
sition period. Historically speaking, early job training programs centered on a model 
known as a sheltered workshop. At one time, this was a very popular training option, 

Many adults with intellectual disability are capable of working successfully in 
the community.
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sheltered workshop: A structured 
work environment for persons with 
disabilities in which vocational and 
social skills are often the focus of 
attention; may be a temporary or 
permanent placement.
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