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state is responsible for determining what 
the label means. Despite this drawback, this 
label suggests a developmental status and not 
a disability category, which hopefully will 
result in more inclusive models of service 
delivery (Gargiulo & Kilgo, 2014).

Transition  
Into Adulthood
Adolescence is a difficult period for many 
young persons, but especially for students 
with learning disabilities. These individuals 
frequently have a history of failure at aca-
demic tasks, a diminished self-concept, a 
lack of motivation, and some degree of social 
ineptness. The daily demands encountered in 
high school often make it extremely difficult 

for adolescents with learning disabilities to succeed. Mercer and Pullen (2009) identify 
some of the many challenges confronting these pupils:

•• Demonstrating knowledge through tests
•• Exhibiting motivation and sustained effort
•• Gaining information from lectures and written materials
•• Interacting appropriately
•• Working independently with little feedback

Only recently have professionals become cognizant of the unique requirements facing  
students with learning disabilities in secondary schools. For many years, educators 
incorrectly assumed that children with learning disabilities would simply “outgrow” 
them. As a result, adolescents with learning disabilities have received less attention 
than their younger counterparts. What professionals failed to realize is that problems 
with attention and memory, deficits in planning and organizing, and difficulties with 
problem solving often continue well into adolescence and beyond (see the accompanying 
First Person feature).

One of the purposes of an education is to prepare individuals to lead indepen-
dent and productive lives as adults—to become contributing members of society. 
Unfortunately, our educational system has a less than stellar record of success with 
secondary students who are learning disabled. Recent statistics compiled by the U.S. 
Department of Education (2015) indicate that only seven out of ten students with 
learning disabilities graduate from high school with a regular diploma while 18 percent 
drop out of school—the third highest dropout rate of all pupils with disabilities. One 
can only conclude that our schools are failing to appropriately serve the vast number 
of these students.

One means of remedying this situation is through the development of a custom-
ized transition plan. PL 108–446 mandates that a transition plan be part of each 
adolescent’s IEP. The purpose of this document is to develop goals and activities that 
are individually tailored to fulfill the student’s postschool aspirations. Developing a 
meaningful individualized transition plan (ITP) is a team effort requiring the active 
involvement of professionals, parents, and, perhaps most important, the student—
after all, it is his or her life goals that the document addresses. Transition planning 

Adolescence can be an especially difficult time for students with learning 
disabilities.
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