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Transition Planning for 
High School Students in 
Special Education
P r e s e n t e d  b y  B a r b a r a  M a r b a c h  &  F e b e n  F a n t u
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High school is the last step students 
must take before they transition to 
adulthood. It an important time in 
the lives of special education 
students where individuals and their 
families must make difficult 
decisions. Everything you have done 
leading up to this point has been in 
preparation for what is to come 
after high school. 

We will be discussing tools to small 
steps individuals should take in each 
grade level to best prepare for post 
high school transition. 
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Discussion Topics

• Individualized Education Program (IEP)
• Individualized Transition Plan (ITP)
• High School Completion Options
• State Minimum Course Requirements

• High School Diploma vs. Certificate of 
Completion
• Ages 18 – Onward
• Department of Rehabilitation (DOR)
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Individualized Education Program (IEP)

An Individualized Education Program (IEP) is a written statement of the educational program 
designed to meet a student’s individual needs. Every student who receives special education services 
must have an IEP.
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According to the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act 
(IDEA), the IEP has two general purposes:

• Create measurable goals for the 
student that the IEP team thinks 
he/she can realistically accomplish in a 
period of 12 months.

1

• List the special education & related 
services, as well as supplementary aids 
and services that the school will 
provide for the student

2
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Individualized Transition Plan (ITP)

When a student with an IEP turns 
16 years of age, the IEP team will 
begin to develop an Individualized 
Transition Plan (ITP) that will be 
updated annually. 

The ITP is part of the IEP and it 
identifies goals and objectives to 
prepare the adolescent for 
transition from school to adult life 
based on their interests and needs.
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According to IDEA, the ITP must include:

Appropriate measurable postsecondary goals 
based upon age-appropriate transition 

assessments related to training, education, 
employment, and, where appropriate, 

independent living skills.

The transition services (including course of 
study) needed to assist the student in reaching 

those goals which can include real life job 
coaching in community settings.  [§300.320(b)].
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ITP (continued)

This means that the IEP team must create measurable goals for the student 
that are focused on life after high school and specify what transition services 
are needed to help the student reach those goals. 

Transition planning can occur during the IEP meeting or it can occur at a 
separate meeting to allow more time to focus on the student’s needs and 
preferences.
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High School Completion Options

• One of the most important decisions you and 
your adolescent will need to make is whether 
he or she will graduate with a diploma (Core 
Curriculum) or leave high school with a 
certificate of completion (Alternative 
Curriculum). 

• Start talking with your IEP team about the 
programs available through your adolescent’s 
school. Different programs are available 
depending on what district or charter school 
your adolescent belongs to.
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Core Curriculum
(H igh Schoo l  D ip loma)
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State Minimum Course Requirements

• Beginning in the 1986-87 school year, California 
Education Code (EC) 51225.3 has specified a 
minimum set of courses to meet state 
requirements to graduate from high school and 
receive a diploma. The governing boards of local 
education agencies (LEAs) have the authority to 
supplement the state minimum requirements at 
the local level.

vCheck with your local school district. 
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State Minimum Course Requirements

• EC 51225.3 states that all pupils receiving a 
diploma of graduation from a California high 
school must have completed all of the following 
courses, while in grades nine to twelve

• Unless otherwise specified, each course shall 
have a duration of one school year:
qThree (3) courses in English
qTwo (2) courses in mathematics, including one 

year of Algebra I (EC Section 51224.5)
qTwo (2) courses in science, including biological 

and physical sciences

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/rl/index.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/gs/hs/hsgrmath.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/gs/hs/hsgrscience.asp
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State Minimum Course Requirements

qThree (3) courses in social studies, including 
United States history and geography; world 
history, culture, and geography; a one-semester 
course in American government and civics, and 
a one-semester course in economics. 

qOne (1) course in visual or performing arts,  
foreign language, or commencing with the 
2012-13 school year, career technical 
education. 
§ For the purpose of satisfying the minimum 

course requirement, a course in American Sign 
Language shall be deemed a course in foreign 
language.

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/hs/index.asp
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/vp/
https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/fl/index.asp
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State Minimum Course Requirements

qTwo (2) courses in physical education, 
unless the pupil has been exempted 
pursuant to the provisions of EC Section 
5124

§ Other coursework adopted by the local 
governing board of the LEA
oCheck with your local district.

https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/pe/index.asp
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State Minimum Course Requirements: 
Summary
• Students with disabilities must meet all state and local graduation 

requirements
• Algebra I is a state graduation requirement. 
• Your local school district may require additional math courses. Some 

students with disabilities, due to the specific nature of their disability, may 
request a waiver of the Algebra I graduation requirement if, after all 
support services have been provided, the student cannot pass the 
course.
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State Minimum Course Requirements: 
Summary

• Students with disabilities that are able to access 
core curriculum at a slower pace to meet 
graduation requirement can consult with the IEP 
team to figure out a way to achieve diploma.

• 5th year high school 

• minimum state requirement 

• GED
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If a student has been awarded a district-approved regular high school diploma, the student is no 
longer eligible for special education services, including transition services. Students who earn a 
diploma have completed their high school education.

Graduation Status at Age 18 (or, 17-19)
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Keep in Mind

• A postsecondary school is not required to 
provide FAPE. Rather, postsecondary schools 
are required to provide appropriate academic 
accommodations as necessary to ensure that it 
does not discriminate on the basis of disability. 
Accommodations listed on your child’s IEP are 
looked at by the Disabled Student Services 
office to offer support. 

• In addition, if a postsecondary school provides 
housing to nondisabled students, it must 
provide comparable, convenient, and accessible 
housing to students with disabilities at the same 
cost.
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Alternative 
Curriculum
(Cer t i f i ca te  of  Complet ion)
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Students with disabilities who qualify for a 
certificate of completion are eligible to participate 
in one graduation ceremony and any school 
activity related to graduation in which students of 
similar age without disabilities would be eligible to 
participate. 

Graduation Status at Age 18 (or, 17-19)

Students who earn a certificate of completion 
may continue to pursue a diploma and are eligible 
to continue receiving special education services 
through 22 years of age or until the diploma is 
earned, whichever comes first. (Per CA Ed Code, 
56026.1)
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Helpful Tips

• Inform the school ahead of time if you 
need an interpreter to be present at the 
IEP/ITP meeting. 

• Inform the school ahead of time if you 
need your adolescent’s IEP/ITP translated 
into your native language. 

• Ask the school official who is writing up the 
IEP/ITP to read the language out loud, to 
ensure that you, your adolescent, and the 
IEP team are in agreement about what it 
states. 

• Encourage your adolescent to be an active 
participant in his/her IEP.
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Helpful Tips

• Familiarize yourself with the accommodations 
agreed to by the IEP team and generally 
documented under the Free Appropriate Public 
Education (FAPE) section of the IEP document. 
If additional accommodations are needed, 
request an IEP meeting. Accommodations may 
vary from student to student and are based 
upon assessments as well as identified needs. 

• Encourage your adolescent to attend career 
fairs at school, in the community or at the 
regional center and attend with them. 
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Helpful Tips

• Familiarize yourself with the Department of Rehabilitation (DOR) vocational 
employment process. DOR is a community resource that can provide support with 
reaching employment goals (such as books for college, work uniforms, support on 
the job).
o Your adolescent’s school may have a liaison on campus. Check with your adolescent’s transition 

teacher. 

• Encourage your Regional Center Service Coordinator to attend your IEP/ITP planning 
meetings. If they are unable to attend, your Service Coordinator can refer your 
request to the Education Support Services team. 
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Transition Planning
G r a d e  b y  G r a d e
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9thGrade

• Start thinking and talking with your adolescent 
about life after high school. Help them create a 
vision of what they would like to be doing as an 
adult, where they would like to live, work and 
who their circle of support is. 

• Have an ongoing discussion with your 
adolescent to help them understand their 
disability. Talk about what they’re good at, what 
isn’t easy for them, and what services and/or 
accommodations they are currently receiving at 
school to help them.
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9thGrade

• Encourage your adolescent to advocate for 
their needs and goals by including him/her in all 
meetings related to their education and their 
future, such as the IEP and the ITP. Not only are 
they required to be invited and included by law, 
but it’s an important skill for adolescents to 
learn as they head into adult life.

• Attend the annual WRC Transition Fair and 
Conference once your adolescent turns 14. You 
can request the date of upcoming events from 
your Service Coordinator, by visiting the 
Westside Family Resource and Empowerment 
Center or by visiting the WRC website.
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9thGrade
Alternative Curriculum 

(Certificate of Completion)

• Student has challenges accessing the 
core curriculum for the state minimum 
requirement without modification. 

• Pushing students to achieve beyond 
their capability can bring about 
frustration. 

Core Curriculum 
(High School Diploma)

• Students who are able to complete all 
the required courses with our 
modification. 

• Some students can access but at a 
slower pace. There should be discussion 
with the IEP team. 
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10thGrade

There are also assessment tools available for non-verbal students. It helps the IEP 
team understand the adolescent’s goals for after high school. 

Make sure a transition assessment is provided by the school. This assessment includes:

Information about your 
adolescent

Interests Skills Challenges 
Assessment of 

independent living skills 



Tr
an

si
ti

on
 P

la
nn

in
g 

fo
r 

H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

 S
tu

de
nt

s
31

in
 S

pe
ci

al
 E

du
ca

ti
on

10thGrade
• Make sure your adolescent has an Individualized Transition Plan (ITP), which is part of the IEP document. 

Schools must develop an ITP no later than the adolescent’s 16th birthday and may, if appropriate, develop 
the plan as early as the adolescent’s 14th birthday. For example, it is good to start earlier for students with 
significant disabilities or who are at risk of dropping out of school. 

• Transition Goals
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10thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)
• If your adolescent is planning to attend a college or 

university, ask your IEP Team if there is an on-campus 
counselor or representative available to assist with 
requesting testing accommodations from: 

§ Services for Students with Disabilities ( SSD) for 
the AP Exams, PSAT/NMSQT, PSAT 10, SAT and 
SAT Subject Tests. For more information visit: 
sat.org

§ Test Accessibility and Accommodations System 
(TAA) for the ACT Test. For more information 
visit www.act.org/theact/accomms

• SAT fee waivers are available to low-income 11th and 
12th grade students and SAT Subject Test fee waivers 
are available for students in grade 9 – 12. Contact your 
school for more information or visit sat.org/fee-waivers.

https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat?excmpid=VT-00051
http://www.act.org/theact/accomms
https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sat/register/fees/fee-waivers?excmpid=MTG338-ST-1-pr
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10thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

Make sure that your adolescent is on track for completing the number of 
credits needed to graduate with a diploma. 

Ask the IEP team about your adolescent’s progress towards their course of 
study and their IEP annual goals. Review what goals should be continued or 
modified based on your adolescent’s progress.
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10thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

Make sure that your adolescent’s skills and accommodation needs are current. If not, 
request an IEP meeting as soon as possible. Make sure all related services have been 
provided to your adolescent according to the dates and frequency written in their 
IEP. If not, document all missed sessions/dates and request an IEP meeting to discuss.

Encourage volunteer, service learning and work experiences.
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10thGrade –
Alternative Curriculum (Certificate of Completion)

Language Arts 
• Reading begins as recognizing symbols, 

progressing to reading signs (stop, 
push), and moves on to reading 
directions. For many students with 
disabilities, they may need to have 
reading texts supported with audio 
recordings or adults reading. By learning 
to read a bus schedule, a sign in a 
bathroom, or directions, a student with 
disabilities gain independence.
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10thGrade –
Alternative Curriculum (Certificate of Completion)

Math Skills 
The functional math skills include telling 
time, counting and using money, balancing 
a checkbook, measurement, and 
understanding volume. For higher 
functioning students, math skills will 
expand to include vocationally oriented 
skills, such as making change or following 
a schedule.
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11thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

Assist your adolescent in identifying entrance requirements of various 
career training options in the community. 

Take your adolescent to visit colleges and/or programs that they might be 
interested in attending after high school. 

It’s great to visit these colleges/programs early so the student has plenty of 
time to meet the admission requirements for their schools of choice. 
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11thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)
Learn about the costs associated with training and education options. The Regional Center 
is not able to cover tuition costs.

Learn about available support services in college or career training options (e.g. Disabled 
Student Services)

Practice self advocacy skills to access services. 

Independent living skills - transportation

Strengthen social skills
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11thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

• If the Department of Rehabilitation finds that 
your adolescent is eligible for their service, the 
DOR must develop an Individualized Plan for 
Employment (IPE) as early as possible by the 
time your adolescent leaves school and should 
take into consideration their IEP and be 
coordinated with their goals, objectives and 
services identified in their IEP.

• Help your adolescent research careers of 
interest as much as possible. Find out what 
skills/experience employers look for when hiring 
for that job and help your adolescent work on 
developing them.
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11thGrade –
Alternative Curriculum (Certificate of Completion)

• Help your adolescent finalize planning for living at 
home with you, in a group home, with a 
roommate or independently (with or without 
supportive services). 

• Learn about costs associated with living 
arrangements. 

• Help your adolescent practice independent living 
skills (budgeting, shopping, cooking, housekeeping, 
personal grooming, etc.) at home. 

• Encourage your adolescent to be as independent 
as possible and advocate for themselves. Help your 
adolescent understand their disability, how it 
impacts their learning and what accommodations 
benefit them.
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12thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

• Make sure that your adolescent has the 
required amount of credits for 
graduation and that they are completing 
their graduation requirements. 

• Confirm the date of your adolescent’s 
graduation and that your adolescent will 
be able to fully participate in the 
graduation ceremony and any other 
senior year activities. 
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12thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

• If your adolescent will be exiting the school 
system, make sure you are familiar with post-
secondary service options through WRC and 
The California Department of Rehabilitation 
(DOR). Invite a DOR representative and your 
Service Coordinator to your IEP/ITP planning 
meeting. 

• Ask the school to provide the results of any 
interest inventories or career assessments to 
assist with the development of transition goals. 
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12thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

• Work with the IEP team and Service 
Coordinator to support your adolescent with 
developing post-secondary goals (i.e. college, 
vocational opportunities and employment) and 
identifying the necessary supports. 

• Make sure that you have a copy of your 
adolescent’s “Summary of Performance” once 
they exit high school. This is a summary of the 
student’s academic achievement and functional 
performance that includes recommendations on 
how to assist your adolescent in meeting their 
postsecondary goals.
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12thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)
• Encourage your adolescent to practice interviewing skills at home or at school 

• Visit a few employment services before exiting high school. At times there might be waitlists for 
employment programs, therefore it is recommended to start planning one year before your 
adolescent exits the school system. 

• Help your adolescent begin a resume and update it as needed. Make sure to provide their Service 
Coordinator with a copy
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12thGrade –
Core Curriculum (High School Diploma)

• Help your adolescent finalize planning for 
living at home with you, in a group home, 
with a roommate or independently (with 
or without supportive services). 

• Learn about costs associated with living 
arrangements. 

• Help your adolescent practice independent 
living skills (budgeting, shopping, cooking, 
housekeeping, personal grooming, etc.) at 
home. 



Tr
an

si
ti

on
 P

la
nn

in
g 

fo
r 

H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

 S
tu

de
nt

s
46

in
 S

pe
ci

al
 E

du
ca

ti
on

Post Graduation
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Education Beyond High School

• If your student is interested in postsecondary education help them explore community college 
courses, trade schools, adult education or certificated programs which could lead to employment 
opportunities. 

• It’s great to visit these colleges/ programs early so the student has plenty of time to meet the 
admission requirements for their schools of choice. In many cases, courses can be taken as credit or 
non-credit.
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Education Beyond High School

• Review the “Transitioning from High School to College Life” handout for an in-depth checklist. 

• Postsecondary schools require disability documentation, including the most recent IEP and district 
assessments, establishing that a student has a disability as defined by the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act. 

• The documentation should provide sufficient information so the accommodations that permit equal 
access to educational activities can be determined. Each institution has its own standards and policies 
for disability documentation and service eligibility. 
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Education Beyond High School

WRC supports assist in navigating 
postsecondary education. Talk with 

your adolescent’s Service 
Coordinator to find out more 

information. 

The Department of Rehabilitation 
(DOR) may be available for some 
post-secondary expenses that is 
related to employment. Contact 

your local DOR office for 
information about possible services.
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Education Beyond High School

If you are continuing in public education after completing high school, the 
school district is responsible to offer you a transition program at no expense. 

The transition program should include Community-Based Instruction (CBI), 
independent living skills, employment readiness skills and work opportunities. 

The transition program is available to students who receive a certificate of 
completion until the age of 22.



Tr
an

si
ti

on
 P

la
nn

in
g 

fo
r 

H
ig

h 
Sc

ho
ol

 S
tu

de
nt

s
51

in
 S

pe
ci

al
 E

du
ca

ti
on

Thank  You!
w e s t s i d e r c . o r g  |  ( 3 1 0 )  2 5 8 - 4 0 0 0   

I n f o - W R C @ We s t s i d e R C . o r g

mailto:Info-WRC@WestsideRC.org

