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BOBBIE GALE BONDS The transition from school to work can be
difficult. Job seekers must have well-de-
veloped literacy, communication, and tech-
nology skills to enter a vocation and re-
main on the job. Schools that give students
meaningful preparation can ease this tran-
sition to the world of work. For students
who are deaf or hard of hearing, achieving
skills that will give them entry into an in-
creasingly technological and competitive
workplace will require the assistance of
transition teams. 

The school-to-work transition is com-
plicated by hearing loss. The reduced ex-
posure to conversational partners and the
general lack of meaningful social interac-
tions, along with limitations on acquiring
information incidentally, often cause chil-
dren who are deaf or hard of hearing to be-
gin school with poor conversational skills,
limited vocabulary, and restricted concep-
tual knowledge (Luckner, 2002). 

The manner and pace of curriculum de-
livery create additional external challenges
for deaf students. Teachers in the upper
grades tend to use more symbolic language
about things that are removed from the
context of specific experience. In these
grades, students are required to perform
academic tasks at metalinguistic levels.
Hearing loss can significantly affect an in-
dividual’s life, in particular communication,
socialization, learning, and work. The chal-
lenge for teachers is to render deaf and
hard of hearing individuals more success-
ful at overcoming these effects and thus en-
able them to find meaningful work, a cru-
cial factor in leading a fuller life. 

Why transition planning? During the
developmental years, adolescents shape
their identities, gain independence, and pre-
pare for adulthood (Luckner, 2002). Fur-
thermore, federal legislation requires tran-
sition planning, given students’ need to
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SCHOOL-TO-WORK EXPERIENCES:
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ecause workers must be prepared to constantly update their skills and reeducate
themselves for new skills, lifelong learning must be a goal for every teacher and
student. The curriculum provided during educational experiences should pave the
way for attainment of this goal. This is particularly true for deaf and hard of hearing
students. School-to-work (STW) has become an umbrella term for activities,
experiences and opportunities that prepare students for the world of work, such as
youth apprenticeships, mentoring, internships, job shadowing, career exploration,
and integration of academic and vocational curriculum. This article provides
historical background on STW, laws shaping requirements for STW programs, and
research supporting STW components. Recommendations are provided for
curricular elements of an STW program, and trends in STW are forecast. 
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prepare for increasingly complex work
environments.

The transition from school to work
may be a lifelong quest for a deaf stu-
dent. The effects of deafness can in-
clude problems with communication
access or the lack thereof. Whatever
their level of communication, deaf
students face impediments to full in-
tegration into American working soci-
ety because they lack the same level of
English literacy as their hearing peers.
Deaf education’s primary goal should
be to narrow the English-literacy gap
between deaf and hearing students en-
tering the workplace (Allen, Rawlings,
& Schildroth, 1989).

Other effects of deafness may in-
clude social skills unlearned or not
taught; a lack of the information needed
to benefit from training and then get
and keep a job; a lack of knowledge
of accommodations necessary to per-
form certain jobs; and reading, mathe-
matics, and reasoning skills insufficient
for competing in the job market (Allen
et al., 1989). Curriculum must directly
address these challenges. 

Students who are deaf are expected
to “overcome” barriers of communica-
tion and limited access to language,
and to become working citizens to the
greatest extent possible. Traditionally,
deaf workers were expected to be able
to find work that required labor or rep-
etition, without heavy language re-
quirements. Now, most are educated in
mainstreamed environments and have
acquired expectations similar to those
of their hearing peers.

Research has been conducted on
this group of deaf mainstreamed stu-
dents. According to this research, re-
curring factors in the success of deaf
students include family involvement,
self-determination, extracurricular ac-
tivities, social skills and friendships,
self-advocacy skills, communication
with and support from general educa-
tion teachers, preteaching and post-
teaching of content and vocabulary
taught in the general education class-
room, collaboration with early identifi-
cation and early intervention service

providers, reading, and having high ex-
pectations (Luckner & Muir, 2001). For
their study, Luckner and Muir asked
teachers of the Deaf to nominate deaf
mainstreamed students to participate
in research into factors that contribute
to deaf students’ academic success.
The 20 nominees who participated in
the study were identified by their
teachers as successful on the basis of
these students’ academic achievement,
social skills, and self-perceptions. Op-
portunities must be plentiful for stu-
dents to acquire these characteristics of
success during their transitional school
years.

Researchers have concluded that
college-bound students have greater
salary potential than those who do not
attend college. In a survey by Schroedel
and Geyer (2000), 240 deaf and hard of
hearing alumni of the National Institute
for the Deaf (NTID) completed a sur-
vey that showed that 85% of them were
in the labor force. (During the same pe-
riod, 90% of people without disabilities
were in the labor force.) Sixty-four per-
cent of the survey respondents said
they were satisfied with the money
they received. Seventy different occu-
pations were represented, with most in
the fields of computer programming,
counseling, computer operation, teach-
ing, business management, engineer-
ing, social work, bookkeeping, postal
work, and child care. (Approximately
49% of the alumni were in 10 differ-
ent occupations.) Forty-five percent of
the respondents had received promo-
tions in the past 4 years. The promo-
tions seemed to depend on whether
the employee had worked a long time
for the same employer, had a mentor, re-
quested workplace accommodations,
had a college education, had high-quality
communication with work colleagues,
had a supportive supervisor, used per-
sonal assertiveness, and knew how to
make requests. Eighty-one percent
were financially self-sufficient. Annual
salaries (1998) for holders of vocational
degrees were $15,000 to $20,000; asso-
ciate’s degrees, $25,000 to $30,000; bach-
elor’s degrees, $20,000 to $25,000; and

master’s or doctoral degrees, $35,000 to
$40,000. These salaries were signifi-
cantly lower than hearing peers’ com-
pensation. By 1999, about 16% of NTID
alumni held master’s or doctoral de-
grees. Gender was a big factor. More
women were in the lower-salary po-
sitions (clerical vs. professional, man-
agerial, and technical). Men had gains
over the years while women’s pay lev-
eled off, even though women were
more highly educated as a group than
men. Schroedel and Geyer recom-
mended that professionals should
encourage deaf and hard of hearing
youth

• to think more about careers instead
of jobs

• to focus on career productivity
• to work in a sequence of related

jobs so as to become professionally
multidisciplinary 

• to require increased communication
and collaboration among profes-
sionals in schools, vocational reha-
bilitation programs, and colleges to
ensure success

Schroedel and Geyer also recom-
mended career counseling before col-
lege entry. (They noted that 70% of
deaf students drop out before com-
pleting college.) They added that stu-
dents should be advised of their earn-
ing potential, and encouraged to enter
fields tagged for success. Students need
to make some of these choices as early
as ninth grade, they said. Schroedel
and Geyer also noted that to continue
making career progress, workers need
to develop certain skills. These include
using interpersonal competencies to
strengthen the quality of on-the-job
communication, expanding workplace
networks in order to become good at
requesting accommodations, gaining
access to mentors, and acquiring the
capabilities needed for success in seek-
ing promotions. Schroedel and Geyer
also emphasized the importance of ob-
taining the training needed to get a li-
cense or certificate, learning new work
skills, improving current work skills,
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and augmenting reading and writing
abilities to enhance prospects for career
enhancement.

The Terminology of School-
to-Work
Terms related to school-to-work (STW)
are defined in laws requiring STW tran-
sition preparation. Transition involves
service routes in the individual’s move-
ment from high school to employment,
a comprehensive approach to educa-
tional program development, and an
alignment of student goals with edu-
cational experiences and services
(Warger & Burnette, 2000). Transition
services, as defined by the Individuals
With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)
Amendments of 1997 (popularly
known as IDEA ’97), are seen as co-
ordinated sets of activities for students
with disabilities. These services must be
designed within an outcome-oriented
process, promoting movement from
school to postschool activities such as
postsecondary education, vocational
training, integrated employment, sup-
ported employment, continuing and
adult education, adult services, inde-
pendent living, and community par-
ticipation. These services must be
based on the individual’s needs, pref-
erences, and interests. They can include
instruction, related services, community
experiences, development of employ-
ment and other postschool adult liv-
ing objectives, and acquisition of daily
living skills and functional vocational
evaluation, where appropriate. This
transition planning must be part of the
individualized education program (IEP),
beginning when a student reaches age
14 years. By age 16 years, each IEP
should contain a statement of transi-
tion services, including a statement of
interagency responsibilities or other
needed linkages. Students should be in-
vited to attend their IEP meetings if the
purpose is to consider transition needs. 

Baltes and Staudinger (1999) have
observed that even at an early age, chil-
dren learn to plan within their every-
day routines. They learn and serve ap-

prenticeships in the domain of social
knowledge. Children benefit from the
guidance of adults and expert peers
more than from collaboration with un-
skilled peers; benefits are most strongly
felt when children are allowed to in-
teractively take some responsibility for
task completion during practice (a
process known as guided participa-
tion). As adults, they feel even more
pressure to plan together with others,
and are expected to work productively
with others and for others. Within the
workplace and the community, stu-
dents need to be prepared during
school for the real-world collaboration
involved in planning for common fu-
ture goals. Students can participate in
mentoring, a system of guided partic-
ipation as a prototype of adulthood,
in which individuals engage in joint
planning about life.

The Office of Special Education Pro-
grams (OSEP) supports IDEA  ’97 and
its 1999 regulations with research fa-
cilitating student-centered transition
planning. Self-determination skills are
considered fundamental to students’
participation in their own IEPs (Kohler,
1998). This ensures that goals for tran-
sitional services are valued and attain-
able, with student motivation and
involvement. Martin, Huber, and DePry
(in press) suggest lesson units on sev-
eral topics that will help practitioners
guide students in developing appro-
priate education programs based on in-
dividual goals: how to choose goals
(identify early interests, skills, and lim-
its); how to participate in and lead their
IEP meetings (self-determination, self-
advocacy, and meeting skills); how to
accomplish goals (develop a plan to at-
tain their goals, take action on the plan,
and evaluate and adjust their plan of
action).

School-to-Work Curricular
Influences
Opportunities for career preparation
can make the transition from school
to work easier for high school students.
In America, the success of the STW

program depends on national and state
funding in coordination with local busi-
ness and community opportunities.
Students who are deaf and hard of
hearing can benefit from STW pro-
grams if appropriate support services
are in place to smooth the transition
between school and the workplace.
Work is understood to include college
and trade school placement. 

STW is a system that provides career
awareness, career exploration, and ca-
reer preparation. This system can co-
ordinate STW programs for an entire
state or be limited to a single school
district, coordinating activities for stu-
dents from elementary school through
high school. STW partnerships consist
of collaborative efforts among schools,
employers, and the community to pro-
vide a variety of work and school op-
portunities, up-to-date resources, and
hands-on experiences. Area businesses
participate in a variety of capacities,
ranging from elementary school men-
torships to high school/community col-
lege collaborative programs.

The STW initiative has revived an in-
terest in educational reform. These re-
form efforts have been supported by
the School-to-Work Opportunities Act
(STWOA) of 1994 (Public Law 103-
239), a federal law executed by both
the U.S. Department of Education and
the U.S. Department of Labor. STW has
become a part of a broader, national
movement for educational reform,
which has also included the Goals
2000: Education America Act and the
National Skill Standards Act of 1994.
The STWOA allows access to funds to
develop and establish statewide STW
Opportunity Systems.

STW is for all students. Activities
should begin in kindergarten and con-
tinue through 12th grade. STWOA
makes specific references to students
with disabilities, individuals from mi-
nority groups, and women. It recog-
nizes the importance of including these
individuals in STW initiatives by in-
creasing opportunities for them to pre-
pare for careers that are not traditional
for their race, gender, or disability.
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STW has become an umbrella term
for many activities, experiences, and
opportunities that prepare students for
the world of work. Some activities in-
clude youth apprenticeships, mentor-
ing, internships, job shadowing, career
exploration, and integration of acade-
mic and vocational curricula. School-
based instruction and experiences
focus on academic and occupational
skills standards. Work-based instruction
focuses on the workplace experience,
structured training, mentoring, and ap-
prenticeships at various job sites. Con-
necting activities are a variety of ac-
tivities that build and maintain bridges
between school, work, and other adult
environments. 

America’s STW systems incorporate
principles of flexibility, high academic
and skill standards, and wider oppor-
tunities for all students. They are de-
signed to provide equal benefit to a
wide range of youth, including students
with disabilities, school dropouts, and
academically talented learners. This is
a challenge for all states, and changes
occur slowly. Misunderstandings about
STW for “non-college-bound” students
stunt progress. States receive program
reports and site visits from federal rep-
resentatives to ensure that appropri-
ate programs are in place. Trade school
or college placement should be con-
sidered full- or part-time employment.

As part of the STW initiatives, all stu-
dents choose a career major by the start
of 11th grade. The system builds incre-
mentally, becoming richer and more
challenging as the student matures.
Linkages occur with postsecondary ed-
ucation in 2-year institutions, with dual
enrollment and credit for attending
classes at community colleges. Linkages
to 4-year colleges are just beginning.
Perhaps this is because few teacher
preparation institutions include STW
concepts in their program of study.

School-to-Work Laws
The Education for All Handicapped
Children Act of 1975 (Public Law 94-
142) guaranteed a free and appropriate

public education for all children with
disabilities, permitting children never
before served in public schools to re-
ceive instructional experiences there.
But more was needed.

A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for
Educational Reform (National Com-
mission on Excellence in Education,
1983) defined high school graduates as
unprepared to meet the basic problem-
solving demands of college or work.
America wanted its graduates to be first
internationally in science and mathe-
matics achievement, and for all stu-
dents to be prepared for productive
employment in the modern economy,
by 2000. Toward this end, A Nation
at Risk focused on raising standards
and graduation requirements, elimi-
nating a “curriculum smorgasbord” in
favor of a common core curriculum for
all students, and increasing the amount
of time students were expected to
spend learning “basics.” Cummins and
Sayers (1995) advocated that students
develop their literacy skills by means
of analysis and resolution of local and
global problems. According to these
authors, students need to be multilin-
gual, with computer literacy one of the
language skills to be achieved. Criti-
cal thinking and problem-solving skills,
along with basic literacy and numeracy
skills, are as necessary as citizenship and
research and analysis skills in encour-
aging students to engage in learning
in ways that will promote productive
engagement in society in the future.

In 1994, as part of the national
movement for educational reform,
Congress passed STWOA, which rec-
ognized the importance of including
every student from kindergarten through
grade 12, with special focus on the
needs of women, minorities, and dis-
abled individuals. Linked with IDEA—
the successor to the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act—STWOA
requires that educational programs
have STW transition plans for all dis-
abled students 16 years of age and
older. STWOA also stipulates that, in
addition to work, trade school or col-
lege placement is to be considered em-

ployment. Transition plans can ensure
better preparation for both college and
work. Alumni surveys by Gallaudet
University (Lam, King, Skilton, Galvan,
Rawlings, & Johnson, 2000) and the
Rochester Institute of Technology
(Simone & Davila, 2000) suggest that
salaries and career opportunities for
deaf individuals improve with contin-
ued education. A student’s choice may
be to enter the world of work. Tran-
sition opportunities are state- and lo-
cally based and are seen as incorporated
into school, family, business, and com-
munity partnerships. These partnerships,
along with effective staff development
for teachers, professionals, and industry
participants, and willing and motivated
students, promote successful transitions
into the world of work.

IDEA has helped to promote acad-
emic and career development of stu-
dents who are deaf or hard of hear-
ing. Individualized education programs
(IEPs) are required under this act for all
students with a disability who are re-
ceiving services in school. An IEP out-
lines all the academic services a student
will receive, including the transition plan
for students age 16 years or older. Tran-
sition plans detail specific programs,
activities, and services that address the
obstacles that youth with disabilities
face as they make the transition to work.

The Need for 
School-to-Work Planning
Effective transition programs include
longitudinal planning, emphasis on
careers rather than disability labels,
work-based learning, connections to
community resources, and sustained
involvement of employers. There is wis-
dom in beginning early. Planning must
begin early and continue throughout the
academic experience. The IEP transition
plan can begin as early as age 14 years.
This process is effective when influ-
enced by students, as well as families
and other significant adults at home,
school, and work. One tenet of the pro-
gram is that rather than concentrate on
the disability label, students focus on
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career majors, and as result tend to
achieve better employment outcomes.
Career exploration, assessment, job shad-
owing, internships, and paid work ex-
periences at employer work sites are all
a part of work-based learning. Paid work
is especially critical. Family support,
living arrangements, income, peer in-
teractions, and other factors can signi-
ficantly affect postschool outcomes.

Strategies for serving youth with
disabilities, including students who
are deaf or hard of hearing, focus on
partnerships, clearly defined roles and
responsibilities, and student self-deter-
mination. Programs for youth with dis-
abilities work best when treated as part
of the existing STW system. Full inte-
gration within the school offers these
students access to the same range of
services and opportunities provided
to all students.

STW is most effective when indi-
vidual planning and career develop-
ment activities are considered. When
student preferences are the focus of the
transition plan, students experience the
process of decision making directly.
This builds their self-esteem and helps
them develop their ability to work and
live independently.

STW is not a series of yearlong pro-
grams. The transition plan in the IEP
can sharpen the focus on how services
today can apply to the workforce de-
mands of tomorrow. High standards
must guide transition programming and
be used to assess individual and pro-
gram performance. An array of inter-
personal skills are required for success
at work. Youth should be allowed to
develop these skills in order to become
actively engaged in all aspects of com-
munity life and to continue to focus on
lifelong learning and social integration.
The same opportunities should be of-
fered to students who are deaf or hard
of hearing as are available to all other
youth.

Transition Teams
The transition plan is a result of team-
work, with student involvement, fam-

ily support, and collaborative teams in-
cluding the student, family, special ed-
ucation teacher, transition specialists,
service providers, vocational rehabili-
tation (VR) counselors, adult service
providers, employers, postsecondary
education program representatives, and
community supporters or advocates.
Within the STW program, all partners
are responsible for the student’s success. 

Employers and labor groups can
have a part in STW programs. Unions,
businesses, and governments can work
together as equal partners with the ed-
ucation system. They are charged with
transforming workplaces into active
learning environments, thus enabling
all systems to offer work-based learn-
ing to all students.

STW allows for opportunities for staff
development that permits teachers and
other education professionals to expe-
rience internships with outside em-
ployers. Such experiences enable edu-
cation professionals to share information
about contextual learning, portfolio as-
sessment, and new uses of technology. 

Employers are willing to invest time
and resources if they perceive direct
benefit. They can be afforded opportu-
nities to influence curriculum, directly
train prospective employees, and receive
effective consultation in workforce pre-
paration. Parents, teachers, counselors,
service providers, and students them-
selves are equal partners in the devel-
opment of the IEP and the transition
plan. Having continual contact with each
other allows partners to prevent dupli-
cation of services, coordinate services,
and foster support from all partners. 

STW programs often require the ser-
vices of a transition specialist. This per-
son can offer career guidance and
counseling to students and their par-
ents. She or he can provide assistance
to businesses that require aid in adapt-
ing their workplaces to meet the needs
of these youth. Teachers have to learn
how to teach advanced skills while
holding students to high standards, and
parents must be taught how to help
their children take advantage of this
wider range of options. The transition

specialist can help each in turn. This
specialist can also work with the VR
counselor, when needed, to provide
background information and support
in the STW process.

The role of the VR counselor varies
with every state and locality, but min-
imally the role should include early in-
teraction. This can benefit the student
in the transition process. The VR coun-
selor needs to be able to sign directly
to students. Although initial contact
should occur earlier than 11th grade,
about half of visits occur during that
year (Allen et al., 1989).

Community ties are a must; repre-
sentatives of the community can serve
as role models, networking resources,
mentors, and apprenticeship sponsors. 

College-Bound Planning
College-bound planning can be an im-
portant part of any transition plan. Deaf
and hard of hearing students have ma-
jor choices to make before leaving high
school. Opportunities are available to
enter college or trade school, or to go
straight to work. Many choose to con-
tinue their education, and two of the
most popular college choices are Gal-
laudet University and NTID, at the
Rochester Institute of Technology. 

In a 1999 alumni survey (Lam et al.,
2000), Gallaudet University found that
when deaf high school graduates enter
college or another postsecondary ed-
ucational institution, they do so with
the expectation that they will enjoy
higher earnings and greater job satis-
faction after college. From 1990 to
1999, 28% of Gallaudet University’s
graduates earned bachelor’s degrees in
either business administration, eco-
nomics/finance, or psychology. While
only 25% of alumni of private colleges
receive advanced degrees, 43% of Gal-
laudet undergraduates continue on to
attain an advanced degree. The median
salary for Gallaudet graduates with a
bachelor’s degree was estimated at
$39,000 a year.

In its annual report for fiscal year
2000 (Simone & Davila, 2000), the
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Rochester Institute of Technology es-
timated that NTID graduates earn 36%
more in their lifetimes than people who
are deaf who leave college without
completing a degree or who do not
attend college. No specific salary esti-
mates were reported. More than one
third of NTID graduating students were
reported to enter jobs in science and
engineering, and one quarter each in
business and visual communications.
According to the annual report, NTID
alumni were also employed as coun-
selors, teachers, and social workers.
Seventy-three percent of male gradu-
ates held degrees in business, science,
applied science, and technology and
engineering, while about 42% of women
had graduated in these same four areas
of study. Among female graduates, 58%
had earned bachelor’s degrees in imag-
ing arts and liberal arts; 27% of male
graduates had. 

Even without college degrees, stu-
dents who are deaf or hard of hearing
find opportunities for employment in
numerous fields of work. Based on the
results of a 1994 survey, Holt, Hotto,
and Cole (1994) reported that approx-
imately 8 million of the 20 million deaf
and hard of hearing adults in the
United States were employed. Twenty-
nine percent of survey respondents
listed their occupation as “professional
and managerial,” while 34% listed it
as “sales, service, and administrative
support”; 37% listed it as “other.” Of the
group between 18 and 44 years of age,
79% reported that they were employed.
Nearly 85% of deaf adults in the early
1960s were in unskilled or semiskilled
jobs, according to Rochester Institute of
Technology records (Simone & Davila,
2000). By contrast, in a similar but
smaller survey of deaf and hard of
hearing New England school leavers
completed in 1964, 66% listed their oc-
cupation as “semiskilled or unskilled”;
34% said they were in “technical, trade,
or communication” occupations. Twenty
percent said they were unemployed
(Boatner, Stuckless, & Moores, 1964).
Boatner and colleagues also found that
56% of deaf and hard of hearing New

England high school graduates pro-
ceeded to college. The average deaf or
hard of hearing student in the study fin-
ished the ninth grade. In 1992, 34% of
those leaving high school went into
technical, trade, or communications
fields (Foster, 1992). 

Approximately 54% of people who
were deaf or hard of hearing were not
in the labor force in 1994 (Holt et al.,
1994). In 1992, only 2.2% of deaf and
hard of hearing people who were leav-
ing high school were unemployed,
down significantly from the 20% re-
ported by Boatner and colleagues in
1964. Thirty-four percent of deaf and
hard of hearing people had vocational
career jobs when leaving high school
in 1964; in 1992, only 29% were en-
tering career positions. After leaving
NTID, 94% of 1999 graduates who
chose to enter the work force found
employment (Simone & Davila, 2000).
Only 4% of Gallaudet University alumni
with bachelor degrees and 2% of those
with graduate degrees reported them-
selves as unemployed in 1999 (Lam
et al., 2000).

It was projected that 50% to 55% of
deaf and hard of hearing people with
high school diplomas would be enter-
ing the job market or college by 2000
(Foster, 1992). The other students
would receive certificates (10% to 20%)
or drop out of school before gradua-
tion (25% to 30%). STW programs are
designed to ease the transitions of stu-
dents like these.

School-to-Work
Assessment
Some form of testing is a part of every
curriculum. Teachers and counselors
need to be sure to use testing appro-
priately. Formal and informal tests can
be used.

Two vocational tests are commonly
used with students who are deaf or
hard of hearing. The Transition Com-
petence Battery for Deaf and Hard of
Hearing Adolescents and Young Adults,
or TCB (Reiman, Bullis, & Davis, 1993),
is a standardized test used to measure

the work and social skills necessary to
work and live successfully in the com-
munity. It was designed for deaf or
hard of hearing individuals who pri-
marily use sign communication or who
possess limited English-reading skills.
This test assesses job-seeking skills,
work adjustment skills, job-related so-
cial skills, money management skills,
health and home skills, and community
awareness skills (Luckner, 1999). Also
used is the Transition Planning Inven-
tory, or TPI (Clark & Patton, 1997),
which includes forms concerning the
student and the student’s home, as well
as a school profile and a form for rec-
ommendations of further assessment. 

Other instruments include achieve-
ment tests, interest surveys, and social-
emotional tests. Because of the avail-
ability of norms for students who are
deaf, the Stanford Achievement Test
is used by many counselors and teach-
ers as an academic achievement test.
The Valpar Component Work Sample
System and the Wide Range Interest-
Opinion Test (WRIOT) measure voca-
tional skills and interests. With video-
taped standardized instructions, both
the Valpar series of tests and WRIOT
can be administered nonverbally. (Deaf
norms are available for the Valpar se-
ries.) For social-emotional assessment,
the Meadow-Kendall Social-Emotional
Assessment Inventory for Deaf and
Hearing Impaired Students was devel-
oped specifically for use with deaf
students, and validated on a national
representative group of deaf youth
(Allen et al., 1989).

Curriculum Strategies
Many feel that the purpose of contem-
porary American schools is to prepare
young people for their future economic
roles (Engel, 2000). Curriculum has
been devised that reflects this goal, with
very specific skills and knowledge sets. 

New scientific discoveries transform
jobs, lives, and the shape of public is-
sues. Preparations for the future must
link to the economy, technologies, and
the kind of education needed by a
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rapidly changing workforce. In 1999
alone, employers spent more than
$62.5 billion on upgrading basic skills
of their employees. These skills should
have been acquired during school
years. It is projected that jobs in the
health sciences and computer indus-
tries requiring mathematics and science
skills will increase by 5.6 million by
2008 (National Center for Education
Statistics, 1998). Curriculum must be
adopted, similar to general education
curriculum, that offers deaf and hard of
hearing students opportunities equal to
those of their hearing peers. Instruction
must occur to better prepare deaf and
hard of hearing students and workers
for work, and for life. Efforts need to
focus on ensuring adequate education
and job training so that deaf and hard
of hearing students can make the
school-to-work transition to more sat-
isfying lives. 

Curriculum must be influenced by
individual student needs. The ERIC/
OSEP Special Project (2000) suggests
beginning instruction as early as pos-
sible, even in elementary school; being
prepared to support students with sen-
sitive issues (reading about one’s dis-
ability can be unsettling, but working
through it can be beneficial); ensur-
ing that students know what their dis-
ability means (i.e., encouraging them
to talk about it, and thus to become
comfortable with it); scheduling time to
develop skills related to participation
on a regular basis (i.e., through IEP
training); teaching IEP participation
skills as a semester course (students
need sufficient time to master the skills
in order to take an active role); using
motivational techniques to interest stu-
dents (e.g., asking adult role models to
make classroom presentations); and
communicating with families and let-
ting parents know the school’s inten-
tions. With informed participation in the
IEP and transition planning process,
students should feel accomplished and
empowered. 

Pressley and Woloshyn (1995) out-
lined specific curriculum strategies that
work when teachers are getting started

on something new. They suggested se-
lecting only a few cognitive strategies
to teach, maybe just one at a time.
Teachers should make sure scientifi-
cally validated strategies are used.
These are procedures that students can
use to help them understand and ad-
dress higher-order tasks in areas such
as reading comprehension and writing.
Teachers should try to ensure that the
skill or knowledge being taught is pre-
sented in tandem with other areas of
the curriculum to provide reinforce-
ment and applicability in other think-
ing areas. Teachers should begin with
materials already provided in the regu-
lar classroom and work slowly, provid-
ing students with plenty of information
about very specific contexts, with many
opportunities to experience guided prac-
tice. Teachers should model the strategy
being taught, explain extensively how
the skill or learning can be applied
across the curriculum, question for stu-
dent understanding, and re-explain to
ensure that no misunderstandings occur.
The students should have the chance
to learn cooperatively, in groups. This
way, individuals have the chance to ex-
plain their thinking skills and to bene-
fit through interpersonal interaction mir-
roring their intellectual skills. A range
of materials should be used in teaching
different skills and knowledge sets. 

Motivation is a key element that
must be present for students to apply
recently acquired skills. If students are
encouraged to try, even if they fail they
can learn that even failures can be an
investment in future successes. All stu-
dents must be convinced that they can
be efficient information processors.
They need to be able to believe they
can grow up to be engineers, scientists,
and business leaders, fulfilling impor-
tant roles in the community. One way
they can become these successful peo-
ple is to learn the academic strategies
used by them, to acquire the reading,
writing, and problem-solving strategies
these people know. They need to
know that what is being taught in
school is important to know now and
in the future.

What is taught? When is it taught?
Early in the STW process, field trips
and career fairs introduce students to
the world of work. In junior high
school or middle school, the focus
shifts to career exploration, working
with guidance counselors and teachers
to focus on career options, job shad-
owing, and mentoring experiences. Ap-
prenticeships and internships integrate
STW into the high school. School dis-
tricts can work with postsecondary
institutions to refine the skills of both
students and teachers. 

In STW, students explore all aspects
of the industry of their choosing. This
means exposure to each component of
an industry, to include areas such as
sales and marketing, management and
finance, technical skills, labor and com-
munity issues, health and safety, and
environmental issues. Career majors
help guide students, allowing for max-
imum exposure to an industry, but stu-
dents can change majors during high
school. Career majors can include arts
and communication, business and man-
agement, health occupations, human
services, manufacturing and engineer-
ing technologies, and natural resources.

Some suggested activities, by school
level, are provided in Display 1. 

A guide to apprenticeships or in-
ternships can be helpful. For develop-
ment of STW transition apprenticeship
programs that are both equitable and
excellent, five criteria must be met:

1. Apprenticeships should be accessi-
ble to all youth, regardless of their
postsecondary goals or the absence
or presence of conditions of dis-
ability.

2. Apprenticeships should be individ-
ualized according to the needs, in-
terests, and abilities of each student.

3. Instructional content in STW ap-
prenticeships should prepare all
students to meet the generic prob-
lem-solving demands of college or
work.

4. A combination of classroom, com-
munity, and job environments will
work well to produce graduates
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who are mature, responsible, and
motivated.

5. Successful completion of appren-
ticeships should lead to receipt of
recognized credentials authorizing
entry into career opportunities or
postsecondary education programs,
placement or acceptance in post-
secondary vocational and education
programs, placement in competitive
or supported employment, or par-
ticipation in continuing and adult
education, adult services, and inde-
pendent living in community set-
tings (Mithaug, 1994, p. 2).

Each task should be taught visually,
communicated clearly, related to ex-

periences where the student is cur-
rently operating, then made more chal-
lenging in order to raise the student’s
skill level. Education and training for
a job should occur in situations like
those that will be experienced in the
real world, with frequent feedback and
opportunities for improvement. Work
experiences should include field trips,
job shadowing, school-based learning,
apprenticeship and internships, coop-
erative education, work-study or part-
time job placements, and technical
preparation in community or voca-
tional-technical schools. Students also
need to prepare for postsecondary ed-
ucation, distance learning, community
programs, and other options.

Successful adult functioning includes
many domains. Work involving these
domains should be included in the high
school curriculum. Daily living, physical
and emotional health, relationships and
social interactions, employment, further
education, transportation, finances and
money management, leisure, and com-
munity participation are all important
enough to be included in the STW cur-
riculum at almost every level.

Teachers cannot develop responsi-
bility in students, but they can teach
them about responsibility and how to
make decisions, and assist them in de-
veloping an awareness of their values
and how to develop and achieve per-
sonal goals, teach them the skills they
need to continue to learn indepen-
dently, work with their families, and
provide positive reinforcement when
they exhibit responsible behaviors
(Luckner, 1999). A list of the numerous
skills that need to be emphasized
within the STW curriculum appears in
Display 2.

Students who are deaf and hard or
hearing are often lacking in interaction
skills, responsible behaviors, mediated
experiences, and independent learning
skills; these may become barriers to
employment after high school.

Communication is the key if deaf and
hard or hearing students are to be able
to learn, compete, and work to their
highest capacity. Communication must
be the cornerstone for all transition pre-
paredness programs. “It is incumbent
upon us to increase our efforts to ensure
that deaf children can grow up to en-
joy all of the benefits of literacy” (Moores
& Miller, 2001, p. 80). Deaf workers of-
ten use a language that is different
from that of their English-speaking co-
workers and supervisors. Currently, the
world’s language of commerce is Eng-
lish. “Students who ... write in English
are thinking in English” (Mayer & Aka-
matsu, 2000, p. 399). Either workers
must be competent in reading, writing,
and speaking English, or they must be
supported with on-the-job compensa-
tions for the differences in language. Of-
ten a worker must be able to read, write,
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Display 1
Suggested School-to-Work Objectives and Activities, by School Level

Preschool
Objective: appreciate all types of work
Activity: career trips

Elementary school
Objectives: develop positive work habits, learn about different jobs people

have, develop independence skills at home and school
Activities: explore technology, read books about different jobs that are available

Middle school/junior high school
Objectives: career exploration and transition planning, to understand the

school-to-work transition process; to develop interests, aptitudes, and prefer-
ences; and to explore work, independent living, and community opportunities

Activities: visit high school, vocational-technical schools, career fairs; begin
learning about money and budgeting; begin job-shadowing opportunities; ex-
plore local transportation availability; practice conflict resolution strategies;
generally broaden experiences in the community

High school 
Objectives: career exploration and transition planning, developing realistic

employment goals, working in the community, using assistive technology and
community support services 

Activities: develop the individualized education program (IEP) and transition
plan, participate in work experiences, explore job placement services, practice
independent living skills, take standardized tests, develop academic skills, ex-
plain one’s disability and the accommodations needed for particular situations,
explore options for postsecondary education, involve adult services, practice
interviewing, complete résumé, use online services, develop job-seeking skills,
register to vote, get driving license, increase community partnerships

193013_Spring2003_Article 5  3/12/03  2:25 PM  Page 45



and understand reports, manuals, forms,
e-mail, written communications, edu-
cational materials, safety brochures, and
many other information materials, or
there may be an increased risk of dan-
ger on the job. Some texts are frozen—
that is, they can be learned and used in
different situations. By learning and prac-
ticing these texts, workers can become
competent users of the forms and sen-
tences included in them. 

The worker who is deaf or hard of
hearing may attempt to avoid careers
that involve a lot of reading and writing.
In this capacity, she or he becomes un-
derutilized and underemployed, and
faces a decreased potential for a good
quality of life as a result. Recent (1991–
1999) bachelor’s degree recipients from
Gallaudet University were surveyed for
literacy skill requirements on the job.
Over 70% reported that writing skills
(formal and informal) were very impor-
tant in their job; over 80% reported the
same of reading skills (Lam et al., 2000).

Without a college education or train-
ing, people who are deaf or hard of
hearing often must take unskilled or
semiskilled jobs. But with continued ed-
ucation, they tend to enter into profes-
sions similar to those of their hearing
peers. Literacy requirements on the job
heavily influence job retention and
promotion of deaf and hard of hear-
ing workers. Salary differences were
noted in the 1999 Gallaudet University
alumni survey (Lam et al., 2000) and the
2000 Rochester Institute of Technology
annual report (Simone & Davila, 2000),
specifically, in careers of equal dura-
tion, hearing workers tended to earn
more salary than peers in the same job
who were deaf or hard of hearing. If lit-
eracy skills are not strong, perhaps sup-
port services such as interpreting and
note taking can be provided to help
eliminate language barriers. Deaf and
hard of hearing workers would feel a
great difference in job self-confidence
and workplace acceptance if they could
teach sign language classes for cowork-
ers and supervisors. Hearing workers
would also benefit from learning about
Deaf culture, and the door would be
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Display 2
Skills Requiring Emphasis in the School-to-Work Curriculum

Personal and professional development
Learning throughout life
Information processing
Computer literacy
Reading
Mathematics
Problem solving
Basic skills

Reading and writing
Basic arithmetic
Effective listening
Clear speaking

Thinking skills 
Creative thinking and decision making
Problem solving
Knowing how to learn
Reasoning

Personal qualities
Responsibility
Self-esteem
Social skills
Self-management
Integrity and honesty

Resource allocation
Time
Money
Material and facility resources
Human resources 

Information 
Acquires and evaluates information
Organizes and maintains information
Interprets and communicates information
Uses computers to process information

Systems
Understands systems
Monitors, and corrects performance
Improves and designs systems

Technology 
Selects technology
Applies technology to tasks
Maintains and troubleshoots technology

Interpersonal 
Participates as a member of a team
Teaches others 
Serves clients/customers
Exercises leadership
Negotiates to arrive at a decision
Works with others of culturally diverse backgrounds (Luckner, 1991, p. 11)
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opened to greater mutual understand-
ing and greater assistance for the deaf
or hard of hearing worker.

Recommendations
The five recommendations provided
here focus on curricular elements of a
STW transitional program. Using ap-
propriate assessment methods, follow-
ing the strengths and interests of the
student, taking advantage of every op-
portunity, keeping expectations high,
and maintaining a sense of reality can all
help during the STW transition process.

First, schools should ensure that
testing is appropriate for deaf students,
and that these students are adequately
tested on the desired competencies.
Tests should measure students’ goals
and current levels of functioning, and
provide insights into how to bridge the
two. Informal assessments should be
used such as person-centered planning
based on the preferences and strengths
of the student, developed specifically
so that the IEP goals, objectives, and
action statements can easily be imple-
mented (Luckner, 2002). To optimize
student performance, test-taking skills
may need to be taught.

Second, the interests and strengths
of the student should be followed.
The transition plan should be the re-
sult of teamwork, with collaborative
teams including the student, the fam-
ily, the special education teacher, tran-
sition specialists, service providers, VR
counselors, adult service providers,
employers, postsecondary education
program representatives, and com-
munity supporters or advocates. In-
terest surveys, parent surveys, and
skill surveys can be used to determine
and update student interests. Flexibil-
ity should be built in to allow for
changes in the transition plan that per-
mit exploration of new avenues of ca-
reer interest.

Third, whether in elementary school,
middle school, high school, or beyond,
students should be enlisted in every
meaningful opportunity to learn job
skills. Activities outside school and

school alternatives should be used if
available.

Fourth, expectations should be kept
high. With low expectations, one can
expect low results. Emphasizing the
high status of deaf people who are in
the workforce may raise the self-
expectations of students who are deaf.
Teachers should open students’ eyes to
future needs in technical, scientific, and
medical fields to help prepare them to
win jobs in those areas. Curricular sup-
ports can be built in that can help stu-
dents meet these high expectations.
Effective transitions are based on mas-
tery of fundamental academic skills.
Teachers should begin with that. 

Fifth, teachers need to maintain a
sense of reality. An appropriate work
ethic is rewarded, but there is no free

lunch. Working toward a meaningful
career leads to dignity and a more en-
riched life, and will also result in bet-
ter-prepared future generations.

Conclusion
Education today must prepare citizens

for the future. With technological change
constantly affecting people’s lives, teach-
ers working with students who are deaf
or hard of hearing must be particularly
diligent in preparing these students.
Through emphasis on the need for co-
operation in a global economy, students
can be better integrated into the world of
work. Workers must be prepared to con-
stantly update and reeducate themselves
for the acquisition of new skills. Lifelong
learning must be a goal for every teacher
and student, and the curriculum pro-
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Display 3
Internet Resources for School-to-Work Transitions

Center for Self-Determination
http://www.self-determination.org

ERIC Clearinghouse on Disabilities and Gifted Education
http://ericec.org

Model Transition Projects: The Transition Institute 
www.ed.uiuc.edu/sped/tri/projwebsites.html

National School-to-Work Office
www.stw.ed.gov

National Transition Alliance for Youth With Disabilities
http://www.dssc.org/nta

National Transition Network
http://www.ici.coled.umn.edu/ntn

Quintessential Career and Job-Hunting Resources Guide
www.stetson.edu/,rhansen/careers.html

School-to-Work Site Devoted to Students With Disabilities www.ici.coled.
umn.edu/schooltowork/default.html

Showing the Children of Today the Possibilities of Tomorrow!
www.iwc.com/careertv/

So You Want to Be A ...
http://student.studentcenter.com/inside/bea/bea.htm

Transition Research Institute
http://www.ed.uiuc.edu/SPED/tri/institute.html
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vided during educational experiences
should pave the way to attainment of this
goals. (A list of STW Internet resources,
including lesson plans, projects, and
units, is provided in Display 3.)
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