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Description of Promising and Practical Strategy
Career Connection at the Whittier Union High School District (WUHSD), offers a systematic delivery of vocational support services for students with disabilities to prepare, access, and connect with post-secondary education with the ultimate goal of employment and self-sufficiency. Services are provided to students with mild to severe disabilities in order to service students with the support to plan for future educational and employment goals.
Our strategy is structured to provide vocational staff with an organized framework when servicing students with disabilities which involves: developing a transition assessment report that is shared at students’ sophomore year IEP’s (Individual Educational Plan) and development of an ITP (Individual Transition Plan); providing guidance regarding appropriate coursework to support postsecondary goals and vocational services; coordinating tours of local community colleges including presentations from the office of Disabled Student Services; direct support to students in the completion of college related applications; and support to develop employment related skills and training These steps provide a procedure for staff to successfully support each student to develop a comprehensive postsecondary plan and coordinate individualized support catered to their needs, skills and interests.
1) Development of a Transition Report
The report is based on student, parent and teacher input regarding the student’s individualized postsecondary goals, strengths, and the results of career interest inventories and skills assessments. Using the postsecondary goals as a framework, appropriate vocational services are determined as well as annual goals to prepare for postsecondary transition. Vocational staff members participate in IEP meetings in order to present report and provide additional information and guidance to families. Developing a vocational plan builds on the vocational based curriculum  taught at the middle school level, so students are better equipped to make choices about their post-secondary plans when planning as sophomores.
2) Guidance for Coursework and Transition Services
Vocational guidance is individualized and reflective of student’s postsecondary goals. Information is transmitted regarding different postsecondary education options including four year, community, and private vocational colleges. Coursework is recommended to support preparation for admittance to the student’s preferred postsecondary institution as well as vocationally related courses, including Regional Occupational Program courses, to support career related exploration. Vocational services may include connecting with college related resources on campus, internships and job placements related to career interests, research on occupation of choice and required education, and development of self-advocacy skills required to be successful at the college level. Students are also informed about and provided support to apply for services through the California Department of Vocational Rehabilitation (DOR) for additional employment and educational supports.
3) Coordinating Tours of Local Colleges
Field trips are organized by vocational staff to local community colleges in order for students to explore their postsecondary options. For many students, this is their first opportunity to go to a college campus and receive more detailed information about the enrollment process. Included in the tour is a presentation from Disabled Student Services that discusses supports and accommodations available for students at the college level.
4) Completion of College Related Paperwork
During their senior year, students participate in classroom presentations regarding the steps for enrolling at college from completing financial aid and college applications to taking assessment tests and enrolling in academic support services. Individual meetings are set up with students and vocational staff to support the completion of these applications in order to ensure that students stay on track with the timeline for college enrollment. Parents are informed about this process through vocational staffs’ attendance at IEP meetings and documents sent home for parent completion.
      5)
Employment Related Skills and Training
Employment related education begins at the middle school level and continues into high school through the Workability program. Employment readiness skills through in class presentations and activities are provided at the middle school and high school levels, giving students introductions to various occupations and employment related skills. DOR provides ongoing support to students through job development and related services, to support their goal of employment. Regional Occupational Programs and Adult Schools also offer employment related classes and certificate programs that develop basic academic and job related skills. Vocational staff and Job Developers link students to WUHSD Employer Partnerships to facilitate job shadowing and on-the-job training opportunities. Through these services, students develop real world employment skills and also development educational skills needed to be successful in college and in future careers. 
Description of the Obstacle Targeted by the Intervention
Students with disabilities historically are faced with challenges in completing post-secondary education which impacts long term job success. Therefore, without the ability to be successful at the college level, students are further disadvantaged in the workplace in their ability to be gainfully employed and financially independent as young adults.

In our community, the majority of our students come from low-income homes with a large population of students being first generation college students. Because there are limited resources for students to be supported in the process of access to higher education, we see the necessity of providing these services to these students.
Because of the socio-economic demographics of our community and coursework needed to qualify for a four-year university, the vast majority of our students access community colleges. Limited financial resources make a community college more affordable for students and their families and our program has sought to develop strategies that are relevant to the needs of our students. If a student is interested in pursuing a degree at a four-year college, students can receive assistance in the exploration of those colleges and campuses through the College and Career Center on their high school campuses.
The common perception of successfully accessing college is to enroll in classes that lead toward degree or certificate attainment. However, for students with more significant challenges, access to college or college activities is a marker of reaching adulthood and promotes the practice of inclusion. These college related activities can range from taking general education courses of interest, auditing courses, using the college campus gym and facilities, and participating in on-campus college activities. Additionally, students can explore interests through to participating in community based enrichment courses. Students who participate in college and college related activities can interact with peers and be an engaged member of their community.

Through the integrated educational and vocational services provided through Career Connection, students develop the foundation to obtain post-secondary success.
History of Strategy Development
Career Connection, the vocational services program for the Whittier Area SELPA (W.A.C.S.E.P.), provides support services for students with disabilities. Created in the mid 1980's with the intent to centralize grant funding for vocational services into one program, Career Connection services all high schools in the cooperative high school district. Through the development of a targeted vocational program, standardized services were established to facilitate the educational and vocational planning for high school students with disabilities as they approach young adulthood. This centralized format provides students with direct connections to support services, community connections, employment related experiences, vocational counseling and guidance, and overall support for successful post-secondary transition.
Career Connection is centered around the value that individuals with disabilities have the opportunity and the right to make informed decisions about their futures, career pathways, and access to the services necessary that facilitate post-secondary achievement. In effort to support students with disabilities to attain their goals, it became apparent that access to post-secondary education was a key ingredient. In order for students to be successful at that level, a structured system of supports was needed including vocational assessment, ongoing partnerships with parents and agencies, guidance to vocationally directed coursework and career exploration, basic skills and orientation to college. The introduction to college life and understanding academic support through the office of Disabled Student Services: College Tours, support individuals in making an informed choice about attending college and gaining access to collegiate services.
Our vocational staff provides direct support to complete college related applications and guidance for high school course work to support the development of skills needed at the college level. We utilize vocational staff to ensure that students of all levels of disabilities have access to these college related exploration opportunities, an understanding of what their options are at college, and how to be most successful in that setting.

The goal of this strategy is to expose students to all post-secondary options so that students and their families are able to make informed choices regarding post-secondary planning and preparation for adulthood.

Tracking Success and Measuring Outcomes
We track the progress each of our seniors makes towards accessing post-secondary education during year the following their school completion. Our state mandated follow up database, through the Workability 1 program, requires that we contact students who have graduated within the past two years to obtain updated information on what vocational or educationally related activities the student has participated. This data collection/use offers an overall percentage of students accessing post-secondary education and how those experiences lead to gainful employment in their chosen field.

Difficulties and Challenges
Critical to the success of this strategy is a vocational team that is knowledgeable regarding:

1)  Changes to college application procedures and required documentation change over time, and requires that our staff be updated with current processes so student access to college and services is not impeded. Furthermore, as application procedures vary by school, especially for support services for students with disabilities, it is critical to have a working knowledge of these procedures and develop partnerships with college sites.
2)  The majority of our students are first generation college students whose parents are uninformed about the financial and academic supports available to their child. Through participating in student's IEP's, vocational staff is able to address educational concerns and inform parents of the process for accessing higher education, and the opportunities available.
3) Students who are not citizens of the United States are unable to access financial assistance when applying for college. This impedes their ability to access college due to the inability to qualify for financial aid. There are programs at the college level for students with an illegal status that assist in the application and financial process. However, students who do not have a legal immigration status are presented with difficulties in this process in comparison to a student who is a United States citizen. 
Important Factors for Replicating Promising and Practical Strategy
The most important factor is an ongoing relationship with vocational staff members, students, parents, and school sites. That creates a foundation of trust that each entity holds the best interest of the students at utmost importance in relationship to vocational and educational planning for their future.

To provide these services, we have partnerships with community colleges, on-campus college support services, and state service agencies that provide support for students with developmental disabilities. It is essential that these partnerships are nurtured so when staffing changes occur, we can recreate a good working relationship with new staff and on campus departments to ensure that our students receive the access intended.

Elements of the Strategy that Did Not Work
Transition planning makes a difference in the overall planning for the adulthood of individuals with disabilities. Unfortunately, some students who exit high school or transition programming can end up in sheltered-workshops or being serviced by adult agencies that do not promote community inclusion, job-related activities or supported employment which often defeats the goals and planning that was developed for an individual. 

It is essential to build relationships with Adult Service providers local to your organization so good referrals can be made to provide the continued support the students need to obtain post-secondary education and employment goals.
Suggestions to Institutions When Replicating Strategy and Potential Concerns

The Transition Partnership Program (TTP) Grant and the Workability 1 grant from the state of California, provide funding for vocational staff to work with students. If an organization looking to replicate this strategy is unable to acquire grant funding for this purpose, they can utilize the unified support of special education teachers and college and career center services offered on most high school campuses. Seeking additional grant funding would allow the organization to cover the expenses of bus trips to colleges, time working on college application, career exploration materials and vocational assessments.
Laws, Rules or Regulations that Made Successfully Implementing the Strategy Easier or More Difficult
This strategy was developed in accordance with I.D.E.A mandated transition services as part of the IEP process for high school students with disabilities. This meets the requirements that services must be provided to students to assist them in meeting their post-secondary academic and employment goals. Therefore, these services can be integrated into special education programming and implemented by special education teachers to replicate the strategy.
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