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Introduction 
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a federal 

law that ensures a free appropriate public education (FAPE) for 

eligible children and youth with disabilities, including special 

education and related services. This handbook is designed 

to help you—students and families—understand how special 

education supports change as you get older and begin planning 

for life after high school.

Starting at age 16, students must be invited to be part of the 

Individualized Education Program (IEP) team. This means your 

ideas, goals, and preferences must be part of the planning. 

Whether you're exploring college, work, or independent living,  

you have a legal right to take part in decisions about your 

education and your future. Knowing your rights—and how 

to speak up for yourself—is an important step in preparing 

for adulthood.

Special education laws and procedures vary by state and evolve 

over time. IDEA entitles eligible students to services through 

age 21. This handbook focuses on what IDEA Part B means 

for transition-age students and families in Montana. It includes 

information, resources, and tools to help you understand your 

rights, make informed choices, and take meaningful steps toward 

a successful transition into adulthood.
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Part 1: Preparing for Transition to Adulthood

What Do We Mean by Secondary Transition?
Secondary Transition refers to how youth with disabilities move from school to adult life. This 
process focuses on locating educational options, work, and community living. It helps them 
become workers, responsible citizens, and learners for life.

The program supports students as they leave school. It focuses on jobs, lifelong learning, and 
the ability to live independently as part of a family and a community. The program offers various 
student-centered services.
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PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IS KEY IN THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD
Parents play a crucial role in their child’s transition to adulthood. When they start early, parents can 
help their child build important life skills. They can also promote independence by letting kids take part 
in decision-making. One of the hardest parts of parenting a child with disabilities is learning to step 
back. It’s natural to want to protect them. Still, children with disabilities need the chance to have typical 
experiences. They need to make mistakes and learn from them, just like their peers. Letting them face 
challenges, even if it involves risks, boosts their confidence. It also builds resilience and helps them 
gain important skills for adulthood.

Parents can start the process early. They can start by guiding their children in developing skills for 
independence. Key areas include daily living skills, sex education, social skills, and good work habits.
Parents can learn and teach their children about the support and services for adults with disabilities.  
People who take advantage of these services often thrive and become the best version of themselves. 
As graduation gets closer, families and students have big choices to make about life after high school. 
Educators and social agencies can provide help, but families and students decide in the end. Families 
who tackle these issues head-on are more likely to have a smooth transition into adulthood. Consider 
these topics together:

Independence

As students with disabilities near graduation, they and their families can think about how much 
independence is realistic for them to achieve. Every task a young adult with a disability can do for 
themselves means one less task you have to pay someone else to do.

School staff can help your child learn skills for independence. Still, it’s up to parents to decide how 
much they can step back and let their kids be independent.

Guardianship and Other Alternatives

Parents may be surprised to find out that, under Montana law, they lose all legal responsibility and 
control over their child once the child turns 18. At this stage, they may look at options based on the 
severity of the disability. These can include full or limited guardianship. They might also choose a 
less restrictive option. This may include supported decision-making, power of attorney, or choosing a 
representative payee to handle Social Security funds. 

An educational power of attorney (EPOA) is a legal document. It enables a capable adult student to 
appoint someone else to make educational decisions on their behalf. This is useful when the student 
needs help. Especially when dealing with the hurdles of higher education. Supported decision-making 
means the person with a disability gets help from one or more chosen people. They help the person 
understand the decision’s meaning and the possible outcomes of different decisions. This support 
empowers the person to make informed choices. There are many reasons to consider less restrictive 
options than guardianship. For example, those who get to make their own decisions become more 
independent. They often succeed in their jobs and engage more with their communities. As they learn 
new skills, they can change decision-making supports without needing to go to court.

For more information about your alternatives to guardianship, check out the Rural Institute's resources 
in Appendix B.
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Sex Education

A young adult who is headed for a more independent life after high school graduation will need the 
information and skills to deal with sexual maturity. Most disabilities do not affect sexual function. You 
can expect that your child will mature sexually. They may need help understanding and managing their 
sexual functions. Families can consider how much and what kind of sex education would be useful. 

Driving/Public Transportation

Whether a teenager with disabilities can get a driver’s license depends on their instruction. It also relies 
on their skills and judgment. As you plan for your child’s transition from high school, talk about their 
chances of learning to drive and passing the driver’s test.

Young adults with physical disabilities can drive with the right car modifications. The local vocational 
rehabilitation office can provide information on hand controls and similar devices. If driver’s training is 
available at your child’s high school, students with disabilities can get accommodations. This means 
they can pursue a learner’s permit and a driver’s license. People with reading impairments, like learning 
disabilities, can ask for help when taking the written driver’s test. For example, someone can have the 
questions read aloud to them.

If a student is not likely to drive or pass a driving test, then it’s important to help them find other ways 
to get around. They may learn to use public transportation. Public transportation offers legal rights 
under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Paratransit services help those who can’t use public 
transportation because of a disability. To get this accommodation, you typically need to go through 
an application process. Feel free to reach out to your local public transportation department for             
more details. 

Another option besides public transportation is to ride a bicycle. Check with your vocational 
rehabilitation office for details on adaptive bicycles. 

Transportation instructions can be part of the IEP Transition Plan.

Legal Identification

Students who won’t drive may apply for a State Identification Card at any Driver’s Licensing Bureau. 
The card is a legal state ID that can be used as identification if they don’t have a driver’s license.   
There is no age requirement. 

When your child applies for an identification card, you must show:  
•	 Proof of identity
•	 Proof of authorized presence
•	 Proof of residency in Montana

You can use several types of documents, such as a birth certificate, a utility bill, or a postmarked 
envelope with your address.

Selective Service

All males must register for the Selective Service within 30 days of turning 18. The only exceptions are 
if they are in a hospital or an institution. Registration can be accomplished by obtaining a registration 
form at a local post office. To learn more, check out sss.gov/register/ or call the Selective Service 
Administration at 888-655-1825.
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Planning for the Future

When planning for the future, think about wills, trusts, and insurance. These can help protect your child 
now and after you’re gone. Also, as your child reaches 18, consider applying for Social Security and 
Medicaid. A person may apply to determine if they are eligible for benefits. For more information on 
Social Security and Medicaid, check out the resources in Appendix B.

Ideas for Preparing Your Child at Home for the Challenges of Adult Living by focusing 
on the child first and the disability second.       

•	 Foster as much independence as your child is capable of achieving. 
	º Create age-appropriate chores for kids.  
	º Teach them basic cooking skills.  
	º Show them how to drive or use public transportation.  
	º Explain basic banking skills.  
	º Help them learn management skills.  
	º Teach home management, such as lawn care and simple repairs.

•	 Teach how to set realistic short-term and long-term goals. 

•	 Encourage the ability to accept consequences and allow your child to make mistakes that will 
not harm them. 

•	 Allow children to make choices and take risks, learning through trial and error.

•	 Give them the joy of accomplishment.

•	 Set consistent standards for all children in the family, whether they have a disability or not.

•	 Teach social skills such as:
	º Making friends  
	º Having conversations  
	º Listening  
	º Asking for help
	º Thinking of others

•	 Encourage your child to build good work habits. They can do this by:
	º Volunteering
	º Taking a part-time job
	º Household chores
	º Jobs assignments in a classroom or school campus
	º Skills camp

•	 Teach personal care skills and grooming habits.
•	 Encourage your child to develop hobbies and interests. Some options to consider in Montana 

include:
	º Special Olympics
	º Eaglemount
	º ABILITY MT ILC

	º Summit ILC
	º Missoula Adaptive Recreation and Sports
	º Dream Adaptive
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Part 2: The IEP and Secondary Transition 
Process
Secondary Transition planning is an ongoing process. You, your child, and the IEP team work together 
to set goals and services. These will help your child transition from school to adulthood. The Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is a federal law. It mandates that the plan must be in place by a 
student’s 16th birthday. Plans can start for students as young as 14. This happens when the IEP team 
thinks extra planning will help the student transition to adulthood better. The secondary transition plan is 
a part of the IEP document.

Secondary Transition Services

The law defines secondary transition services as a coordinated set of activities. These activities support 
students as they shift from school to making choices after they graduate. This includes:

•	 Postsecondary education
•	 Vocational training
•	 Competitive integrated employment, including supported employment
•	 Continuing adult education
•	 Adult services
•	 Independent living
•	 Community participation 

These activities are driven by each student’s needs and should reflect their likes and interests. 
Services include:

•	 Instruction  
•	 Community experiences  
•	 Job training  
•	 Goals for adult living

When needed, include daily living skills and functional vocational assessments.
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Secondary Transition Planning and Successful Adult Living

The Secondary Transition IEP must include:
•	 Clear goals for after graduation based on what the student wants.
•	 Appropriate transition assessments for their age.

These should focus on training, education, employment, and, as needed, independent living skills.

Services also involve the subjects and courses listed in the IEP. These are designed to help students 
meet their secondary transition goals.

Since a student’s time in school is limited, learning skills to function in the real world is a priority. 
Parents, students, and school staff should work together to plan for the student’s future.

Secondary transition planning involves figuring out the personal, academic, and functional skills a 
student needs and wants to learn to thrive as an adult. The next step is to design a program that 
develops these skills during the student’s time in school.

Creating a Secondary Transition Plan

Secondary transition planning focuses on how a student shifts from school to community life. 
Below are some questions to consider:

•	 Does the student have the skills necessary to get a job?

•	 Is the student eligible for postsecondary education? This could be college, vocational training, 
or joining the military.

•	 Does the student have special transportation needs?

•	 Does the student have the social skills to interact appropriately and maintain a job in the 
community?

•	 Where will the student live? With parents? In an apartment? In their own home? With a 
roommate? In a group home? In adult foster care?

•	 Will the student support themselves? Or will they need help from government benefits?     
Family resources?

•	 Will the student require supervision or guidance for some or all decision-making?

•	 Does the student know how to use leisure time?

•	 Will the student have friends or make friends in the community?

•	 Has the student learned to live independently? This includes skills such as cooking, shopping 
for groceries, and cleaning.

•	 Can the student manage money, pay bills, and maintain a checking account?                        
Savings account?

•	 Does the student require support to help with personal care needs?
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The Secondary Transition Plan

As with everything else in special education, the power is in the IEP. The Secondary Transition Plan 
includes everything in an IEP. It also includes information about:

•	 Community-based instruction 
•	 Vocational education
•	 Future placements
•	 Performance criteria in future settings
•	 Skills outside of academics
•	 Annual goals tied to future needs and desires

The plan adds extra pages to the regular IEP that focus on specific secondary transition issues.
A Secondary Transition Plan focuses on the skills a student needs for adult life. These functional skills 
may include:

•	 Learning strategies and study skills.
•	 Understanding their disability.
•	 Self-advocacy.
•	 Daily living skills include:

	º Managing a checkbook or checking account
	º Buying groceries  
	º Cooking
	º Doing laundry  
	º Cleaning

•	 Vocational skills may include:
	º Maintaining healthy and positive  work habits  
	º Building relationships with bosses and authority figures  
	º Making social connections and participating in community activities
	º Communicating needs  
	º Making informed choices
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A Closer Look at each Section of the Secondary Transition Plan:

You may find the QR code for the link to a sample Secondary Transition Plan provided by OPI 
(The Office of Public Instruction) in Appendix A.

DESIRED POST-SCHOOL ACTIVITIES:
Post-school activities reflect the interests and likes of the students. These might differ from those of 
parents and educators, but they are what drives the Secondary Transition Plan.

AGE APPROPRIATE SECONDARY TRANSITION ASSESSMENTS:
Assessments may be formal and informal. They provide information about a student’s skill level in the 
areas of training, education, jobs, and independent living skills. Assessments also give information on 
current performance levels. Some tips that may enhance your child’s path to success:

•	 Training: Look for programs that teach practical skills. These can help them in their career or 
daily life.

•	 Education: Consider classes that fit their interests. They can boost your knowledge and 
confidence.

•	 Employment: Seek job opportunities that match their skills. Networking can also open doors.
•	 Independent Living Skills: Focus on budgeting, personal interactions, and time management. 

These skills are key to living on your own.

There are no set assessments recommended by OPI, but they have a list of Age Appropriate 
Secondary Transition Assessment Examples that you can find in their Transition Binder. You may find 
the QR code to this resource in Appendix A.

MEASURABLE POSTSECONDARY GOALS:
Create goals for Training, Education, Employment, and, when relevant, Independent Living Skills. 
These goals are to be achieved after graduation.

COURSE OF STUDY:
This outlines the curriculum and electives students will take to reach their goals after school.

SECONDARY TRANSITION SERVICES NEEDED:
This section of the form records the plan for activities and strategies to meet the student’s needs. 
It focuses on:

•	 Instruction
•	 Employment
•	 Community Experiences
•	 Postsecondary Adult Living
•	 Daily Living Skills
•	 Functional Vocational Assessment
•	 Related Services - such as job coaching

TRANSFER OF RIGHTS AT THE AGE OF MAJORITY:
The student’s rights under IDEA will shift to them upon reaching adulthood. Parents and the student 
must be informed at least one year before the student turns eighteen.

The above sections must be updated each year that the student remains in high school.
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HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION:
To be completed during the year that the student graduates or ages out. This section is about how the 
student will participate in graduation and the type of diploma they receive.

Participation in the Secondary Transition Planning Meeting

The IEP team must include the following members: parents, an administrator, a special educator, a 
regular educator, and the student. Parents and the student must be notified in advance that the IEP 
meeting being scheduled is a Secondary Transition IEP. The student must have an opportunity to take 
part in the meeting. IEP teams can come up with creative ways all students can participate in their 
Transition IEP. For example, gathering information from the student to be shared in their “voice” during 
the meeting. 

The meeting might also have representatives from agencies that offer adult services. The goal of 
including adult service agency representatives is to share information. This helps create clear plans 
to connect the student with suitable adult services. The sooner you can involve outside agencies, 
the better. If parents are proactive with adult services starting in 10th grade, there is often a better 
transition. Some adult providers will wait until senior year, and then there is little time to build a bridge to 
support the transition to adulthood.

A family may choose to invite outside agencies or schools may sign a release to invite them.

Adult agency participants may include:
•	 A case manager from a Developmental Disabilities Program  
•	 A caseworker from an Independent Living Center  
•	 A mental health adult case manager  
•	 A vocational rehabilitation counselor

Parent Involvement in Secondary Transition Planning

Secondary transition planning is crucial in the IEP process. Parents can and do help their children 
transition from school to work and adult living. Parents are the most valuable members of the transition 
team. They know their child and their disability well. They understand how it affects education, work, 
training, and daily life. Here are some suggestions for parent involvement:

•	 Parents and their child bring ideas to the planning meeting.

•	 Parents can help by encouraging their child to come and participate in the meeting. If the 
student does not attend, the parent can present their desires and interests in the student’s 
“voice”.

•	 Parents can support students in advocating for themselves.

•	 Parents can learn what “secondary transition” means and how their school provides the 
services. They may then ask how they can get involved with the planning.

•	 Join in and support the secondary transition activities your child is doing in class and during 
community training.

•	 Help your child develop good work habits, behaviors, and the self-confidence needed to 
succeed on the job.
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•	 Be sure the school is allocating enough time to the secondary transition needs of your child.

•	 Volunteer your time to work with your child’s secondary transition program.

•	 Help your child build relationships with family and your adult friends. Personal connections are 
often the best way for young adults with disabilities to find jobs in their community.

•	 Think of transition planning as a family effort. Collaborate with school staff to support your child’s 
smooth transition to adulthood.

•	 Family engagement is when families assist their child in planning for the future. They also 
support them through the secondary transition process. Parents often serve as the bridge 
between school and community involvement for their child. It is to the advantage of the school to 
ensure that families are active participants in the process.

Students’ Involvement in Secondary Transition Planning?

IDEA says students must help make choices about their secondary transition plans. Many students with 
disabilities can attend their transition meetings and share their thoughts. However, they may need help 
understanding the process and how to participate.

Students with disabilities need to join their secondary transition meetings as soon as possible. In 
advance of the meeting, parents can discuss the meeting format, the issues that will be discussed, and 
who will be at the meeting.

At first, the student may want to attend only part of the meeting and to be present as just an observer. 
Gradually, over time, the student may feel ready to be a participant. When a student shows interest in 
joining, it can help to write down what they want to share. Preparing ahead helps students organize 
their thoughts. This way, they can express what matters to them more clearly.

Some young people might not attend the whole meeting. But, they can be interviewed on their own. 
Then, parents or teachers can share their thoughts during the meeting. Students can use specific 
transition interview questionnaires. These tools help them identify their choices and preferences for 
the future.

Student-Led IEPs

A way to get students more involved in the IEP process is to use student-led IEPs. In a student-led 
IEP, the student plays an active role. They help create their IEP and lead decisions about their future. 
Students help plan, share, and check their progress on post-secondary goals. Student engagement 
levels are based on a student’s age, needs, and abilities. This takes place in an environment that 
values their input. Decisions are made to support the student’s best interests.

Personal Goal Setting:

Goal setting involves answering difficult questions, like: What do I want to do? Where do I want to live? 
How do I want to handle getting out on my own?

Age of Majority: Who Signs the IEP – the Parents or the Student?

In Montana, young people reach the age of majority at 18. This means they get to make decisions 
about their education. If a young adult has a disability that makes decision-making difficult, a parent or 
guardian may need to help.
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If parents have legal guardianship of their child after they turn 18, they will continue to sign the IEP. 
There are other ways to support young adults without taking full guardianship. Families can explore 
supported decision-making or an educational power of attorney. These options let the young people 
stay independent but still get support with important choices.

To learn more about these options, see Part 1: Guardianship and Other Alternatives in this handbook. 
You can also visit the Rural Institute resources in Appendix B.

Parents can continue to be participants in IEP meetings after the student reaches the age of 18. The 
student can indicate his or her desire to have the parents involved in the decision-making process. If a 
special education student is under 18 but emancipated, they can sign the IEP. They decide whether to 
give or withhold consent for its contents.

TEACHING SELF-DETERMINATION SKILLS

Self-determination skills help people make their own choices, set goals, and take action to reach their 
goals. These skills are the key to independence.

The key components are:
•	 Choice-making
•	 Decision-making
•	 Problem-solving
•	 Goal-setting
•	 Self-advocacy

Parents usually teach self-determination skills at home. Sometimes, school counselors or teachers can 
help teach these skills. Some high schools may have courses focusing on these skills. Others mix them 
into their regular classes. Parents may also decide to find private counselors to help their child. 

Sometimes, a teenager with disabilities may need help from someone besides a parent. This could be 
an adult friend, a clergy member, or an older sibling. They can help the teen sort out feelings about 
independence and self-advocacy.

Disability and Personal Identity:

Adolescence is a time when young people develop their sense of personal identity. For young people 
with disabilities, their disabilities are a key part of their identity.

All young people with disabilities must face how their disabilities impact body image, self-esteem, and 
ideas of personal integrity and independence. Some young people need lifelong support from family 
or paid caregivers. Others must adapt by using skills or adaptive equipment to handle daily activities. 
Some may need to accept taking medications or going through treatments to allow them to function and 
participate in daily life.

Acceptable Risks:

Transitioning to adult living requires young people to make choices and take risks. This new 
environment may not be as safe or nurturing as their home with their parents. Part of growing up for all 
children involves venturing out, making mistakes, learning from those mistakes, and moving on.
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Asking for Help:

Youth with disabilities have to learn how and when to ask for help. Often for them, this is the hardest 
part of growing up. Many young people with disabilities want to be fiercely independent. Just like other 
teenagers, they do not want to look or act differently from anyone else. At times, young people must 
acknowledge how they differ from others and seek help when needed.

Many support services exist to help people with disabilities. However, individuals must choose to use 
them. Below are some examples; please refer to Appendix B for a list of state and national resources.

•	 Montana Developmental Disabilities Program (DDP)

•	 MonTECH

•	 Vocational Rehabilitation Programs:
	º VR  
	º Pre-ETS (Pre-Employment Transition Services)
	º Support for Blind and Low Vision

•	 Independent Living Centers: Help with SSI, Medicaid, job support, and more.

Articulating Needs:

Sometimes the hardest part about seeking support is being clear about what is needed. Young people 
with disabilities often need to practice how to express their needs. This includes talking to peers, adults, 
employers, teachers, and the public.

Self-Advocacy:

Students with disabilities can learn to advocate for themselves as they grow into adolescence. As they 
are able, they can explain their needs, answer questions about their disabilities, and stand up for their 
rights.

Special Education and High School Graduation

Typical high school students need to earn credits to get a diploma. This rule also applies to special 
education students who plan to attend college. It includes those interested in regular academic or 
vocational courses. Some special education students may not take standard courses for academic 
credit.

When creating a secondary transition plan for a student, the team should discuss whether graduation 
is appropriate at age 18 or if the student needs to continue with their IEP. The secondary transition plan 
should then state when the student is expected to graduate. Before graduation, a formal meeting is 
held to exit the student from special education.

In August 2025, the US District Court for Montana decided that the state must provide FAPE to students 
with disabilities until they turn 22. However, if a student with disabilities graduates from high school with 
a regular diploma, they lose their IDEA eligibility. This also ends the school’s duty to provide a Free 
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). For more on this decision, see the links to OPI’s guidance and 
DRM’s FAQs in Appendix B.
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A “regular high school diploma” means the diploma that a school awards to the majority of students. 
A diploma tied to a student’s IEP goals does not meet this definition. In 2017, the U.S. Department 
of Education provided some important guidance. It said that a “regular high school diploma” doesn’t 
include a diploma earned by meeting Individualized Education Program (IEP) goals. Getting a diploma 
for finishing IEP goals is different from a “regular high school diploma" and does not end the student’s 
right to receive a FAPE.

Section 504 Does Not Cover Secondary Transition Planning

Unlike students with IEPs, there are no regulations for secondary transition planning for students 
with 504 plans. However, there are still ways that a student on a 504 plan can prepare for life after 
graduation. One option for them is to use Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) offered by 
the Vocational Rehabilitation Program. Montana Empowerment Center can help you navigate those 
available resources.
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Part 3: 
Secondary Transition Options 
and Time-Limited Services
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Moving from high school to adult life is a big step for any young person. This change may be 
challenging for young adults with disabilities. Parents play a major role in helping their children 
make this transition from high school. With advance planning, parents can help their children be as 
independent as possible. Parents can team up with teachers and professionals to help their children 
learn important skills. Gaining these skills in school will prepare them for jobs and a life in 
the community.

Many young people, including those with disabilities, make the transition from school to work and 
adult living without using any public or private assistance. Some people secure jobs after high school 
by using contacts from past work experiences. Many young people with disabilities enroll in colleges. 
There, they learn skills that help them find jobs. Some young adults find jobs through family ties, local 
networks, or short-term volunteer work. Make sure your child takes an aptitude test during high school. 
Then, review the results with them to ensure you both understand what they mean.

Vocational Aptitude:

Vocational interests start to stabilize in the middle teen years. This is a good time for students to take 
general aptitude tests. These tests can help them explore broad career areas that may suit them. 
Vocational interests are often assessed using group-administered verbal interest inventories.

There are no set assessments recommended by OPI, but they have a list of Age Appropriate 
Secondary Transition Assessment Examples that you can find in their Transition Binder. You may find 
the QR code to this resource in Appendix A. 

Some young people make the transition using time-limited services. Time-limited services are those 
that last for a particular amount of time. They last long enough to help the person find a job, pursue 
more education, or gain more independence. 

Examples of time-limited services include:
•	 Vocational rehabilitation
•	 Job training programs
•	 Postsecondary student support services

Having a disability often means a person can get short-term services. It can also provide extra help for 
job-related training.

15MONTANA EMPOWERMENT CENTER
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Vocational Rehabilitation:

Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) services are publicly supported, time-limited programs. They are 
designed to help people with disabilities find work. It is suggested that students apply early for services. 
Once someone is eligible for vocational rehabilitation services, VR will offer support and training until 
they find a job. After that, VR services will end.

In addition to job training and placement services, VR may also pay for items that help with getting a 
job, like:

•	 Equipment
•	 Tools
•	 Clothing
•	 Uniforms that are required for employment
•	 Transportation costs
•	 Medications
•	 Eyeglasses
•	 Other similar items

Vocational Rehabilitation has the Pre-Employment Transition Services Program (Pre-ETS). This 
program works closely with schools to help students get ready for life after high school. Services end 
when the IEP goal is met or the person chooses to end services. A person can apply for Vocational 
Rehabilitation services again and again, even if the services have ended.

These programs offer:

•	 Job exploration counseling
•	 Work-based learning experience
•	 Workplace readiness training
•	 Counseling on postsecondary programs

•	 Self-advocacy training

VR services are limited by the amount of funding provided by federal and state governments. 
Individuals may be eligible for services but may have to wait until funding is available.

As well as public vocational rehab services, private companies also offer job training and placement for 
people with disabilities. The cost of these services is the responsibility of the individual or the family.

Job Corps

Job Corps is a federal program that offers job training to “disadvantaged” youth. Young people with 
disabilities can get job training through this program. They must have the physical and mental abilities 
to meet the training’s minimum standards. People with learning disabilities or emotional disorders can 
be good candidates for Job Corps training. They should be somewhat independent for their age and in 
good health. 
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Military Service

Military services can be selective about who they recruit. Students with disabilities who want to join 
the military must meet their mental and physical standards. Certain medical conditions can prevent 
people from joining the military. These include asthma, diabetes, severe allergies, some mental health 
disorders, and heart problems. This is due to the physical and mental demands of military service. 
Keep in mind that medical waivers are available, and not every medical condition leads to a permanent 
disqualification.

Military recruiters use scores from the ASVAB (Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery) to assess 
the qualifications of candidates for military service. Any student interested in going on to the military 
should take this examination while still in high school.

Daily Living Assistance

Independent Living Centers (ILCs) are another source of time-limited secondary transition support. 
ILCs help people with disabilities live independently. They provide training in various areas, such as:

•	 Advocating for services

•	 Seeking physical access

•	 Acquiring adapted equipment

•	 Finding housing

•	 Using public transportation

ILCs also offer peer-mentoring programs. They bring together successful adults with disabilities and 
young people beginning their journey into adult life. Adult mentors can help the young people find their 
way in the community and take care of daily tasks. Independent Living can begin to assist a person 
while they are still in high school. They may also provide follow-up services when the person begins to 
live in the community as an adult. ILCs can assist with referrals to other adult service agencies.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
Accommodation—Changes or supports that help your child learn and show what they know, without 
changing what they are expected to learn.

Adaptation—Generally refers to changes made to how a child learns or shows what they know in 
school. Think of it like this: if the regular way of doing things doesn’t fit your child’s learning style or 
challenges, adaptations are the adjustments that make learning accessible and possible for them.

Basic Classes—Academic classes that have a curriculum similar to the regular curriculum but that 
are taught at a simpler or lower level. Reading levels of materials may be at a lower level. Testing may 
focus on mastery of concepts, but not expect a deeper understanding.

Community-Based Instruction—Teaching vocational or life skills in real-life settings. This means 
students learn where they will actually use these skills, not just in a classroom.

Core Curriculum—This is the standard academic program for all students. It follows a set order, 
ensuring that students learn what is typical for their age or grade level.

Guidance Counselor—An educator who assesses students’ abilities and advises on course selection. 
They help prepare students for college, vocational school, or starting a career. These individuals often 
oversee the Evaluation Report Meeting and IEP Team meetings for special education students.

Inclusion—When a student with disabilities takes part in the usual school activities. This may involve 
being placed in regular classes, taking part in extracurricular activities, and building relationships with 
non-disabled peers who are the same age.

Learning strategies—Techniques for learning specific subject matter. They help students organize 
information, store it in memory, and retrieve it when they need it. Students with learning disabilities 
often struggle to develop good learning strategies. They usually rely on trial-and-error methods, which 
are not very effective. Students can learn strategies to help them study better and remember what they 
learn.

Learning Strategies or Study Skills Class—This class doesn’t cover specific subjects. Instead, it 
teaches students ways to improve their learning in other courses. For example, students might not 
learn algebra directly. Instead, they might focus on better study strategies for algebra. These classes 
may help with accommodations in the student’s other classes. They may offer oral testing or modify 
materials used elsewhere. Sometimes, tutoring in specific subjects is available. This helps students 
catch up with a class or relearn skills.

Life Skills (Functional Skills)—These are the everyday tasks that adults do to live on their own. 
Activities may include cooking, washing clothes, mending, house cleaning, personal grooming, 
budgeting, banking, shopping, driving, using public transportation, making appointments, getting 
services from agencies, job-seeking skills, managing time, daily communication skills, and 
interpersonal skills.
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Modified Curriculum—The way material is taught or the expectations for a student are changed 
to better suit their learning needs. This may include making assignments more simple, using other 
teaching materials, or reducing the workload. It’s a way to make learning more accessible for students 
who struggle with the standard curriculum.

Office of Public Instruction (OPI) – Early Assistance Program (EAP)—Provides technical 
assistance to parents, school districts, and advocacy organizations in regard to the delivery of a Free 
Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). The EAP program works to intervene prior to or at the time of 
filing a complaint. They gather information and attempt to resolve the problem before it becomes a 
costly legal entanglement. 406-444-5664 • https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/Teaching-Learning/Special-
Education/Early-Assistance-Program-EAP

Parallel Curriculum— A course that covers the same subjects as the regular curriculum, such as 
math, science, and English. However, it simplifies the content and uses varied teaching methods.

Peer Tutors—Students who are trained to provide instruction to other students who are about the 
same age.

Post-Secondary/Post-Graduation Goals—These are specific and measurable goals that focus on 
what a student will do after graduating from high school. They map out their plans for education, jobs, 
and skills for independent living. These are the things they want to develop once they finish public 
school.

General Education Class—A class that is part of the regular academic or elective program of the 
school. These classes follow the standard developmental curriculum. They can be modified to provide 
support for students with disabilities. Accommodations must be defined in the IEP.

Replacement Curriculum—Content that is changed a lot from the standard curriculum. It is taught 
using special methods and materials.

Resource Class—A class for special education students. It teaches the curriculum at a simpler level 
than regular classes.

Secondary Transition—Refers to the changes that occur when a student leaves high school and 
enters the adult community. This change might mean deciding on more training, going to college, 
getting a job, finding a home, and participating the community. For some students, transition means 
getting help from adult social service agencies. Other students transition without any help from 
agencies. Instead, they get support from family, friends, and a network of social connections. Some 
students will be completely independent after high school. Some will need moderate support. Others 
will need significant support throughout their lives.

Secondary Transition Plan (TP)—A process to help students with an Individualized Education Plan 
(IEP) decide what they want to do after high school. It is a roadmap that helps students prepare for the 
journey from high school to adulthood.
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Special Education—Instruction that is designed to meet the unique needs of students with disabilities. 
The high school curriculum is laid out so that students get credits for taking specific subjects. This 
process of taking subjects and earning credits can be modified to provide special education. Special 
education students do not have to follow the standard curriculum. They can skip steps and certain 
activities, or do whatever the student needs. Special education is tailored to meet individual needs. 
A special education program will look different than the general education program. The methods of 
teaching may be different. The ways the student responds may be different. The time frame may be 
different. Any part of the teaching and learning process can be changed to fit the student’s needs.

Study Skills—A set of activities that helps students learn how to study. It covers how to organize 
materials, plan long-term assignments, and do research. It also teaches students how to read in 
different subjects, study for tests, and take tests.

Vocational Training—Skills training for specific jobs like graphic design, auto repair, and farming.

Work Study—This program offers on-the-job training at various work sites. It allows students to 
practice and apply skills from their classrooms. Students usually attend academic classes for part of the 
day. Then, they spend the rest of the day in a work environment.

Appendix A
Resources

Sample Blank Transition Plan:

Age Appropriate Transition Assessment Examples:
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Appendix B
Sample Letters

Your Name(s)
Address
Town, MT 59000                
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date
Principal
School Name
Town, MT

Dear Mr./Ms. _______________:

On behalf of our child, (name), we are concerned that they has certain education needs and deficits 
that adversely affect their educational performance to the degree that our child needs special education 
and related services. These concerns include: (Describe your concerns; for example, is not making 
progress; having behaviors at school, falling behind in their classwork, does not understand what they 
are learning in school, or has a new medical diagnosis that we think affects learning).

As a result, we are requesting a comprehensive special education evaluation be completed. It is our 
understanding that we must sign a consent to evaluate form for this process to begin. Please make that 
form available as soon as possible. We look forward to hearing from you within the week.

Sincerely,

Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)
406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Letter Requesting an Evaluation (or re-evaluation) for Special Education Services  



22 THE ROAD AHEAD: HIGH SCHOOL TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD

Sample Letters
Letter Requesting a Parent-Teacher Conference 

Your Name(s)
Address
Town, MT 59000                
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date
Teacher,
School Name
Town, MT
Dear Mr./Ms. _______________:

We would like to arrange a private conference with you to discuss our child (name’s) progress. 
We have some concerns and questions about what we can do to support (name’s) learning (State 
the areas of concern; for example, math, reading, social skills, behaviors). We would like to meet 
as soon as possible. Times we could meet with you are: (Provide a few dates and times that are 
convenient).

Please call or email (put in your preferred phone number and email address) to confirm a meeting 
date and time. If we are not available, please leave a message. We hope to hear from you this 
week.

We look forward to talking with you and we appreciate your help.

Sincerely,

Signature(s)
Your printed Name(s)
406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)
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Sample Letters
Letter Requesting an IEP Team Meeting

Your Name(s)
Address 
Town, MT 59000
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Principal or Special Education Case Manager
School Name
Town, MT

Dear Mr./Ms. _______________:

Our son/daughter, (name) is an eligible student currently receiving special education services as 
part of an (IEP). We realize an IEP is typically reviewed annually, but we feel we need to review 
(name’s) plan and progress sooner than that. We would like to discuss some concerns with the 
team that may warrant making changes in the IEP. We have concerns about (State your concerns; 
for example, is not making progress; having behaviors at school, falling behind in their classwork, 
does not understand what they are learning in school).

We would appreciate having this meeting within the next two weeks so that necessary changes 
can be made in a timely manner. Times we could meet with the team are: (Provide a few dates 
and times that are convenient).

Thank you for your help in this matter. We look forward to seeing you and the other IEP team 
members soon.

Sincerely,
Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)
406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)
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Sample Letters
Letter to Request Facilitation, Mediation or to File a Complaint

Your Name(s)
Address 
Town, MT 59000
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Office of Public Instruction, Early Assistance Program
P.O. Box 202501
Helena, MT 59620-2501

Dear Mr./Ms. _______________:

We are (requesting facilitation, mediation, filing a formal complaint with/against) the school district 
where our child is receiving a special education program under an IEP. Describe the problem and 
your specific complaint. For example: Despite the fact that our child’s IEP specifically states (son, 
daughter) will receive speech therapy daily for 30 minutes, our child has not received such therapy 
for over a month.

(Describe the impact of the problem and why you need facilitation, mediation or want to file a 
complaint.)

We would appreciate your assistance [in getting facilitation, mediation, filing a complaint]. 
Please provide any forms we may use to accomplish this.

Sincerely,
Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)
406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)
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Sample Letters
Letter Requesting Due Process

Your Name(s)
Address 
Town, MT 59000
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best email address)

Date

Legal Counsel, Office of Public Instruction
P.O. Box 202501, 
Helena, MT 59620-2501

Dear Mr./Ms. _______________:

Our child is an IDEA-eligible student who is being served under an IEP at public school. Currently, 
we disagree with school personnel about the appropriateness of our child’s educational program 
and placement. We do not think that the current program is providing our child with educational 
benefits, even though the staff says that the program is working effectively.

Despite our efforts to come to an agreement, we find that we are still at odds with the school 
district. We are formally requesting a due process hearing to determine what is legally and 
educationally appropriate for our child. We would consider formal mediation and resolution 
sessions as interim steps to assist us in resolving these issues without resorting to a due 
process hearing.

We think our child’s current program is detrimental and needs to be changed as quickly as 
possible. We would appreciate hearing from you soon.

Sincerely,
Signature(s)
Your printed name(s)
406-XXX-XXXX (Best phone number to contact you during the daytime)
concerned.parent@gmail.com (Best Email)
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Appendix C
Resources

Secondary Transition Resources

Got Transition - The basis for an information exchange about healthcare transition for youth with 
special healthcare needs. https://gottransition.org/youth-and-young-adults/

Graduation 2025 Updated Guidance Regarding FAPE 
•	 DRM Frequently Asked Questions

https://disabilityrightsmt.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/2025-02-27-Age-21-FAQ-Final.pdf
•	 OPI Guidance: https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-

Education/Regulations-and-Guidance

Montana Office of Public Instruction:
https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-Education/Secondary-
Transition-Guidance 

Montana Vocational Rehabilitation Programs: General VR: Pre-Employment Training Services 
(Pre-ETS); Blind and Low Vision (BLV) Services;  Montana Accessible Communication (MTAC)
https://dphhs.mt.gov/detd/vocrehab/VRBSofficesbycounty

Montana Youth Leadership Forum (MYLIFE) and MYLIFE Step 2 programs
https://montanaylf.org/

Movin’ on in Montana - college experience in Billings (open to all students with disabilities across MT)
https://www.msubillings.edu/montanacenter/movin-on.htm

My Transitions website - MY Transition Conference:
https://montanayouthtransitions.org/

OPI Transition Binder - Age Appropriate Transition Assessment Examples:
https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-Education/Secondary-
Transition-Guidance#11136513002-transition-binder

Region 2 Youth in Transition Resource Guide-Great Falls
https://mtempowermentcenter.org/idea-resources/
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Rural Institute for Inclusive Communities: 
https://www.umt.edu/rural-institute/ 

•	 Alternatives to Guardianship tools:
https://transition.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/alternatives-to-guardiansh ip/ 

•	 Least Restrictive Approaches to Supporting Individuals as Decision Makers
https://transition.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/www/wp-content/uploads/Adult_Guardianship_factsheet_
FINAL_10.3.19.pdf 

•	 Transitioning to Adult Healthcare:
https://transition.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/health/ 

  
Selective Service – Register at age 18
https://www.sss.gov/register/ 

Think College – College options for students with disabilities
Montana programs: one in Missoula - Mosaic; one in Bozeman - Life Scholars Program
https://thinkcollege.net/college-search 

University of Wisconsin Madison Waisman Center – Fostering self-determination among children 
and youth with disabilities ideas from parents for parents.
https://web.waisman.wisc.edu/www/naturalsupports/pdfs/FosteringSelfDetermination.pdf

Social Opportunities
ABILITY MT ILC: https://abilitymt.org/programs/outdoor-recreation

Ability Montana: https://abilitymt.org/ 

Dream Adaptive: https://www.dreamadaptive.org/

Eaglemount programs:
•	 Billings: https://eaglemountbillings.org/
•	 Bozeman: https://eaglemount.org/
•	 Great Falls: https://www.eaglemount.net/

Living Independently for Today and Tomorrow: https://liftt.org/ 

Missoula Adaptive Recreation and Sports: https://www.missoulaadaptiverec.org/

North Central Independent Living Services: https://ncils.org/ 

Special Olympics: https://www.somt.org/athletes/becomeanathlete/
•	 Finding a team https://www.somt.org/volunteer/team-area-volunteer-opportunities/

Summit ILC: https://www.summitilc.org/
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State Resources
ABLE Accounts- Montana ABLE • https://savewithable.com/mt/home.html

Children’s Special Health Services
406-444-3617 • 800-762-9891 • https://dphhs.mt.gov/ecfsd/cshs/index

Dawson Promise – Dawson Promise is a program aimed at helping youth aging out of the foster care 
system, unaccompanied youth, or homeless youth obtain a two-year education without debt. https://
www.dawson.edu/outreach/dawson-promise.html

Department of Public Health and Human Services — Senior and Long Term Care Division
406-444-4077 • https://dphhs.mt.gov/SLTC

Home and Community Based Services
https://dphhs.mt.gov/hcbs

Mental Health Services in Montana
https://dphhs.mt.gov/bhdd/mentalhealthservices/index 

Montana Accessible Communication (formerly MTAP)
https://dphhs.mt.gov/detd/mtac/index 

Montana Department of Labor- Youth and Young Worker Employment
https://www.dol.gov/general/topic/youthlabor

Montana Developmental Disabilities Program (DDP) - 0208 Waiver
https://dphhs.mt.gov/BHDD/DisabilityServices/developmentaldisabilities/index 

Montana Drivers License Information
https://mvdmt.gov/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/25-0100M-Montana-Driver-Manual-English.pdf 

Montana fiscal bill for education past age 18- HB 233 from 2021 MT legislative session
https://leg.mt.gov/bills/2021/billpdf/HB0233.pdf

Montana Family to Family – https://www.umt.edu/family-to-family/

Dispute Resolution, Advocacy, & Information for all 
Families
Disability Rights Montana – Advocates and attorneys who promote the rights of Montanans with 
disabilities. 406-449-2344 • 800-245-4743 • https://www.disabilityrightsmt.org

Montana Empowerment Center – Families and young adults with disabilities receive training and 
information on their rights, responsibilities, and protections under IDEA so they can actively participate 
in planning and decision making. 1-877-870-1190 • https://mtempowermentcenter.org
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Montana Housing
https://housing.mt.gov/ 

Montana Independent Living Services
406-442-5755 • 1-800-735-6457 • https://dphhs.mt.gov/detd/independentliving/Center 

Montana Law Help • https://www.montanalawhelp.org/

Montana Medicaid Programs
https://dphhs.mt.gov/MontanaHealthcarePrograms/MemberServices 

Montana Office of Public Assistance (Medicaid, SNAP, TANF)
https://apply.mt.gov/  
https://dphhs.mt.gov/HCSD/OfficeofPublicAssistance 

Montana Registered Apprenticeship
https://apprenticeship.mt.gov/

Montana School for Deaf & the Blind
406-771-6000 • 800-882-6732 • Video Phone: 406-205-0016 • http://msdbmustangs.org  

Montana Works/Job Service
https://montanaworks.gov/job-service-montana/ 

Montana Yellow Pages for Kids with Disabilities
http://www.yellowpagesforkids.com/help/mt.htm

Office of Public Instruction (OPI)
406-444-3095 • 888-231-9393 • https://opi.mt.gov/

Office of Public Instruction (OPI) — Special Education
888-231-9393 https://opi.mt.gov/Educators/School-Climate-Student-Wellness/Special-Education

Respite:
https://dphhs.mt.gov/respite/
https://arch.gnosishosting.net/Portal/Registry

State Commissioner of Insurance
https://csimt.gov/

Montana School for Deaf & the Blind
406-771-6000 • 800-882-6732 • Video Phone: 406-205-0016 • https://www.msdb.k12.mt.us/ 

US Military - Exceptional Home Health Care
https://tricare.mil/Plans/SpecialPrograms/ECHO/EHHC
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National Resources
ADA Information
800-514-0301 (voice) • 800-514-0383 (TTY) • www.ada.gov

ADA-Related Information 202-634-1837 • 202-632-1836 (TDD) 
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/publications/ada18.cfm

American Indian Vocational Rehabilitation Training and Technical Assistance Center
(AIVRTTAC) https://aivrttac.org

ARC – Health Insurance Policy
800-433-5255 • http://www.thearc.org

ARCH - National Respite Network and Resource Center
https://archrespite.org/ta-center-for-respite/grantee-activities-and-key-accomplishment/

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
EEOC Offices 800-669-4000 (voice) • 800-669-6820 (TTY) • www.eeoc.gov Information on EEOC 
Enforcement 800-669-3362 (voice) • 800-800-3302 (TTY)

Federal Communications Commission
1-888-225-5322 (voice) • 1-888-835-5322 (TTY) • https://www.fcc.gov/accessibility

Human Rights Bureau
800-542-0807 • https://www.erd.dli.mt.gov/human-rights/ 

IDEA - Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/

Job Accommodation Network 800-526-7234 (voice/TTY) • https://askjan.org/

National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities (NICHCY)
https://www.parentcenterhub.org/

Regional ADA and IT Technical Assistance Centers 800-949-4232 (voice/TTY) • www.adata.org

Social Security
800-772-1213 voice • 800-325-0778 (TTY) • Publications http://www.ssa.gov
SSI/SSDI Forms www.ssa.gov/forms  • Pass Plan http://www.socialsecurity.gov/online/ssa-545.html
Regional Communications Office (Denver) 303-844-1888

U.S. Department of Education – Office of Civil Rights (OCR)  
Oversee section 504 • https://www.ed.gov/about/ed-offices/ocr

U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services 
IDEA Information 1-800-872-5327 (voice/TTY) • https://www.ed.gov/about/ed-offices/osers

U.S. Department of Justice Civil Rights Division (ADA Title II and III)
800-514-0301 (voice) • 800-514-0383 (TTY) • www.ada.gov

U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Transit Administration, Office of Civil Rights 
(ADA Title II) 888-446-4511 (voice/relay) • www.fta.dot.gov/ada
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Empower, Encourage and Educate all Montana families 
with children and young adults with disabilities.

Our Vision

Our Values

We envision that individuals and families with children and young adults with
disabilities will have the information, resources and support they need to make
informed and empowered choices.

MEC believes that families are the most knowledgeable about their children because they have the most
significant influence and direct impact on their children’s lives. Enabled through information, training, and
skills, families can, do and will make good decisions to assist, support, and empower their children.
Families and individuals with disabilities are a necessary component in policy-making decisions that
directly affect them.
The community is enhanced by the integration, engagement and participation of all children and adults.
All children and young adults can learn and have the right to participate in their schools and communities.
Families should be supported and positively enabled so that they can nurture their children.
Individualization of services is needed to meet the unique needs of individuals.
There should be high expectations for individuals who are experiencing a disability. Collaborative efforts
among parents, professionals and people with disabilities are necessary for success.
The use of language about families and people with disabilities should be respectful and in recognition of
their dignity and rights as full citizens and equitable human beings.
Individuals, families and educators are more confident and successful when they have access to current
information from evidence-based practices which empower them to implement and put such practices
into action.

Empower, Encourage and Educate all Montana families
with children and young adults with disabilities.

877-870-1190   |  mtempowermentcenter.org 
Scan to visit
our website!Scan to visit
our website!Scan to visit
our website!
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The Montana Empowerment Center, (MEC) is a private, nonprofit Montana organization founded in 2020 by parents of children 
with disabilities. MEC provides resources, training, and support for individuals with disabilities, their families, and the 

professionals who serve them. MEC services are available throughout Montana and are free to individuals with disabilities 
and their families. Please contact us if you enjoyed this Handbook and would like more information about MEC.

SECONDARY TRANSITION: 
A PARENT INFORMATION HANDBOOK

This handbook is designed to support youth with disabilities—and the families and 
professionals who support them—as they prepare for adulthood. It includes essential 
information on:
        >  What transition means in special education and why it matters
        >  How to set and achieve goals in education, work, and independent living
        >  Steps to becoming a strong self-advocate
        >  Student and parent rights during the transition process
        >  State and national resources to support a successful future
Whether you’re just starting to think about life after high school or are already planning 
your next steps, this guide provides valuable tools for navigating the transition process 
with confidence.
The Montana Empowerment Center (MEC) is a nonprofit organization founded in 2020 by 
parents of children with disabilities. We provide free information, training, and one-on-one 
support for youth with disabilities, their families, and the professionals who work with 
them. MEC services are available statewide.

If you found this handbook helpful and want to learn more, 
please contact us. We're here to help you take the 
next step forward. 


