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Exploring the applicability of occupational therapy transition assessments for
students with disabilities
Christopher Trujilloa,b, Meghan Poachb and Mikaela Carrb

aOccupational Therapy Program, Midwestern University, Glendale, AZ, USA; bDepartment of Occupational Therapy, Northern Arizona
University, Phoenix, AZ, USA

ABSTRACT
Young adults with disabilities often require extensive support and planning to ensure that they
have a successful transition from the secondary education setting to the postsecondary work,
education/training, and living environment. The purpose of this study was to improve
occupational therapy support to transition teams by evaluating feedback from transition
team members (teachers, therapists, psychologists, and administrators) about occupational
therapist conducted postsecondary transition assessments. These occupational therapist
transition assessments were conducted for individuals with developmental disabilities who
were preparing to transition from high school to the postsecondary community setting. The
occupational therapist conducted 18 transition assessments and collected 71 feedback
surveys from the interdisciplinary special education team members during the district’s
special education transition programme planning and evaluation process. This study
examines the feedback from these special educators about those evaluations. The study
results yielded useful information regarding the agreed value that occupational therapy
conducted transition assessments bring to the transition team for transition planning. This
study also identified four foundational assessment areas that occupational therapists should
always consider when conducting a transition assessment. These areas include the student’s
sensory processing, occupational performance, vocational interests, and self-determined
postsecondary goals.
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Introduction

Daily life activities such as rest, sleep, education, work,
play, leisure, and social participation are referred to as
occupations (AOTA, 2014). Occupational deprivation
occurs when individuals experience extended periods
of denied participation in meaningful occupational
engagement (Whiteford, 2010). Individuals with dis-
abilities, such as young adults with intellectual disabil-
ities (ID), developmental disabilities (DD), or specific
learning disorders (SLD), often experience barriers to
participation in meaningful occupation (Mahoney,
Roberts, Bryze, & Parker Kent, 2016). These young
adults are at risk of being marginalised and experien-
cing occupational deprivation (Channon, 2013; Rule
& Modipa, 2011). The period of time that occurs as
people pass from one stage of life to another is referred
to as a transition (Transition, n.d.). Transition services
are vital to ensure successful postsecondary transitions
for adolescent students who have ID, DD, and SLD.
These adolescents require transition planning to pre-
pare them for their transition from the education set-
ting to their community and the postsecondary
setting (Test et al., 2009). To help with transition plan-
ning, American Special Education students must par-
ticipate in a transition assessment that outlines their

strengths, interests, and preferences. These assessments
offer a picture of who a person is and drive what tran-
sition needs, activities and services should be con-
sidered (Erickson, Clark, & Patton, 2013). Transition
assessments are conducted by teachers and often con-
sist of brief surveys and a review of records. These tran-
sition teams create transition plans, which draw from
evaluations to establish meaningful activities that pre-
pare students for work, education, and community liv-
ing once they leave high school (Test et al., 2009).

Students with disabilities typically have very limited
involvement in their own transition plan and there is
no followup course of study thatwill assist them inmeet-
ing their transition goals (Shogren & Plotner, 2012).
Individuals with disabilities often have lower outcomes
than their typical peers in the areas of socialisation,
home independence, employment, and postsecondary
education (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, &
Garza, 2006). In the U.S., 18.7% of individuals with dis-
abilities are employed comparedwith the 65%of individ-
uals without a disability, and individuals with disabilities
are twice as likely to be unemployed than their nondis-
abled peers (U.S. Department of Labor, 2018).

Students who are involved in the process to create
their own transition plan are given more autonomy
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and are empowered to make decisions for their futures.
Scott, Foley, Bourke, Leonard, and Girdler (2014)
found that young adults with Down Syndrome have
the desire to make choices for themselves and to be
fully engaged in the transition planning process. Self-
determined behaviours such as decision-making,
problem-solving, goal-setting, self-advocacy, and self-
regulation are actions that enable one to act as the cau-
sal agent and to improve their quality of life through
empowerment and increased self-esteem (Moore &
McNaught, 2014).

Occupational therapists are trained in activity analy-
sis, assistive technology, activities of daily living, work-
place skills, occupational interests and aptitudes,
transition planning, and motor planning which gives
them the expertise needed to provide meaningful
assessment data on a transition assessment. A study
by Mankey (2011) examined the level of involvement
of occupational therapists in secondary transition plan-
ning. It was determined that there is a very low level of
involvement of occupational therapists in transition
planning in comparison with their perceived potential
and expertise (Mankey, 2011). Occupational therapists
have the capacity to support transition planning for
individuals with disabilities, however it was reported
that only 6% of occupational therapists felt knowledge-
able about their role in transition (Mankey, 2011). This
may be due to a lack of understanding how occu-
pational therapists can help students with transition
goals (Gangl, Neufeld, & Berg, 2011). This lack of
understanding can be remedied through in person or
online continuing education modules (Abbott & Provi-
dent, 2016). There is a significant need to develop stra-
tegic measures that will highlight occupational
therapy’s role in promoting successful transitions in
the high school setting (Spencer, Emery, & Schenck,
2003).

The primary aimof this studywas to build on existing
research by exploring occupational therapists’ role as
primary transition evaluator for students with ID, DD,
and SLD. We hypothesised that occupational therapists
had the potential to obtain data necessary to create a
transition plan including a student’s strengths, interests,
preferences, deficits, methods to compensate for defic-
its, coursework to improve transition readiness, and
post-secondary goals for employment, education/train-
ing, and housing/living arrangements. The intent of this
study was to increase occupational therapists under-
standing of their role in transition planning, and more
specifically their role as transition evaluator. Existing lit-
erature indicates that only a limited number of occu-
pational therapists are involved in transition and those
who domay not be doing so to theirmaximumpotential
(Kardos &White, 2005; Mankey, 2011). Whereas other
studies have discussed how occupational therapists can
utilise teacher created transition assessments to serve as
contributors to the transition plan (Kardos & White,

2006), this study examined occupational therapy’s role
as primary transition evaluator using traditional occu-
pational therapy assessments in conjunction with
other assessments.

Method

Design

This report is a post hoc analysis of existing data that
was obtained during a postsecondary transition plan-
ning programme evaluation. The existing data that
was analysed was originally collected during a tran-
sition planning programme evaluation that took place
within the transition department of an Arizona school
district. The project sought to examine the data col-
lected during the programme evaluation in an effort
to understand special education team members’ per-
ceptions of occupational therapy conducted transition
assessments. The researcher was guided by the ques-
tion ‘can occupational therapists function as a primary
transition evaluator when transition planning for stu-
dents with ID, SLD, and DD’. Ethics approval for this
study was obtained from the Northern Arizona Uni-
versity Institutional Review Board (IRB). All partici-
pant data was anonymous and any identifying
information such as the school associated with the
data was removed from the data being analysed. No
student information was examined during this post
hoc analysis. The researchers reported that no conflicts
of interest exist and that all data is original.

Participants

The principle investigator examined anonymous pre-
existing survey data that was completed by special edu-
cators. The study is based on 71 anonymous surveys
collected from a convenience sample of special educa-
tors in a suburban Arizona school district where the
occupational therapist conducted transition assess-
ments. These transition assessments, which were part
of the students’ programming, were conducted for 18
students with ID, DD, or SLD from the district’s four
high schools. The special educators who completed
the surveys chose to take part in a district programme
analysis and were offered the opportunity to complete
anonymous online surveys through Survey Monkey if
they were present when the occupational therapist pre-
sented the student transition assessment results.

Inclusion criteria

All pre-existing survey data completed by teachers and
transition team members were included in this analysis
of existing data. Teachers and transition teammembers
who attended the student’s IEP or transition planning
meeting where the occupational therapist discussed
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assessment results were invited to complete the survey.
Special educators who did not attend the meeting
where the occupational therapist presented the student
specific transition assessment were not offered the
opportunity to participate in the survey. All special
educators who completed the optional survey con-
sented to participate and were provided with the
opportunity to decline participation in the survey.

Procedures

For students who were referred to the extended tran-
sition programme, the occupational therapist con-
ducted transition evaluations on the high school
grounds; taking 45 min to 1 h to complete the assess-
ment. The occupational therapist reviewed existing
school records and gathered classroom teacher input
prior to the assessment. Students who participated in
the transition assessments did not receive school-
based occupational therapy services at the time of
evaluation and the assessments were conducted solely
for the purpose of transition planning. For each stu-
dent, the occupational therapist conducted the Adoles-
cent/Adult Sensory Profile, COPM, a picture-based
interest inventory, and assessed the students self-deter-
mined postsecondary goals. After interpreting and doc-
umenting the assessment, the occupational therapist
presented a formal written assessment during tran-
sition planning meetings. The special educators were
given an opportunity to provide feedback through a
survey after the presentation. The survey examined
the special educator’s perceptions of the evaluation.
Using a 9-point Likert scale survey design allowed
the researcher to give participants a range of responses.
The survey design was guided by information provided
in the NSTTAC Indicator 13 Checklist form A
(NSTTAC, 2012). The team members anonymously
completed the survey using a tablet device and online
survey programme.

Assessments

The Adolescent/Adult Sensory Profile helps to under-
stand sensory processing differences in the areas of
low registration, sensation seeking, sensory sensitivity,
and sensation avoiding (Brown & Dunn, 2002). Using
the Adolescent/Adult Sensory Profile helped the occu-
pational therapist to understand the student’s sensory
processing preferences to assess what type of vocational
activities in which they would excel. For students who
were unable to read, the Adolescent/Adult Sensory
Profile was read to them. The Canadian Occupational
Performance Measure (COPM), captured the student’s
perspective of their occupational performance (Law
et al., 2005). The COPM has good convergent and
divergent validity and provided important occu-
pational performance information (Dedding, Cardol,

Elyssen, Dekker, & Beelen, 2004). This outcome is
reproducible when assessing the same problem and
helped the therapist understand if students desired to
work and if the students had perceived deficits or
strengths in the areas of personal care, functional
mobility, community management, household man-
agement, school or play, recreation, and socialisation
(Eyssen, Beelen, Dedding, Cardol, & Dekker, 2005).
The Reading Free Vocational Interest Inventory
(RFVII:2) is a non-verbal assessment tool. The RFVII
is valid and reliable, and offers a wide variety of voca-
tional occupations through pictures of individuals
engaged in various vocations including: automotive,
building trades, clerical, animal care, food service,
patient care, horticulture, housekeeping, personal ser-
vice, laundry service, and materials handling (Alevia-
dou, Anastasiadou, & Damianidou, 2014).

Statistical analyses

Independent-samples t-tests were used to evaluate
special educator survey answers (n = 71). Statistical
analysis of the survey data was conducted using SPSS,
with a mean and standard deviation calculated for
the level of agreement per discipline.

Results

A total of 71 survey respondents provided information
about an occupational therapy transition assessment
that was presented to them at a transition planning
meeting. The occupational therapist utilised open and
closed-ended survey questions to generate both quanti-
tative and qualitative feedback about the assessment
they were presented. Survey participants, all special
educators, knew the students prior to meeting.

Quantitative results

Most special educators who were surveyed indicated
that the occupational therapy transition assessments
provided important information about student’s
strengths, interests, preferences, deficits, methods to
compensate for deficits, coursework to improve tran-
sition readiness, education/training plans, and post-
secondary goals for employment, and housing/living
arrangements. The survey also collected survey partici-
pant roles and provided an opportunity for qualitative
feedback.

Mean rate of agreement per evaluation area

The total mean for each area surveyed corresponded
with a high level of agreement that the information
provided by in the occupational therapist evaluation
was important for transition planning for students
with ID, DD, and SLD. The Likert scale began with 1
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indicating ‘very strongly disagree’, and ended with 9
indicating ‘very strongly agree’. A level of agreement
on the Likert scale began with a score of 6/9, indicating
that the survey participant somewhat agreed. Statistical
analysis of the survey results indicated a high level of
agreement that the occupational therapist provided
important information in each area surveyed with the
highest levels of agreement were in the area of prefer-
ences (m = 7.93, SD = 1.92), strengths (m = 7.97, SD =
1.86), and interests (m = 8.03, SD = 1.87). The second
highest levels of agreement were in the area of deficits
(m = 7.68, SD = 1.87), postsecondary goals for housing
(m = 7.52, SD = 1.92), employment goals (m = 7.65,
SD = 2.02), and goals for postsecondary education (m
= 7.35, SD = 2.12). The lowest levels of agreement
were in the areas of methods to improve deficits (m =
7.13, SD = 2.08), and coursework to improve transition
(m = 7.10, SD = 2.17). Although these were the lowest
agreement areas, at 7/9 and above, the results indicate
that the special educators agreed that the occupational
therapy transition assessments provided relevant tran-
sition planning data in all areas addressed (Table 1).

Total percent of agreement

More than 90% of respondents (N = 71) agreed that the
occupational therapist provided important information
about student strengths, interests, preferences, deficits,
and goals for employment or housing. Over 87%
expressed a level of agreement that the evaluations
included important information about student postse-
condary education or training, and housing goals, and
83% agreed that methods to improve deficits and cour-
sework to improve transition was included in the
evaluation presented.

Qualitative results

There were 33 individuals who answered the open-
ended anonymous comments section at the end of
the survey. This data was examined systematically,
line by line, and through the analytic process common
ideas began to emerge. Using participant’s own words,

these initial 12 ideas were categorised using the partici-
pant’s own words. These words were then coded
numerically and categorised using an open coding
approach. During secondary analysis of categories,
related concepts were grouped into themes that
researchers agreed on and named. Inductive reasoning
was applied to understand the themes of the data. The
results revealed three main themes: (1) positive state-
ments about occupational therapy transition support
and assessment, (2) the need for increased transition
training for special education teams, and (3) transition
team members desire for their input to be included in a
transition assessment.

Positive reactions to occupational therapist
transition assessments and transition support
More than a third of the special educators indicated
that the occupational therapist transition assessment
was a resource tool for transition team members and
for transition planning. While the transition assess-
ments were being presented, these transition team
members gave feedback indicating that the transition
information provided by the occupational therapist
helped them to understand their students better.

The need for additional transition training for
special education teams
The second theme was the need for additional tran-
sition-based training within the district programmes
and high schools. Participants indicated that they felt
additional follow up training was necessary. Special
educators requested training to better understand the
transition process, to better incorporate transition
within the classroom setting, and to better articulate
the plan to parents.

Transition team members desire for their input to
be included in transition assessments
The third theme was indicative of team members’
desire to add additional input and further information
to make the transition assessment more comprehen-
sive. Special education teachers expressed their desire
to have additional information, such as safety aware-
ness be included in the assessment and speech thera-
pists indicated their desire to include a speech
component.

Discussion

The occupational therapist conducted evaluations
using an occupational lens guided by the World Fed-
eration of Occupational Therapists view of occupation
as participation in everyday life activities that bring
meaning and purpose to life, and by the World Health
Organization’s constitution that health is not the
absence of disease or infirmity (WFOT, 2016; WHO,
2001). The occupational therapist also incorporated a

Table 1. Mean agreement level (1 = very strongly disagree; 9
= very strongly agree).

Transition planning area assessed
Mean

agreement

Q. The transition assessment provided important
information about the students:

Strengths (n = 71) 7.97
Preferences (n = 71) 7.93
Interests (n = 71) 8.03
Postsecondary Housing Goals (n = 71) 7.52
Postsecondary Education Goals (n = 71) 7.35
Postsecondary Employment Goals (n = 71) 7.65
Coursework to improve transition (n = 71) 7.10
Deficits (n = 71) 7.68
Methods to improve deficits (n = 71) 7.13
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biopsychosocial approach, taking into account the stu-
dents biological, psychological, and social factors
(Sandstrom, Lohman, & Bramble, 2014). This
approach helped the special educators to view their stu-
dents as individuals and to some extent, begin to
understand that students are occupational beings as
described by Florence Clark (Clark, 1997). According
to Mankey (2011), occupational therapists are typically
underutilised in the area of transition planning, yet the
survey data collected by the researchers indicate that
occupational therapists are able to provide necessary
data needed to create an effective transition plan. Occu-
pational therapists and teachers have different
approaches to the transition process (Shea & Giles,
2012), but special educators agree with the approach
outlined in this occupational therapy research study.
Occupational therapists can empower teachers with
the information they need to complete transition
plans for their students with ID, DD, and SLD. Prior
to the occupational therapist’s involvement in this dis-
trict’s transition programme, the 4 district transition
teachers were expected to complete the transition por-
tion for all of the ESS high school teachers IEPs. Tea-
chers often did not understand the requirement of
the transition portion of the IEP and expressed that
they did not feel competent to complete it without
the assistance of a transition teacher. Occupational
therapy domains and practice areas include instrumen-
tal activities of daily living such as community mobi-
lity, financial management, home management, meal
preparation, education, and work which can be pro-
vided through education and training. School district’s
have a mandate to provide transition assessments and
services that help students meet measurable postse-
condary goals related to training, education, employ-
ment and, where appropriate, independent living
skills (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
[IDEA], 2004). These transition activities align closely
with occupational therapy’s scope of practice. Effective
occupational therapy transition assessments can lever-
age the occupational therapist to become a vital part of
the transition team, thereby improving student post-
school transition outcomes (Conaboy et al., 2008).
School districts and students alike will benefit from
adding occupational therapists to transition teams
since they are highly qualified to conduct transition
assessments and provide therapeutic services that
align with IDEA, 2004.

Limitations

A convenience sample was utilised for this study,
representing a sampling bias that decreases the gener-
alisability of the results. Although the surveys were
completed by a large number of special educators
from four high schools, all of these educators worked
for a single school district and were not a randomised

sample of special educators in the state of Arizona. A
Likert scale, used on the survey tool, is unable to
accommodate every opinion that representatives of a
population may have. The therapist took measures to
include a wide variety of opinions by including a 9-
option scale, and open-ended survey question. The
study used existing data which did not permit the
researchers to obtain additional data.

Implications for occupational therapy

The results of this study have several implications for
occupational therapy practitioners.

. When transition planning for students with ID, DD,
and SLD, Occupational therapists can serve as the
primary transition evaluator.

. When conducting a transition assessment, occu-
pational therapists should utilise a biopsychosocial
approach and strongly consider the ICF definition
of health as it relates to disability.

. Occupational therapists should include assessments
that are unique to their profession and assess a stu-
dent’s sensory processing and occupational per-
formance when transition planning.

. When conducting a transition assessment, occu-
pational therapists can assess and interpret a stu-
dent’s self-determined postsecondary goal for
work, education/training, and community living.

. Occupational therapists can utilise a vocational
interest inventory and interpret the results to help
special educators understand the meaning behind
a student’s chosen occupation.

Conclusion

Analysis indicates that occupational therapists are able
to function as a primary transition evaluator, conduct-
ing assessments that help transition teams create tran-
sition plans for students with DD, ID, or SLD.
Occupational therapy transition assessments provide
important information about student’s vocational
interests, strengths, weaknesses, preferences, methods
to improve deficits, recommended coursework, and
post-secondary goals. Taking into account their unique
understanding of occupation, sensory processing,
occupational performance, and the WHO (2001)
definition of health, occupational therapists should
assert their role as transition evaluator for students
with DD, ID, or SLD.

Furthermore, occupational therapists can utilise the
acronym D.E.C.A. when writing and communicating
the transition assessment to the transition team, stu-
dent, and their family. This method recognises that
health is not the absence of disease and can help the
team move from attempting to remediate a student’s
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deficits (D) to educating (E) them about their strengths
and differences, employing compensatory (C) strat-
egies to compensate for irremediable attributes, and
then enabling the student to participate in activities
(A) that are meaningful to them, so that they can
experience meaningful occupation.

Future research may include describing how occu-
pational therapy conducted activity analyses can con-
tribute to transition planning for students with
disabilities. Additionally, future research should exam-
ine the experiences of students in the postsecondary
setting who received occupational therapy services
during their transition from the high school/secondary
setting.
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