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Occupational therapy practitioners have provided services for students ages 3 to 21 
years in school-based settings since the inception in 1975 of the Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act (amended in 1997 and 2004 to what is now the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 [IDEA]), which 
guarantees free and appropriate education for all children. Schools are the second-
largest employer of occupational therapy practitioners (American Occupational 
Therapy Association [AOTA], 2015).

However, even 
with increased 
attention to the 
needs of the 
adolescent and 
young adult 
population and 
occupational 
therapy’s expertise 
in postsecondary 
transition planning, 
surveys of school-
based practitioners 
report limited 

involvement among secondary students (Kardos & White, 2005; Mankey, 2012). 
Kardos and White (2005) reported 30% of school-based occupational therapy 
practitioners working with students ages 13 to 21 years believed they were 
participating effectively in the transition planning process, and only 9% to 20% of 
survey respondents believed their skills were fully used, depending on the transition 
area (e.g., employment, independent living, community participation).

Mankey (2012) found that school-based occupational therapy practitioners were 
infrequently involved in individualized education program (IEP) transitions and thus 
were often not considered a viable intervention service for secondary students. Top 
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reasons identified for this limited involvement include lack of specific knowledge 
about transition planning mandates under IDEA, lack of full understanding of 
occupational therapy practitioners’ role in the transition planning process, and limited 
awareness of tools to evaluate student transition needs (Abbott & Provident, 2016; 
Kardos & White, 2005). This article will discuss these barriers and provide school-
based OTs with the foundational knowledge, methods, and resources necessary to 
gain confidence to integrate into the transition assessment and planning process. 

IDEA Supporting Occupation

The Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) and the Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (2014) are recent initiatives that emphasize the importance of 
supporting positive post-school outcomes, including employment and postsecondary 
education for students with and without disabilities. IDEA governs the IEP, which 
includes the transition plan and the type of services, activities, and personnel 
needed to address postsecondary goals. Transition services are a coordinated set of 
activities developed by the IEP transition team, including the student and community 
stakeholders needed to execute the transition plan for the student’s post-school life. 
Transition planning and services can include occupational therapy.

IDEA requires that student IEPs include postsecondary goals based on age-
appropriate assessments and transition services determined by age 16. Some states 
mandate services by age 14. Transition planning and services are developed by the 
IEP team to facilitate student academic and functional gains to achieve positive 
outcomes in postsecondary activities. Postsecondary activities include vocational 
training, postsecondary education, integrated/supported employment, adult services, 
independent living, and/or community participation (IDEA, 2004). The IEP transition 
team includes occupational therapy practitioners when appropriate and is responsible 
for all aspects of transition assessment and planning, including developing IEP goals 
and services designed to incrementally move the student toward postsecondary 
goals.

IDEA mandates transition teams to actively involve students in their postsecondary 
goals for adult living. It recognizes that student involvement is essential to transition 
planning; student participation creates ownership that provides a greater opportunity 
for achieving post-school outcomes. Student participation to enhance development of 
self-determination skills is intrinsic to occupational therapy practice. 

Self-determination refers to being self-directed, and making choices and decisions 
based on preferences, interests, and goals (National Gateway to Self-Determination, 
2013). Self-determination and postsecondary goals are unique and entail evaluating 
each student’s strengths, preferences, interests, and transition performance (e.g., 
education, employment, independent living skills) obtained from age-appropriate 
assessments (IDEA, 2004). Occupational therapy practitioners build self-
determination skills in adolescents by linking strengths and values to meaningful 
participation in activities and occupations through task or environmental 
modifications. Self-determination is strengthened through occupational therapy 
collaboration with educators to help students engage in IEP/transition meetings by 
delivering invitation letters or displaying newly acquired skills. 
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Under IDEA, practitioners can perform a collaborative role on the transition team by 
providing transition assessments. Defining age-appropriate transition assessment is 
an ongoing, collaborative process that is the responsibility of the IEP transition team. 
Youth with disabilities, like all adolescents, are developing. As they grow, 
occupational therapy practitioners assist in monitoring student engagement and 
functional performance across grade levels to direct the team in strategic planning.

Transition Assessment

Practitioners uses age-appropriate assessments that guide transition planning by 
pinpointing and attaining postsecondary goals. Neubert and Leconte (2013) state 
specific therapeutic approaches:

• Assist students to discover needs, strengths, preferences, and interests
• Stimulate motivation to formulate and achieve transition goals
• Identify accommodations, supports, related services, and technology for use in 

school/community
• Determine annual IEP goals to facilitate postsecondary goals
• Identify self-determination skills needed to participate in IEP and life activities.

Bouck (2012) identified critical components for assisting students in determining 
appropriate supports and strategies for successful living, including evaluating 
executive functions, self-determination, advocacy, health, safety, home living, leisure, 
recreation, and transportation. 

Transition assessment is individualized and considers the IEP transition team’s 
understanding of the student and any gaps. The team develops specific questions 
around these gaps to guide the assessment process. Selection of specific 
assessment tools and identification of necessary team member(s) for the 
assessment process are based on the student’s needs and postsecondary goals, 
and guiding questions developed by the transition team (AOTA, 2017; Neubert & 
Leconte, 2013). It is important that IEP transition teams understand the contributions 
of occupational therapy practitioners to involved them in the transition evaluation and 
planning process.

Occupational Therapy’s Role in Transition

Key areas of transition planning (i.e., education, employment, independent living 
skills) align with the Occupational Therapy Practice Framework: Domain & Process
(3rd ed.; AOTA, 2014), which includes ADLs, IADLs, rest/sleep, education, work, 
play, leisure, and social participation, all of which are relevant to transition 
assessment and planning based on the needs of each student. For example, 
preparing a student for college might include evaluation, supports, and services 
designed to address areas of occupation, including ADLs, IADLs (e.g., shopping, 
laundry), rest/sleep, education and work (e.g., note-taking, time management), 
play/leisure, and social participation (e.g., forming relationships, participating in 
activities).

Page 3 of 9Supporting Secondary Transition Planning Through Evaluation: Occupational Therapy’s ...

4/15/2019https://www.aota.org/Publications-News/otp/Archive/2018/secondary-transition.aspx



Students whose postsecondary vision is restaurant employment might include 
evaluation, supports, and services designed to address occupational areas of ADLs 
(e.g., thorough/frequent hand-washing), IADLs (e.g., managing paychecks, accessing 
work transportation), rest/sleep (e.g., quality rest, waking up on time), education and 
work (e.g., learning/executing restaurant tasks), and play/leisure and social 
participation (e.g., co-worker interactions, supervisory feedback, work-leisure 
balance).

Occupational Therapy in the Transition Assessment Process

The expertise and student-centric focus of occupational therapy practitioners makes 
them well-qualified to contribute to the transition assessment and planning process. 
The occupational therapy evaluation process includes an occupational profile and an 
analysis of occupational performance, both of which provide pertinent information to 
the transition planning process.

The occupational profile embraces the student’s voice and provides valuable 
information to help the student identify and develop their postsecondary goals. The 
occupational profile adds value to the transition assessment process by integrating 
students’ strengths, areas for advancement, interests, values, and goals (AOTA, 
2014). It captures and monitors transition-aged students through a dynamic process 
that evolves as childhood occupations are replaced by new, more complex young 
adult occupations. This critical information ensures that the transition process is 
student-centered, which increases meaningful postsecondary goals and positive 
outcomes.

Occupational therapy practitioners develop a student occupational profile through 
record review; student, teacher, and/or family interviews; and/or formal, occupation-
based assessments. Occupation-based assessment tools for the occupational profile 
include the Short Child Occupational Profile (Bowyer et al., 2008), the Canadian 
Occupational Performance Measure (Law et al., 2014), the Adolescent and Young 
Adult Activity Card Sort (Berg et al., 2015), and the Personal Preference Indicator 
(Moss, 2006) for students with moderate to significant delays.

The analysis of occupational performance section of the evaluation provides 
information about how the student functions in current settings and their potential 
performance in future settings. Information is gathered and synthesized through 
contextual observations, consultation, and/or occupation-based and performance-
based assessments that identify students’ assets and challenges, along with the task 
demands and environmental effects on occupational performance (AOTA, 2014). 
Occupational therapy practitioners observe and assess the interactions between 
student factors (e.g., age, physical abilities, cognition), activity demands, and the 
context/environment in which they occur, including evaluating occupational 
performance—how the student performs in natural contexts (e.g., worksite, 
cafeteria). 

This evaluation of occupational that aligns with the ecological assessment approach 
(systematic observation of performance in current and potential future environments) 
often used in transition assessment. The outcome from this analysis assists the IEP 
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transition team in understanding student strengths, abilities, and challenges to 
support movement toward their individualized postsecondary goals (Spencer, 2010).  

Occupation-based assessment tools include the Assessment of Functional Living 
Skills (Partington & Mueller, 2012), Roll Evaluation of Activities of Life (Roll & Roll, 
2013), School Function Assessment (Coster et al., 1998), and AIR Self-
Determination Scales (Wolman et al., 1994).

Occupational therapy practitioners use a combination of occupation-based measures 
(e.g., ADLs, IADLs, employment) and performance skills (e.g., sensory-motor and 
self-regulation) and to assess student performance. Standardized assessments used 
alone do not provide all the necessary information about a student’s functional 
performance. Occupation performance measures identify and compare a student’s 
needs, strengths, and preferences with post–school life demands and interests.

By intentionally including occupation-based assessments in the evaluation process, 
occupational therapy practitioners create a holistic view of the student. Skilled 
observations and informal/formal assessment tools identify and measure student 
performance, including the fit between the context/environment, activity and 
occupational demands, student factors, and performance skills/patterns (AOTA, 
2017). These data guide the IEP transition team in developing the transition plan, 
goals, supports, and services necessary to meet the student’s postsecondary goals. 
School-based occupational therapy practitioners add value to the transition 
evaluation and planning process by using these occupation-based assessments 
(Kardos & White, 2005).

Action Steps for Occupational Therapy Practitioners

School-based practitioners provide a distinct perspective about the effects of the 
student’s environment on functional performance to the IEP transition team. A 
collaborative member of the team, the occupational therapist conducts 
comprehensive evaluations that meaningfully facilitate transition planning to guide 
student progress toward postsecondary goals while promoting quality community 
living.

The following action steps assist OTs in transition assessment and planning to 
support transition teams: 

• Advocate occupational therapy involvement for the student to the IEP transition 
team through education and collaboration.

• Communicate the scope of occupational therapy to school administrators and 
community stakeholders.

• Incorporate student perspectives into every occupational therapy evaluation 
through informal/formal evaluation methods to develop an occupational profile.

• Include both informal and formal occupation-based assessments to help students 
identify and/or refine post-secondary goals.

• Link occupational profile and assessment outcomes to occupational performance, 
including employment, education, social engagement, and independent living.
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• Connect evaluation results with the student’s IEP transition areas and goals 
throughout the transition process.

References

Abbott, B., & Provident, I. (2016). Changing occupational therapists’ knowledge of 
their role in secondary transition planning. Journal of Occupational Therapy, Schools, 
& Early Intervention, 9, 382–396. https://doi.org/10.1080/19411243.2016.1227760

American Occupational Therapy Association. (2014). Occupational therapy practice 
framework: Domain and process (3rd ed.). American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 68(Suppl. 1), S1–S48. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.2014.682006

American Occupational Therapy Association. (2015). 2015 AOTA salary & workforce 
survey. Bethesda, MD: AOTA Press.

American Occupational Therapy Association. (2017). Frequently asked questions 
(FAQs): What is occupational therapy’s role in transition services and planning?
Retrieved from 
http://www.aota.org/~/media/Corporate/Files/Secure/Practice/Children/FAQ-What-
is-OTs-Role-in-Transition-Services-and-Planning-20170530.pdf

Berg, C., McCollum, M., Cho, E., & Jason, D. (2015). Development of the 
Adolescent and Young Adult Activity Card Sort. Occupational Therapy Journal of 
Research: Occupation, Participation and Health, 35, 221–231. 
http://doi.org/10.1177/1539449215578651

Bouck, E. C. (2012). Secondary students with moderate/severe intellectual disability: 
Considerations of curriculum and post-school outcomes from the National 
Longitudinal Transition Study-2. Journal of Intellectual Disability Research, 56, 1175
–1186. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2788.2011.01517.x

Bowyer, P., Kramer, J., Ploszaj, A., Ross, M., Schwartz, O., Kielhofner, G., & 
Kramer, K. (2008). Short Child Occupational Profile, Version 2.2. Chicago: University 
of Illinois at Chicago.

Coster, W. J., Deeney, T. A., Haltiwanger, J. T., & Haley, S. M. (1998). School 
Function Assessment. San Antonio, TX: Psychological Corporation/Therapy Skill 
Builders. 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975, Pub. L. 94-142, renamed the 
Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act, codified at 20 U.S.C. § 
1400–1482.

Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015, Pub. L. 114-95, § 114 Stat. 1177.

Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004, Pub. L. 108-446, 20 
U.S.C. §§ 1400–1482. 

Page 6 of 9Supporting Secondary Transition Planning Through Evaluation: Occupational Therapy’s ...

4/15/2019https://www.aota.org/Publications-News/otp/Archive/2018/secondary-transition.aspx



Kardos, M. R., & White, B. P. (2005). The role of the school-based occupational 
therapist in secondary education transition planning: A pilot survey study. American 
Journal of Occupational Therapy, 59, 173–180. https://doi.org/10.5014/ajot.59.2.173

Law, M. C., Baptiste, S., Carswell, A., McColl, M. A., Polatajko, H., & Pollock, N. 
(2014). Canadian Occupational Performance Measure (5th ed.). Ottawa, Ontario: 
CAOT Publications.

Mankey, T. (2012). Educators’ perceived role of occupational therapy in secondary 
transition. Journal of Occupational Therapy, Schools, & Early Intervention, 5, 105
–113. https://doi.org/10.1080/19411243.2012.701974

Moss, J. (2006). Child Preference Indicators: A guide for planning. Retrieved from 
https://www.ou.edu/content/dam/Education/documents/personal-preference-
indicator.pdf

National Gateway to Self-Determination. (2013). What is self-determination?
Retrieved from http://www.ngsd.org/everyone/what-self-determination

Neubert, D. A., & Leconte, P. (2013). Age appropriate transition assessment: The 
position of the Division on Career Development and Transition. Career Development 
for Exceptional Individuals, 36, 72–83.

Partington, J. W., & Mueller, M. M. (2012). Assessment of Functional Living Skills. 
Torrance, CA: Western Psychological Services.

Roll, K., & Roll, W. (2013). The Roll Evaluation of Activities of Life. San Antonio: 
Pearson.

Spencer, K. (2010). Transition services: From school to adult life. In J. Case-Smith & 
J. C. O’Brien (Eds.), Occupational therapy for children (6th ed., pp. 812–832). St. 
Louis: Mosby.

Wolman, J. M., Campeau, P. L., DuBois, P. A., Mithaug, D. E., & Stolarski, V. S. 
(1994). AIR Self-Determination Scale and user guide. Washington, DC: American 
Institutes for Research.

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014, Pub. L. No. 113-128, 29 U.S.C. 
§§ 3101.  

Karen Majeski, OTD, OTR/L, is an Occupational Therapist in the Cheshire-
Quinnipiac Transition Collaborative Program for the Cheshire Public School District 
in Connecticut. She is also a part-time faculty member for Quinnipiac University, in 
Hamden, Connecticut.

Jan Hollenbeck, OTD, OTR/L, is a Special Education Administrator responsible for 
related services, secondary transition services, assistive technology and Section 504 
for the Medford Public School District in Massachusetts.

Page 7 of 9Supporting Secondary Transition Planning Through Evaluation: Occupational Therapy’s ...

4/15/2019https://www.aota.org/Publications-News/otp/Archive/2018/secondary-transition.aspx



Lucretia A. Berg, EdD., MSOT, OTR/L, is an Assistant Professor with the 
Occupational Therapy Program at Eastern Washington University in Spokane, 
Washington.

Amy Spence, OTD, MSEd, OTR/L, is an Academic Fieldwork Coordinator and an 
Assistant Professor with the Doctor of Occupational Therapy Program at Methodist 
University, in Fayetteville, North Carolina.

Tina A. Mankey, EdD., OTR/L, is a Professor and Doctoral Capstone Coordinator 
with the Doctor of Occupational Therapy Program at the University of Central 
Arkansas, in Conway.

Theresa Carroll, OTD, OTR/L, is a Clinical Assistant Professor at the University of 
Illinois at Chicago.

Linda Rudd, OTR/L, is a Special Education Transition Coordinator for the Peoria 
Unified School District, in Peoria, Arizona. She has co-authored a webinar on the 
“Role of OT in Transition” for the National Technical Assistance Center on 
Transition.

For More Information

Occupational Profile Template and Examples

National Technical Assistance Center on Transition

National Center on Secondary Education and Transition

Transition Coalition

Collaborating for Student Success: A Guide for School-Based Occupational 
Therapy, 2nd Edition

By B. Hanft & J. Shepherd, 2016. Bethesda, MD: AOTA Press. $79 for members, 
$112 for nonmembers. Order# 900384. eBook: $59 for members, $92 for 
nonmembers. Order #900476.

Occupational Therapy Services for Children and Youth Under IDEA, 3rd Edition

By L. Jackson, 2007. Bethesda, MD: AOTA Press. $49 for members, $70 for 
nonmembers. Order #1177A. 

Online Course: Best Practices in School Occupational Therapy Program 
Evaluation (Chapter 12)

By R. Argabrite Grove, 2014. Bethesda, MD: American Occupational Therapy 
Association. Earn .15 AOTA CEUs [1.88 NBCOT PDUs, 1.5 contact hours]. $25 for 
members, $60 for nonmembers. Order #SC12C344.

Page 8 of 9Supporting Secondary Transition Planning Through Evaluation: Occupational Therapy’s ...

4/15/2019https://www.aota.org/Publications-News/otp/Archive/2018/secondary-transition.aspx



© 2019 American Occupational Therapy Association, Inc. All rights reserved.

Page 9 of 9Supporting Secondary Transition Planning Through Evaluation: Occupational Therapy’s ...

4/15/2019https://www.aota.org/Publications-News/otp/Archive/2018/secondary-transition.aspx


