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School social workers are often involved in supporting students with disabilities. One key practice area is 

supporting students with disabilities as they transition into post-secondary school activities such as work and/or 

higher education. Unfortunately, students and their families often report frustration with the lack of collaboration 

between schools and state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies to cultivate individualized paths for students 

with disabilities to maximize their full potential as adults. Therefore, the aim of this study was to better 

understand barriers that students with disabilities face during this transition period, and to recognize strategies 

to support students while still in school to better promote their transition.

At time of this study, the Department of Assistive and Rehabilitative Services (DARS) was the state VR agency 

and was comprised of two divisions: the Division for Blind Services (DBS) and the Division for Rehabilitation 

Services (DRS).
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Background

Methods

Data collection began in May 2015 and concluded in October 2015. Stakeholder interviews (n=13), focus 

groups (n=97), and online surveys (n=1,096) were conducted using convenience sampling. Study participants 

included DARS staff, educators, community organization professionals, youth, and parents. Focus groups 

occurred in six cities across Texas, representing both urban and rural areas. Both qualitative and quantitative 

data analyses were performed.

Results: Lack of Collaboration is Barrier

Findings suggest that both successes and challenges can be found within schools, families and the state VR 

agency. However, many of the challenges reported across focus groups involved the difference of perspective 

between schools and the state agency, and the inconsistency in their partnership to meet student needs.

The top five disabilities 
reported by participants:

1. Learning disabilities
2. Cognitive/Intellectual 

disabilities
3. Autism spectrum 

disorders
4. Speech or language 

impairment
5. Emotional Disturbance/ 

Behavioral disorders

DARS Staff
Consumers/

Stakeholders
Educators

San

Antonio
7 14 5

Laredo 8 5

Dallas/Ft.

Worth
8 12 7

Crockett 2 3

Houston 8 5

Amarillo 10 3

DRS staff
47%

DBS staff
9%

Caregivers
23% Youth

8% Educators
9%

Advocates
1%

Other
3%
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Inconsistent collaboration between DARS and schools leads to:

• Lack of understanding and inaccurate information about DARS services

• Discrepancies in vocational goal setting based on student’s abilities between the two systems

• Late student engagement with DRS, in the last year or two of school

1

2

3

We need to spend these whole four years working together, getting you on a realistic 

plan. Because what I find that the schools do, they work it kind of differently.

-Focus Group Participant
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Respondents reporting issue is 

a significant barrier

Educator responses on how 

often DARS visits schools

Educator responses on how often 
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Top five barriers experienced by DRS 

counselors in serving students with disabilities

DARS rep offers honest communication
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Results: Specialized Service Needs

Several services were identified to help students 

with disabilities maximize occupational outcomes. 

These services include vocational, social, and self-

advocacy skills and the provision of these trainings 

while still in school was identified as a top priority 

from most participants.

Recommendations Across Systems

Limitations

The responsibility for supporting students with disabilities to 

succeed as they transition from school does not fall solely on any 

one entity. Many of the barriers and service needs faced by 

students with disabilities during transition to employment can be 

addressed through improved collaboration and communication 

between schools, families and the state VR agency. School social 

workers could play a crucial role by advocating for early services, 

building bridges between those involved in the transition planning, 

supporting social skills development and empowering students to 

promote their interests and needs in their transition plan. 

Participants were part of a convenience sample that might not represent the 

views of any specific group. Also, sample sizes, especially those of DBS 

consumers, were small and thus might not be representative of the larger 

stakeholder communities. 

Top service needs identified by parents and youth

[DARS should] start working with the school 

during high school. Collaborate with school 

to begin job coaching and assisting the 

school with creating job site opportunities 

around the community.

-Focus Group Participant
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Recommendations for:

DARS

Recommendations for:

Schools

Recommendations for:

Caregivers/youth

1.Need more transition counselors to reduce caseloads

2.Develop policies and procedures that are separate from adult VR and reflect the unique needs of 

youth during transition to adulthood

3.Need to start working with youth earlier

4.Foster consistent collaborations with schools, families and consumers

5.Attend ARD meetings

6.Engage non-public school caregivers and students through existing networks

7.Provide training to disseminate clear, consistent information about DARS to the community

8.Focus on supporting youth for longer periods of time instead of case closure

9.Educate on government programs and benefits as students enter adulthood

10.Ensure that job placements are aligned with consumer interests and abilities

11.Enhance community partnerships, streamline processes, and provide training in how to work 

with youth and young adults

1.Address stigma surrounding the ability of individuals with disabilities to work

2.Support resources in schools for students with disabilities

3.Develop transportation options, particularly in rural areas

4.Encourage development of local training and employment programs

5.Encourage development of programs to assist individuals with social skills, mental illness and 

behavioral issues

1.Assist students/families in understanding disabilities and setting realistic vocational goals

2.Ensure educators are trained in current methods for working with students with disabilities

3.Connect youth to DARS earlier

4.Foster consistent collaborations with DARS

5.Invite DARS to ARD meetings with adequate advanced notice

6.Connect 504 students to DARS

7.Collaborate with DARS for caregiver/youth information sessions

Recommendations for:

Community

1.Ensure youth understand disability and set realistic goals in consultation with DARS and school

2.Allow youth opportunities for self-advocacy and independence as appropriate

3.Develop peer support networks for caregivers, youth

4.Ensure youth have on-going support system from family, mentors, othersImplications

As a parent I think that our school needs, high 

school years this last few especially, there 

needs to be something in school more 

technology type something to give them some 

skills outside of school, because the larger 

percentage of our kids that face those 

disabilities are not going to college. […] They 

need some vocational skill. We've taken too 

much out of the schools and it's just now 

getting to be in our larger school districts...

-Focus Group Participant


