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Where Are They Now?

Lessons from a Single District Follow-up Study

by Kendra L. Williams-Diehm, University of Kansas and Michael R. Benz, Texas A&M University 

Abstract

This study examined the post-
secondary outcomes of students 
with and without disabilities in 
the four major outcomes areas of 
post-secondary education, em-
ployment, independent living, 
and recreation and leisure. The 
target population included stu-
dents graduating from one mid-
sized school district from a south-
ern state. A stratified random 
sample of 228 students with and 
without disabilities was selected. 
Data were collected prior to 
graduation and six-months fol-
lowing graduation. Differences 
between groups were analyzed 
using loglinear analyses based 
upon educational setting, disabil-
ity category, gender, ethnicity, 
and socio-economic status. The 
findings indicated that differ-
ences among groups did exist for 
post-secondary outcomes. Rec-
ommendations for collecting dis-
trict-level follow-up information 
on school leavers with and with-
out disabilities are discussed. 

Do all students receive a public 
education that prepares them to 
be productive, contributing 
members of their communities? 
Regardless of the presence or 
absence of a disability, gradu-
ating from high school and 
transitioning to an adult lifestyle 
poses challenges. High schools 
across the United States 
struggle with ensuring that all 
students are prepared for this 
transition. However, for stu-
dents with disabilities, this tran-
sition can be even more difficult. 
The 2004 amendments to the 
Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act (P.L. 108-446) 
require states to collect post-
school outcome data on high 
school leavers with disabilities. 
Local school districts will be key 
to collecting this information. 
This study identifies differences 
in post-school outcomes for high 
school graduates with and with-
out disabilities as reflected in 
one large school district and dis-
cusses issues and recommenda-
tions for collecting local school 
district data. 

Federal Initiatives Guiding 
High School Services 
Currently, high school services 
for students with disabilities are 
guided by two federal initiatives: 
The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act 
(IDEA) Amendments of 2004 and 
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
Act of 2001. The Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improve-
ment Act (IDEA) of 2004 man-
dates the provision of transition 
planning to all students receiv-
ing special education services 
beginning when students are 16 
years of age. Transition services 
are a central component of spe-
cial education at the secondary 

level and, arguably the central 
component of public education 
in that the primary purpose of 
IDEA is “to ensure that all chil-
dren with disabilities have avail-
able to them a free appropriate 
public education that empha-
sizes special education and re-
lated services designed to meet 
their unique needs and prepare 
them for further education, em-
ployment and independent liv-
ing” (Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Improvement Act 
of 2004, § 300.1, 2004). 

However, high school stu-
dents with disabilities receive 
instruction within the larger 
context of high school services 
for all students. No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB), the 2001 reau-
thorization to the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act, 
requires all students to achieve 
at high standards and to pass 
high school level academic as-
sessments. School districts are 
held accountable for the “ad-
equate yearly progress” of all 
students, including students 
with disabilities. As a result, 
school personnel focus extensive 
energy helping students with 
disabilities prepare for and pass 
state standardized tests in core 
academic subjects, leaving little 
time for transition instruction 
and services. 

Key Trends in Follow-up 
Studies 
Follow-up studies have been 
conducted for over 50 years to 
collect post-school outcome in-
formation on students with dis-
abilities. The process of collect-
ing follow-up information has 
become more formalized over the 
past 20 years as a result of several 
key trends in follow-up research. 
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In 1984 the stage was set for 

transition services and the col-
lection of follow-up information
on students with disabilities
when the Office of Special Edu-
cation and Rehabilitative Ser-
vices (OSERS) identified transi-
tion as a major federal priority
in special education (Will, 1984). 
Grants were awarded to develop 
models for transition planning
and services within high school
and post-secondary settings and 
to examine post-school out-
comes experienced by youth
with disabilities. These early
demonstration and follow-up
studies provided initial contem-
porary information on the poor
outcomes experienced by youth 
with disabilities, especially rela-
tive to their peers without dis-
abilities (Hasazi, Gordon, and
Roe, 1985; Mithaug, Horiuchi,
and Fanning, 1985). 

The creation of the National
Longitudinal Transition Study
(NLTS) in 1987 and the passage 
of IDEA in 1990 marked a new
period in follow-up studies. Al-
though follow-up information
collected during the 1980s pro-
vided insight into the outcomes
of students with disabilities, the 
need for a national perspective
prompted the creation of the
NLTS. The other fundamental
change marking a new phase in 
follow-up studies occurred with 
the passage of IDEA and new
transition requirements. The
new governmental guidelines
institutionalized the require-
ments and practices used in
transition services, thus impact-
ing post-secondary outcomes for 
students with disabilities. 

In 1997, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education funded a sec-
ond National Longitudinal Tran-
sition Study known as NLTS2
beginning the third and final
phase of follow-up research. The 
impact of IDEA was not reflected 
through previous follow-up
studies and new data were
needed. Another fundamental

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

movement through this era in-
cluded two reauthorizations of
IDEA, the Amendments of 1997
(Public Law 107-17) and of 2004
(Public Law 108-446). Through
the latest IDEA reauthorization,
each state must develop a State
Performance Plan to submit to
the Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP) documenting
the state’s status on indicators
within special education. Indi-
cator 14 of the State Perfor-
mance Plan on Effective Transi-
tion requires states to collect
post-school outcome data to de-
termine the “percent of youth
who had Individual Education
Plans, are no longer in second-
ary school and who have been
competitively employed, enrolled
in some type of post-secondary
school, or both, within one year
of leaving high school” (National
Post-School Outcomes Center,
2006). Therefore, states are now
required to begin collecting out-
come data on high school leavers
during the spring of 2006 and
often states are deferring this re-
sponsibility to the district level. 

Post-Secondary Outcomes 
Research and legislation in spe-
cial education consistently iden-
tifies four areas as the corner-
stone of post-secondary success
for students with disabilities:
employment, post-secondary
education, independent living,
and recreation and leisure (Na-
tional Transition Network, 1997;
Wagner et al., 1991). Employ-
ment involves the ability of the
individual to gain and maintain
satisfying, paid work within the
community where one resides.
Employment is a fundamental
part of being a contributing
member of society. Current lit-
erature shows that school
leavers with disabilities are not
employed at the same rate as
their non-disabled peers and in
addition earn less income.
Blackorby and Wagner (1996)
demonstrated this trend by de-
termining that two years follow-

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

ing high school, students with 
disabilities are employed at a 
rate of 46% compared to 59% of 
youth in the general population. 
Three to five years after high 
school the percentage of youth 
showing employment increased, 
but this trend occurred for the 
general population of youth as 
well (57% vs. 69%, respectively). 
Promising results have been 
seen in recent studies where up 
to 60% of parents report their 
children who received special 
education services have employ-
ment (Cameto, Marder, Wagner, 
& Cardoso, 2003). 

In addition to gaining mean-
ingful employment, access to 
post-secondary education has 
emerged as a major component 
of adult success. In the decade 
from 1985 to 1995, the number 
of students with disabilities at-
tending post-secondary educa-
tion doubled from 15% to 32% 
(Barr, Harttnan & Spillane,
1995). A survey completed in 
2003 showed that slightly less 
than half of youth with disabili-
ties were attending post-second-
ary education when compared to 
their general education counter part 
(19% vs 40%) (Newman, 2005). 

Independent living is an im-
portant part of adult life. The 
concept of independent living 
involves more than having one’s 
own address, it is a philosophy 
enveloped in self-advocacy and 
self-determination (National
Center on Secondary Education 
and Transition, 2002). Rates of 
independent living vary consid-
erably for students with disabili-
ties. The trends for independent 
living have stayed consistent 
over the past 30 years with 11% 
of the original NLTS sample and 
15% of the second NLTS samples 
living independently two years 
after high school. (Wagner, 2005). 

Finally, an important com-
ponent to anyone’s life is that of 
recreation and leisure and what 
adults do in their spare time. 
This can include recreation and 
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leisure activities that are per-
formed alone, with family, or 
with friends. Although students 
with disabilities participate in 
leisure activities at high rates 
(Texas Effectiveness Study, 
1997), these rates are not equal 
across disability categories. Only 
8.9% of students with autism 
reports spending a majority of 
their free time with friends 
(Cadwallader & Wager, 2003). 

Summary and Research 
Questions 
The history of transition prac-
tices and follow-up studies paint 
a picture of the guidelines that 
affect post-secondary outcomes 
of students with disabilities. Dis-
tricts must be prepared to col-
lect both reliable and valid data 
as well as know how to use this 
data in comparison to other 
groups. The purpose of this 
study was to collect follow-up 
information for a single school 
district and to answer the fol-
lowing questions: (a) What post-
secondary outcomes do students 
with disabilities achieve after 
leaving high school? and (b) How 
do post-secondary outcomes dif-
fer between students with and 
without disabilities based upon 
gender, ethnicity, and socioeco-
nomic status? A second purpose 
was to understand the opportu-
nities and challenges that local 
school districts may encounter 
in collecting post-secondary infor-
mation with their own students. 

Method 
This study was conducted as 
part of a larger statewide initia-
tive that included the collection 
of follow-up data in several dis-
tricts around the state. Districts 
that wished to participate in this 
statewide pilot study were pro-
vided the opportunity to apply 
for small seed grant dollars to 
fund data collection. The over-
all purpose of the statewide 
study was to respond to federal 
reporting requirements. The 
state education agency set the 

parameters for the statewide 
study, especially with regard to 
the overall research design and 
development of the exit and fol-
low-up survey instruments. 

Population and Sample 
The district participating in this 
study was located in mid-sized 
city in a southern state. Al-
though the immediate sur-
rounding area was rural, three 
large metropolitan areas were 
within a 180 mile radius. Dur-
ing the 2004-2005 school year, 
the school district served over 
14,000 students. In addition to 
one large traditional high school, 
the district housed three alter-
native high school programs. 
The population of interest in-
cluded students graduating in 
May 2005 with a regular high 
school diploma. This population 
included students who gradu-
ated from the traditional high 
school and one alternative cam-
pus offering instruction through 
different formats. Students who 
received a GED were not in-
cluded in the study. 

The sample involved both 
students served by special edu-
cation and those served by gen-
eral education. Due to the small 
number of graduating students 
served through special educa-
tion, the entire population of 
students receiving these services 
was included in the study. Ac-
cording to school records, 76 
students receiving special edu-
cation services graduated in May 
2005. A stratified random 
sample of 152 general education 
students were selected to mimic 
and double the special education 
graduating population based 
upon gender and ethnicity. 
Therefore the total sample con-
sisted of 228 students. The 
larger general education popu-
lation provided additional power 
during statistical analyses and 
helped correct for sampling error 
(Hinkle, Wiersma, & Jurs, 2003). 

Survey Design 
The exit and the follow-up sur-
veys were designed through the 
state education agency. The ex-
pertise from the state agency, 
regional educational service cen-
ters, and a national regional re-
source center was used to de-
velop the instruments. The 
state, as a whole, had been pre-
viously involved in collecting fol-
low-up information on students 
with disabilities. The survey in-
struments and data collection 
procedures used in this study 
emerged from the experiences of 
that earlier effort. 

Both the exit-survey and fol-
low-up survey were comprehen-
sive in nature. Both surveys 
asked current demographic and 
contact information. The exit-
survey requested information in 
relation to high school prepara-
tion and future post-secondary 
goals. Students were able to re-
spond to items focused around 
high school coursework, extra-
curricular activities, and over-
all preparation from the school 
and teachers. The follow-up 
study focused on the outcomes 
students achieved since leaving 
high school. The four domains 
of post-secondary education, 
employment, independent living, 
and recreation and leisure were 
addressed. 

Data Collection Procedures 
The May 2005 graduating stu-
dents from the school district 
were sampled for the purpose of 
collecting post-secondary out-
come data. The exit survey was 
administered to students prior 
to graduation during May 2005. 
This survey provided baseline 
data and contact information for 
students following graduation. 
This survey was administered at 
the campus where students re-
ceived their primary instruction. 

Students receiving special 
education were surveyed in a 
small group (less than ten stu-
dents) or an individual setting 
based upon the needs of the stu-
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dent. Special education admin-
istrators and teachers provided
information to determine which
method of survey administration
most appropriately met stu
dents’ individual needs. 

Students educated in al
general education settings were
surveyed in a large group (more
than ten students) format. The
initial survey required 30 to 40
minutes to complete. Durin
this administration, students
received a business card with a
time and date to return to the
school to complete the post
school survey. 

During the second survey
administration adults assisted
students as needed, because
special education and general
education cohorts were admin-
istered the survey simulta
neously. For students not re-
turning to complete the survey
in-person, surveys were mailed
to the addresses provided on the
exit survey. Phone calls an
emails were utilized for non-re-
spondents in a final attempt to
contact participants. The post-
school survey took 20 to 30 min-
utes to complete. In addition to
contact information and ques-
tions asked during the initial
exit survey, the post-school sur-
vey sought information regard-
ing the students’ activities since
high school graduation. 

Surveys were coded with an
identification number for each
respondent. Only the principal
investigator had information to
match individual students with
identification numbers. Stu
dents maintained the sam
identification number through-
out the study. In addition, stu-
dents signed consent form
agreeing to the conditions of the
survey. Students under the age
of majority signed assent forms
and consent forms were mailed to
the students’ parents/guardians.
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RESPONSE RATES FOR THE XIT 

SURVEY 

The response rate for the initial 
survey was 82.9% (n=189). The 
total sample consisted of 228
students. The response rate for 
students served through general 
education was higher (85%,
n=129) than for those students 
served through special educa-
tion (79%, n=60). A total of 165 
students were surveyed prior to 
graduation on school campuses. 
Follow-up phone calls and sur-
vey mailouts to the non-respon-
dents (n=49) were conducted. An 
additional 24 surveys were com-
pleted through additional methods. 

A total of 39 students con-
tributed to the non-response
rate (228 total sample less 189 
respondents). During the initial 
post-secondary exit survey, 14 
students (6 students in general 
education vs. 8 students in spe-
cial education) declined to par-
ticipate in the study. The other 
25 students were unable to be 
reached prior to graduation and 
did not return the mailed surveys. 
RESPONSE RATES FOR THE POST-
SCHOOL SURVEY 

The response rate for the post-
school survey was 61.4%
(n=116). The response rate for 
students served through general 
education was higher (63.6%,
n=82) than for those students 
served through special educa-
tion (56.7%, n=34). A total of 16 
students were surveyed in-per-
son through invitation to the
district. Post-school surveys
were mailed to the remaining
participants (n=173) with a re-
turn rate of 10% (n=19). Follow-
up phone calls were made to all 
non-respondents and 81 addi-
tional surveys were completed. 
An effort to provide equal re-
sponse among groups during the 
survey administration was given 
to educational setting, ethnicity 
and gender. 

The post-school survey had 
a non-response rate of 73 stu-
dents. The combined non-re-
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sponse rate due to non-working 
addresses, telephone numbers 
and non-participants was 24.9% 
(n=47). Three students (1 stu-
dent in general education and 2 
students in special education) 
declined to take the survey via 
the telephone. Two students 
were currently participating in 
boot-camp and unable to be 
reached during the survey ad-
ministration period. The remain-
ing 21 students were unable to 
be reached via mailout or tele-
phone. All students were con-
tacted via telephone a minimum 
of three times. Table 1 provides 
the response rates based upon 
educational setting, gender, 
ethnicity, and socio-economic 
status for both the exit and post-
school survey. 

Data Analysis 
The results of the survey ques-
tions pertaining to post-second-
ary outcomes were analyzed us-
ing loglinear analysis. The use 
of this technique answers ques-
tions of differences that exist 
among various groups when all 
variables are categorical (Th-
ompson, 2006). Because the 
surveys used in this study con-
tained no intervally scaled vari-
ables, parametric statistics were 
not appropriate. Rice (1992) de-
scribed the loglinear analysis 
procedure as a research meth-
odology to use when all predic-
tor and outcome variables are 
categorical. During the data 
analysis process the data are 
divided into cell frequencies 
which serve as the basis for 
comparisons (Rice, 1992). One 
way to help visualize the useful-
ness of loglinear analysis is to 
consider the parametric equiva-
lent of analysis of variance 
(ANOVA). Loglinear analysis is 
closely related to an ANOVA in 
that differences among groups 
are identified and examined. 
This comparison allows re-
searchers to narrow down the 
specific relationships among 
variables. Similar to the classic 



Table 1


Response rate of educational setting, gender, ethnicity, and socio-economic status of exit

and post-school surveys


Variable 
SampleFrequency 
for Exit Survey 

Response Rate for 
Exit Survey 

SampleFrequency 
for Post-School 
Survey 

Response Rate for 
Post-School Survey 

Educational Setting 
General education 152 84.9% 129 63.6% 
Special education 76 78.9% 60 56.7% 

Gender 
Female 114 86.0% 98 63.3% 
Male 114 79.8% 91 59.3% 

Ethnicity 
African American 81 79.0% 64 57.8% 
Hispanic 
Anglo 

78 
69 

82.1% 
88.4% 

64 
61 

64.0% 
62.3% 

Socio-Economic Status 
High SES 87 65.5% 
Low SES 101 57.4% 

N =228, N=189 

8  Volume 30, Number 2, Winter 2008 
ANOVA, loglinear analysis
checks for a goodness-of-fit and 
can test all the individual com-
binations within a data set that
can be created (Thompson, 2006). 

The popular chi square test
of independence tests to see if
actual data match what is ex-
pected (Sheskin, 2004). Like
loglinear analysis, the chi
square test is also a nonpara-
metric statistic but only provides 
an omnibus testing result. The
researcher may know that a dif-
ference exists among variables
but the specific source of the
difference in unknown (Thomp-
son, 2006). The loglinear analy-
sis takes the chi square concept 
into an advanced multivariate
form analyzing an infinite num-
ber of variables in a single test.
Interaction effects are common
in social science research, and
unlike the chi-square statistic,
the loglinear analysis can take
into account those interactions, 
including all main and interac-
tion effects. This analysis pro-
vides the researcher a method
to pinpoint where differences occur 
among groups (Thompson, 2006). 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

A key indication for loglinear 
analysis is that variables are not 
designated as independent or
dependent. Also the null hypoth-
esis in a loglinear analysis states 
that no relationship is reflected
among the variables tested (Th-
ompson, 2006). Therefore,
loglinear analysis demonstrates
the relationships among the
variables. The most appropriate
test statistics for the loglinear
analysis is the likelihood ratio
chi square statistic, denoted as
L2 (Rice, 1992). The degrees of
freedom associated with this for-
mula are (r-1) (c-1), which is the
same formula associated with
the chi square statistic. A final
component of loglinear analysis
is the use of natural logarithms
that invoke iterations to deter-
mine the maximum likelihood
estimation (Thompson, 2006). 

It is critical to remember
when using loglinear analysis
that the statistic tests a fit to a
model and an effect size can also 
be “conceptualized as quantify-
ing the degree of fit of models to
data” (Thompson, 2006, p.393).
Therefore models can be visual-

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

ized as the expected frequencies 
that would occur. However, it is 
important to remember the null 
hypothesis is that the data are 
compatible with a model, so one 
is trying to eliminate models that 
do not provide statistical signifi-
cance (Thompson, 2006). 

Results 
This section presents the results 
from the follow-up study in
terms of the four outcome areas 
of employment, post-secondary 
education, independent living, 
and recreation and leisure. The 
results producing statistically 
significant findings using
loglinear analyses are high-
lighted. In addition, four vari-
ables, consisting of educational 
setting, gender, ethnicity, and 
socio-economic, are used for all 
analyses. Educational setting 
distinguishes between students 
served completely through gen-
eral education and those stu-
dents receiving special educa-
tion services. For the purpose of 
this study, all students receiv-
ing special education are
grouped together. 

 

 

 



Table 2


Educational setting and socio-economic status by employment outcome


Variable 

Employment Outcomes 

Not Employed Work Part-time Work Full-time Military Volunteer 

Full Sample 36.5% 31.3% 22.6% 1.7% 7.8% 
Educational Setting 

General Education 32.1% 35.8% 19.8% 2.5% 9.9% 
Special Education 47.1% 20.6% 29.4% 0.0% 2.9% 

Socio-Economic Status 
High SES 
Low SES 

32.8% 
40.4% 

37.9% 
24.6% 

15.5% 
29.8% 

3.4% 
0.0% 

10.3% 
5.3% 

Note: N=189 
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Employment 
Current employment status was 
compared to the four indepen-
dent variables of educational 
setting, gender, ethnicity, and 
socio-economic status for the 
analyses. Students were asked 
to distinguish between not work-
ing, working part time (29 hours 
or less), working full time (30 
hours or more), serving in the 
military, or working only as a 
volunteer. Consistently, the 
models involving educational 
setting were found to demon-
strate statistical significance. 
There were statistically signifi-
cant relationships between em-
ployment status by educational 
setting (L2 = 7.99, df = 3, p = 
.046) and employment status by 
socio-economic status (L2 = 
18.09, df = 1, p = .000). When 
the two variables were controlled 
for one another only socio-eco-
nomic status produced a statis-
tically significant result (L2 = 
13.68, df = 4, p = .008), indicat-
ing that socio-economic status 
may have created a more pow-
erful interaction than educa-
tional setting. 

In terms of descriptive sta-
tistics for employment status, 
Table 2 includes the
crosstabulation results from the 
independent variables educa-
tional setting and socio-eco-
nomic status against employ-
ment outcome. Students in gen-
eral education demonstrated 

 

overall employment (including
volunteering) at a higher rate
(68%) than students in special
education (50%). In terms of
socio-economic status, the high 
and low socio-economic status
groups demonstrated compa-
rable employment rates, but the 
type of employment differed
greatly. Students who received
a free and reduced lunch were
employed on a full-time status
at a rate double that of those
students who did not receive a
free and reduced lunch. 

In summary, the results pro-
vided evidence that educational 
setting and socio-economic sta-
tus were related to employment 
following high school gradua-
tion, with socio-economic status 
playing a larger role. Gender and 
ethnicity did not produce statis-
tically significant results in
terms of employment outcomes. 

Post-Secondary Education 
This question focused on the
various types of post-secondary 
educational training students
received and how education dif-
fered among groups. Students
responded using the following
categories: no post-secondary
education, 2-year college, 4-year 
college, employment related
training, and vocational/techni-
cal school. For the purpose of
the analyses, the category of
vocational/technical school was 
eliminated in the loglinear
analysis because only two stu-

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

dents in the general education 
sample (less than 2% of the 
sample) chose this response. 
This left zero cells in the analy-
sis which caused unreliable re-
sults. In addition, the category 
of employment related training 
was not included in the analy-
sis for ethnicity only due to the 
same reason. 

The loglinear results coupled 
with the chi-squared distribu-
tion indicated that the interac-
tions of post-secondary educa-
tion outcomes against educa-
tional setting and ethnicity pro-
duced statistically significant 
results (L2 = 11.104, df = 3, p = 
.011 and L2 = 10.749, df = 4, p = 
.030, respectively). Upon closer 
examination of educational set-
ting and ethnicity (see Table 3), 
it appeared as though educa-
tional setting may have had 
more of an impact on the edu-
cation outcomes than ethnicity. 

As reported in the
crosstabulation results found in 
Table 3, students in special edu-
cation accessed post-secondary 
education at lower rates then 
students in general education 
(46% vs. 74%, respectively). The 
most dramatic difference oc-
curred in attendance at 4-year 
colleges, which students in gen-
eral education attended at a rate 
almost four-times that of stu-
dents in special education. In 
terms of ethnicity, Anglo stu-
dents attended college settings 

 



Table 3


Educational setting and ethnicity by education outcomes


Education Outcomes 

E m p l o y .  Voc/Tech 
Variable None 2-year College 4-year College Related School 

Full Sample 34.78% 35.65% 23.48% 4.35% 1.74% 
Educational Setting 

General Education 26.25% 36.25% 30.00% 5.00% 2.50% 
Special Education 54.29% 34.29% 8.57% 2.86% 0.00% 

Ethnicity 
African-American 35.14% 32.43% 24.32% 5.41% 2.70% 
Hispanic 48.72% 41.03% 10.26% 0.00% 0.00% 
Anglo 20.51% 33.33% 35.90% 7.69% 2.56% 

Note: N=115 

Table 4


Educational setting and ethnicity by productive engagement


Variable 

Productive Engagement 

No working/ 
No School School Only Working Only 

School & 
Work 

Full Sample 15.38% 28.31% 21.37% 35.04% 
Educational Setting 

General Education 10.98% 32.93% 18.29% 37.80% 
Special Education 25.71% 17.14% 28.57% 28.57% 

Ethnicity 
African-American 13.51% 27.03% 24.32% 35.14% 
Hispanic 26.83% 21.95% 21.95% 29.27% 
Anglo 5.13% 35.90% 17.95% 41.03% 

Note: N=117 
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at a higher rate than students
of color. Roughly 50% of His-
panic students did not participate
in post-secondary education. 

In summary, with regard to
differences in enrollment in
post-secondary education, the
results indicate that educational
setting and ethnicity were re-
lated to participation in post-
secondary education. Gender
and socio-economic status were
not related to participation in
post-secondary education. 

Productive Engagement 
In examining the results of em-
ployment and educational out-
comes, a third variable of inter-
est arose, productive engage-
ment. Productive engagement
involves the concept of students

 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

both working and going to
school in order to accomplish a 
higher level of success in future 
years. For example, Student A
may be working full-time in a
minimum wage job immediately 
upon graduation from high
school. Upon a surface evalua-
tion it appears as though Stu-
dent A has obtained a high post-
secondary outcome based upon 
full-time employment. Student
B may be working part-time and 
attending a 2-year college part-
time. By separating these vari-
ables it may appear as though
Student B has obtained a lower 
employment outcome. However, 
Student B may achieve a much 
higher employment outcome in 
the years following high school

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

graduation, given the well-docu-
mented beneficial effects of post-
secondary education. The same 
types of analyses utilized on 
other variables were conducted 
on this new variable, coded pro-
ductive engagement, to deter-
mine the differences in groups 
among students both working 
and going to school. 

Using the loglinear and chi-
squared distribution results for 
productive engagement, no sta-
tistically significant results were 
found relative to any single
group. However, it is worth not-
ing that educational setting did 
produce a statistically signifi-
cant result at the pcalculated d” 0.1 
level (L2 = 7.321, df = 3, p = .062). 
As noted in Table 4, approxi-
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mately 26% of students in spe-
cial education were not partici-
pating in either employment or 
education compared to 11% of 
students in general education. 
This was also true for Hispanic 
students. Roughly one-quarter 
(27%) of Hispanic students were 
not experiencing positive out-
comes for either employment or 
post-secondary education 13% 
of African American and 5% of 
Anglo students, although these 
differences were not statistically 
significant. 

The results raise the ques-
tion that often different out-
comes need to be examined si-
multaneously to understand the 
entire picture. Employment and 
post-secondary education make 
a logical outcome for productive 
engagement. As illustrated in 
the above paragraph, large dis-
crepancies begin to emerge for 
Hispanic students and students 
in special education that may 
not be highlighted elsewhere. 

Independent Living 
The third area assessed in post-
secondary outcomes was inde-
pendent living. A measurement 
of current living status of living 
independently, with parent/ 
family, spouse/roommate, and 
college dormitory was used for 
the analyses. Looking at the re-
sults from the loglinear and chi-
squared distribution analyses, 
only ethnicity produced a statis-
tically significant result (L2 = 

12.706, df = 6, p = .048). How-
ever, educational setting and 
gender produced a significant 
result at the pcalculated d” 0.1 level 
and may have played a more sig-
nificant role in the living out-
come of students than this data 
set portrayed (L2 = 6.860, df = 3, 
p = .077 vs. (L2 = 6.423, df = 3, p 
= .093, respectively). The differ-
ence found was that students of 
color lived outside the parent/ 
family home at a rate lower than 
that of Anglo students (See Table 
5). Also, Hispanic students lived 
in college dormitory facilities at 
a lower rate than other groups. 
However, given the findings that 
Hispanic students attended 4-
year colleges at low rates, this 
was expected. Unlike analyses of 
other outcome areas, educa-
tional setting did not seem to 
play as large of a role in inde-
pendent living outcomes. 

In conclusion, the results 
demonstrated that a degree of 
variance does exist in terms of 
different groups achieving levels 
of independent living soon after 
leaving high school. Gender and 
educational setting showed dif-
ferences. It is important to note 
that some differences that were 
found, such as for Hispanic stu-
dents, may be related to cultural 
expectations. 

Recreation and Leisure 
The final outcome area assessed 
was recreational and leisure. 
The variable used in the 

loglinear analyses was coded in 
the following fashion. On a list 
of 24 items, students indicated 
the number of items in which 
they participated during the 
past month. A count was then 
coded for the variable. The as-
sumption was made that partici-
pation in more recreation and 
leisure activities resulted in a 
more positive post-secondary 
outcome. 

Overall, all groups indicated 
high levels of recreational/lei-
sure activities with roughly 90% 
of each group reporting complet-
ing at least one social activity per 
week. Students preferred to 
spend free time with the follow-
ing: oneself, family, friends, and 
a combination of these people. 
There was a statistically signifi-
cant relationship between par-
ticipation in leisure/recreational 
activities and educational set-
ting (L2 = 17.192, df = 3, p = 
.001). Table 6 shows the differ-
ences that existed within this 
group. Students in general edu-
cation participated in 15 or more 
leisure/recreational activities at 
a rate of 63.4% compared to only 
22.9% of students in special 
education. 

The conclusion from recre-
ation and leisure indicated 
promising outcomes in that re-
spondents from all groups indi-
cated participation in activities. 
The discrepancies were high-
lighted for educational setting 
where students in special edu-

Table 5 
Ethnicity by independent living outcome 

Independent Living Outcome 

Variable 

Anglo 
Hispanic 

Ethnicity 
African-American 

Full Sample 
Independent 

15.38% 
7.32% 
8.11% 

10.26% 

Parent/ 
Family 

46.15% 
68.29% 
67.57% 

60.68% 

Spouse/ 
Roommate 

17.95% 
17.07% 
2.70% 

12.82% 

College 
Dorm 

20.51% 
7.32% 
21.62% 

16.24% 

Note: N=117 



Table 6 
Educational setting by recreation/leisure outcome 

Variable 

Recreation/Leisure Outcome 

0-10 
Activities 

11-14 15-17 
Activities Activities 

18+ 
Activities 

Full Sample 
Educational Setting 

General Education 
Special Education 

17.95% 

12.20% 
31.43% 

30.77% 

24.39% 
45.71% 

29.91% 

36.59% 
14.29% 

21.37% 

26.83% 
8.57% 

Note: N=117 
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cation participated in fewer ac-
tivities than their general edu-
cation counterparts. 

Summary and 
Recommendations 
The purpose of this study was
to identify differences in the
post-school outcomes of youth
with and without disabilities
who graduated from a local high
school. This study was part of a
statewide pilot study to collect
data for federal reporting pur-
poses. This section briefly sum-
marizes the findings from this
study and discusses recommen-
dations for other districts that
may wish to collect follow-up
information on their students. 

The most consistent finding
from this study is one reported
in many studies; namely, that
high school leavers with disabili-
ties are experiencing poorer
post-school outcomes than their
counterparts without disabili-
ties. What is noteworthy about
our findings is that all the par-
ticipants in our study, students
with and without disabilities
alike, graduated from high
school with a regular diploma. 

Despite this similar exit
document, almost half (47%) of
graduates with disabilities in our
study are unemployed six
months after leaving high school
compared with a third (32%) of
graduates without disabilities.
Similarly, half (54%) of gradu-
ates with disabilities are not
participating in any form of post-

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

secondary education compared 
to 26% of graduates without dis-
abilities. Given these differences 
it is not surprising that six
months after leaving high school 
graduates with disabilities are
twice as likely as graduates
without disabilities to be
unengaged in any productive
work or post-secondary educa-
tion activity (26% vs. 11%). Fi-
nally, when we asked partici-
pants in our study to identify the 
number of leisure and recre-
ational activities they partici-
pated in during the month pre-
vious to the completion of the
follow-up survey, only 23% of
high school graduates with dis-
abilities in our study reported
participating in 15 or more ac-
tivities compared to 63% of
graduates without disabilities. 

Recommendations 
Although the findings from this 
study should not be generalized 
beyond the local school district 
in which it was conducted, this 
study adds to current knowledge 
of post-secondary outcomes for 
students with and without dis-
abilities. The differential out-
comes experienced by students 
with and without disabilities six 
months after leaving high school 
are especially noteworthy given 
that all participants graduated
with a regular diploma from the 
same high school. As impor-
tantly, this study provides infor-
mation of value to other local
districts that may be collecting

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

post-school outcome informa-
tion on their school leavers with 
and without disabilities. We con-
clude with specific recommen-
dations for collecting useful
post-school outcome informa-
tion at the local school district 
level based upon the limitations 
and procedures of this study.
These recommendations are not 
intended to represent a compre-
hensive framework to guide the 
development and implementa-
tion of follow-up studies by lo-
cal school districts. Rather, they 
are intended to provide practi-
cal advice for local school dis-
trict practitioners based on this 
study. Resources to help local
practitioners design and con-
duct follow-up studies are avail-
able on the internet (e.g., the
National Post-School Outcomes 
Center, http://www.psocenter
.org) and in print (e.g., Sitlington 
& Frank, 1998). 
STUDY DESIGN 

This study was designed to col-
lect data at two points in time: 
at high school exit and six
months following graduation.
This design had the advantage 
of (a) ensuring that school-based 
information is collected from
students, teachers, and parents 
before students leave school and 
(b) collecting early post-school
outcome information on stu-
dents both to gauge early
progress and to maintain con-
tact with students. That said,
the six month time frame pro-
vided a relatively short period for 
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students to demonstrate a
change in status from that of
high school. For example, in this
study when students were asked
about their independent living
status at six months the num-
ber one reason provided on the
post-school survey for students
to be still living at the parent/
family residence was financial;
they were not earning enough
money to live independently.
Similarly, post-secondary edu-
cation may have been another
outcome affected by the time
frame. Many students still indi-
cated an expectation of attend-
ing post-secondary education in
the post-school survey, but they
first needed to save money for a
semester/year. 

Local school districts inter-
ested in collecting post-school
outcome information on school
leavers should consider collect-
ing information across multiple
points in time. It is highly ad-
visable to collect initial informa-
tion and obtain contact informa-
tion from students before they
leave school. School districts
have natural access to students
prior to graduation and this
serves as an excellent time to
collect this information. In ad-
dition, school districts know the
preparation that each student
received, so this information
could potentially become very
valuable to schools as changes
are implemented. It also is ad-
visable for districts to collect
information at six months to
maintain contact with school
leavers. Collecting additional
outcome information at 12 and
24 months, if district resources
allow, will provide critical infor-
mation on student outcomes
that can be used for school im-
provement plans. Of course, col-
lecting outcome information for
longer periods of time (e.g., five
years) following high school is
desirable for capturing a longer
transition period that could in-
clude the time frame when stu-
dents enter and complete college.

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 

SURVEY INSTRUMENTS 

In this study students completed 
a survey at the point of high
school exit (exit survey) and at
six months following graduation 
(follow-up survey). As described
earlier, these surveys were de-
veloped with input from several
stakeholder groups and field-
tested in several locations across 
the state. Even with this devel-
opment and field-testing pro-
cess, some elements of the sur-
veys were difficult to complete
for some participants with and
without disabilities. Each survey 
included eight pages of ques-
tions. Each was estimated to
take twenty minutes to complete 
although it took as long as 45
minutes for a few participants
with disabilities to complete
them. Some items used formal
language known primarily to
professionals in the field of tran-
sition as opposed to language
familiar to high school students. 
Some items contained response
options that were not mutually
exclusive, meaning more than
one response might be correct.
For example, a question on the
follow-up survey asking about
annual financial earnings had
overlapping categories. Informa-
tion from these items were not
included in the findings reported 
in this paper. 

A well-designed instrument
that is understandable to youth
and young adults with and with-
out disabilities is a critical com-
ponent of a well-designed follow-
up study (Halpern, 1990). Care-
ful attention should be paid to
the focus, clarity, and readabil-
ity of each question so that re-
spondents will be clear about
what information is being
sought. This same attention
should be given to response op-
tions for each question to ensure 
the corresponding choices are
exhaustive, mutually exclusive,
and understandable to the re-
spondent. This involves carefully 
choosing language so that ques-

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

tions and the corresponding 
choices following a question are 
worded appropriately for the 
youth and young adults. If a 
question asks for one response 
then the corresponding response 
options must allow for only one 
correct answer per question. Fi-
nally, attention should be paid 
to the overall length of the sur-
vey. Local district personnel 
should conduct a full field-test 
of each survey directly with 
youth and young adults with 
and without disabilities (if both 
groups are to be included in the 
follow-up study). Meeting with 
the field-test respondents follow-
ing the field-test to obtain their 
feedback and recommendations 
on the clarity of questions and 
response options can be very 
helpful for improving data col-
lection instruments. 
RESPONDENT PARTICIPATION AND ATTRITION 

Attrition refers to the number of 
students not responding to sub-
sequent survey rounds. Many 
factors affect whether school 
leavers will be willing to partici-
pate in a follow-up study and to 
continue their participation over 
time. Initial and continuing par-
ticipation can be affected by the 
design of the study, the survey 
instruments, and the proce-
dures for collecting information 
from participants. Although it is 
recommended to collect informa-
tion from participants for mul-
tiple rounds over time, the 
longer the time frame of the 
study and the longer the time 
frame between contact with par-
ticipants the greater the likeli-
hood of participant attrition 
(Halpern, 1990). 

In the short six-month time 
frame of this study, roughly 38% 
of the original sample was lost 
due to attrition. It is possible a 
greater number of participants 
would have been lost to attrition 
over a longer time frame and 
additional follow-up survey ad-
ministration points. One con-
cern in research is that non-re-
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spondents provide different re-
sponses than respondents, re-
sulting in biased data. To help 
control for this, in this study 
multiple procedures (e.g., face-
to-face meetings, telephone 
calls, follow-up postcards, in-
centives for participation) were 
used to ensure that response 
rates remained above 50% for 
the key sampling factors of edu-
cational setting, gender, socio-
economic status, and ethnicity. 

The “user-friendliness” of the 
survey instruments and the 
methods for collecting follow-up 
information can also affect ini-
tial and continuing participa-
tion. In this study, respondents 
with and without disabilities 
completed the exit surveys in 
group settings prior to leaving 
school. Respondents were in-
vited back to campus to com-
plete the follow-up surveys. Food 
(pizza) was provided and prize 
drawings were held to encour-
age participation. The first au-
thor was available to answer re-
spondent questions about the 
surveys during these group ad-
ministrations. Respondents also 
had the option of having the 
survey read to them. Some in-
dividuals who did not participate 
in the post-school group admin-
istration completed the follow-
up survey through the mail or 
through personal or telephone 
interviews. Very few surveys 
were returned through the mail 
compared with generally positive 
response rates via requests for 
personal or telephone interviews. 

The methods of contacting 
respondents also play a role in 
the response rates. The closer 
the connection a researcher has 
with the population being stud-
ied the higher the response rate. 
For example, the first author in 
this study was a former teacher 
within the district being stud-
ied. Because the researcher pre-
viously had contacts with ad-
ministrators, teachers and stu-
dents, cooperation was attained 

relatively easily. Another benefit 
to this was the researcher was 
able to ask teachers within the 
district if additional contact in-
formation was known for stu-
dents. For example, one student 
was reached on the post-school 
survey because a current spe-
cial education teacher called and 
asked the student to participate. 
Similarly, another interesting 
aspect of ensuring connection to 
the respondents involved how 
the student was informed as to 
who was collecting the research. 
Often when phone calls were 
made, students were reluctant 
to answer and parents/families 
were reluctant to pass the tele-
phone to the student without 
first realizing the school district 
was collecting the information. 
Individuals have a personal con-
nection with their school district 
and specific school, not with an 
outside agency hired to collect data. 

There is a long history in 
special education of collecting 
follow-up information on school 
leavers with disabilities. Recent 
federal mandates have moved 
the collection of follow-up infor-
mation into the realm of state 
reporting requirements. States 
may invite or request local 
school districts to be involved in 
this effort. There are many po-
tential advantages for follow-up 
information to be collected 
through and by local school dis-
tricts. School districts are in the 
unique position to have already 
established relationships with 
students. Having teachers con-
tact former students may prove 
very successful in keeping stu-
dents engaged in follow-up stud-
ies and reducing attrition rates. 
School district personnel also 
have a strong understanding of 
the academic and transition 
preparation provided to stu-
dents. Districts can create tai-
lored questions specifically tar-
geting district needs. Finally, as 
perhaps most importantly, local 
school district personnel will be 

in the best position not only to 
obtain useful information but to 
use this information to create 
effective changes to ensure suc-
cessful outcomes for future 
graduates. 
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