1) Check for updates

Article

H HAMMILL INSTITUTE
ON DISABILITIES

Secondary Transition Predictors
of Postschool Success: An Update

to the Research Base

Valerie L. Mazzotti, PhD'

Career Development and Transition for
Exceptional Individuals
2021, Vol. 44(1) 47-64
© Hammill Institute on Disabilities 2020

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/2165143420959793
cdtei.sagepub.com

®SAGE

, Dawn A. Rowe, PhD?, Stephen Kwiatek, MS'),

Ashley Voggt, PhD'3, Wen-Hsuan Chang, MA!, Catherine H. Fowler, PhD!,

Marcus Poppen, PhD* James Sinclair, PhD?®

Abstract

, and David W. Test, PhD'

Research suggests youth with disabilities are less likely to experience positive outcomes compared to peers without
disabilities. Identification of in-school predictors of postschool success can provide teachers (e.g., special education, general
education, career technical education), administrators, district-level personnel, and vocational rehabilitation counselors
with information to design, evaluate, and improve transition programs. The purpose of this systematic literature review
was to examine secondary transition correlational literature to identify additional evidence to support existing predictors
and identify new predictors of postschool success. Results provided additional evidence for 14 existing predictors and
identified three new predictors. Limitations and implications for research, policy, and practice are discussed.
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From 1987 to present, the U.S. Department of Education
funded a series of National Longitudinal Transition Studies
(NLTS; i.e., NLTS, NLTS2, NLTS 2012), which followed
several cohorts of youth with disabilities during and after
high school. Descriptive data collected by these studies pro-
vided information to help the field of secondary transition
understand how in-school experiences of youth with dis-
abilities impact their in-school and postschool outcomes.
Historically, students with disabilities do not experience
postschool success at the same rates as their peers without
disabilities, with disparities in the areas of employment,
postsecondary education, and independent living (Newman
et al., 2011; Sanford et al., 2011). These trends continue
today. National data show gaps between youth with and
without disabilities enrolling in higher education (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2019) and attaining a bach-
elor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). In addition, data
from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2018) indicated
people with disabilities who received a bachelor’s degree
were 3 times less likely to be employed, compared to people
without disabilities. These outcomes, combined with other
influencers (e.g., poverty, culture, marginalization), indi-
cate many youth with disabilities are not accessing the nec-
essary transition-related instruction and supports in school
to be successful post school (Trainor et al., 2020).

Multiple researchers have synthesized experimental
research (i.e., group, single case) over the years to identify

effective practices to teach skills for secondary students
with disabilities (e.g., Gilson et al., 2017; Rowe et al., in
press; Test, Fowler, et al., 2009). A limitation of this research
is many of the experimental studies have not attempted to
measure the impact of skill acquisition on postschool out-
comes. This limitation ignited the interest in examining the
correlational literature to better understand what in-school
factors correlate to outcomes after high school (e.g., enroll-
ment in postsecondary education, competitive employment,
community access and integration). Correlational research
can support the field in understanding factors that influence
transition program development, improvement, and evalua-
tion (Rowe et al., 2015).

Research has produced a consistent set of predictors of
in-school activities that positively correlate with post-
school success in education, employment, and independent
living (e.g., career technical education, inclusion in general
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education, life skills instruction, paid employment/work
experience, self-determination skill instruction). First,
Test, Mazzotti, et al. (2009) identified 16 predictors of
postschool employment, education, and independent living
success. The 16 predictors included (a) four predictors pos-
itively correlated to all three outcome areas (i.e., inclusion
in general education, paid employment/work experience,
self-care/independent living skills, student support); (b)
seven predictors positively correlated to postschool educa-
tion and employment (i.e., career awareness, interagency
collaboration, occupational courses, self-advocacy/self-
determination, social skills, transition program, vocational
education); and (¢) five predictors positively correlated to
postschool employment (i.e., community experiences, exit
exam requirements/high-school diploma status, parental
involvement, program of study, work study).

Building on this work, Haber et al. (2016) conducted a
meta-analysis to assess the strength of the Test, Mazzotti,
et al. (2009) predictors updating the search through May
2010. They found statistically significant effects for career
technical education, interagency collaboration, inclusion in
general education, self-determination, and paid-employ-
ment/work experience on both postschool employment and
education outcomes. These results are of practical impor-
tance because the predictors can provide schools, districts,
and state education agencies with information on factors
that can guide secondary transition program development
(Rowe et al., 2015). More recently, Mazzotti et al. (2016)
conducted a systematic review of the literature conducting
secondary analyses of the NLTS2 data set to extend predic-
tor findings originally identified by Test, Mazzotti, et al.,
2009 and identify new in-school predictors of postschool
success for youth with disabilities. Results identified four
new predictor categories: goal setting, parent expectations,
travel skills, and youth autonomy/decision-making.

Although these three previous reviews identified 20 pre-
dictors of postschool outcomes, each noted limitations of
their analyses. First, they noted the need to disaggregate
results by demographic categories (e.g., disability, race/eth-
nicity). Second, they noted many correlational studies were
exploratory (i.e., hypotheses were not formulated prior to
conducting analysis) and did not use rigorous designs (e.g.,
propensity score analysis [PSA]; Rojewski et al., 2014),
limiting the extent to which they could contribute to the evi-
dence base. Finally, they suggested future reviews should
include studies that used databases beyond NLTS2.
Therefore, the purpose of this systematic literature review
was to update the secondary transition correlational litera-
ture published since Test, Mazzotti, et al. (2009) to identify
(a) additional evidence to support existing predictors of
postschool success and (b) new predictors of postschool
success for youth with disabilities. Our research questions
were as follows: Is there additional evidence to support
existing predictors of postschool success? Is there evidence

to support new predictors of postschool success? What is
the level of evidence for each existing and new predictor of
postschool success?

Method

Selection Procedures

We conducted an electronic search using the EBSCO Host
search engine to identify all articles published between April
2009 and January 2019 that used correlational research meth-
ods to investigate the relationship between secondary transi-
tion in-school predictors and postschool outcomes (i.c.,
postsecondary education, employment, independent living).
These dates reflect articles published after the Test, Mazzotti,
et al. (2009) review. We searched the following databases:
Academic Search Premier, Educational Administration
Abstracts, CINAHL with Full Text, Education Research
Complete, Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC),
MasterFILE Premier, MiddleSearchPlus, PsycARTICLES,
PsycINFO, and Vocational and Career Collection. We used
full and truncated versions of the following search terms: cor-
relation, correlate, correlational, predictor, relationship, stu-
dents, youth, adolescents, young adults, disability, middle
school, high school, transition, secondary transition, educa-
tion, special education, outcomes, postschool, postsecond-
ary, postschool outcomes, in-school, postsecondary
education, employment, independent living, and quality of
life. In addition to the electronic search, we conducted a
hand search of the following peer-reviewed journals in spe-
cial education: Career Development and Transition for
Exceptional Individuals, Exceptional Children, Focus on
Autism and Other Development Disabilities, Intellectual &
Developmental Disabilities, Journal of Rehabilitation,
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation, Rehabilitation
Counseling Bulletin, Remedial and Special Education, and
The Journal of Special Education.

Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

We first identified articles by assessing titles and abstracts.
Next, we screened each article’s method section to deter-
mine whether the article used a methodology that reflected
a correlational design. To assess for eligibility, we con-
ducted a full-text review of each correlational article and
coded remaining articles for quality (i.e., methodological
rigor). Finally, we conducted data analysis coding of final
articles to be included in this systematic review.

Identification. To be included in this review, studies had to
include (a) in-school, transition-related program(s) or
practice(s) as predictor variables and (b) outcome variable(s)
related to postschool employment, education, independent
living, and/or quality of life. In addition, participants must
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Figure |. Predictor systematic literature review flowchart adapted from Moher et al. (2009).

also have been served under the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Improvement Act (IDEIA, 2004). These
inclusion criteria were consistent with previous reviews
(i.e., Mazzotti et al., 2016; Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009). The
initial search yielded 14,066 articles. After titles and
abstracts were scanned, we excluded 13,854 articles because
they were (a) expert opinion, (b) literature reviews, (c) pro-
gram evaluations, or (d) international studies. Figure 1 pro-
vides the literature review flowchart.

Screening. Next, we screened the method sections of the
remaining 212 articles to determine type of methodology
used. To be included, articles had to use a methodology
that reflected a correlational design (e.g., logistic regres-
sion; structural equation modeling; hierarchical multiple
regression, reflecting correlations of predictors with out-
come variables). Two authors were randomly assigned
the 212 articles to identify type of methodology. When

discrepancies arose between the two authors for a specific
study, the first author convened a meeting to come to con-
sensus on whether or not the article used a correlational
design and should be included in the review. We excluded
124 articles because the articles did not use correlational
designs (i.e., experimental, qualitative, descriptive only).
This resulted in 88 articles for full-text coding.

Eligibility. We reviewed the full text of the 88 articles to
determine final eligibility for inclusion in this systematic
literature review. After full-text review of the 88 studies, we
excluded 54 studies because the (a) outcome variables were
not postschool (e.g., in-school summer work experiences; 7
= 14); (b) the predictor variables were only demographic
(e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, disability; n = 7); (c) partici-
pants were not served under IDEIA (n = 14); (d) the study
was descriptive and used univariate methods with no cor-
relational analysis (n = 14); (e) assessment validation was
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the focus versus postschool outcomes (n = 3); and/or (f) the
study included no significant positive or negative findings
(n = 2). We calculated interrater reliability for 47 (53%) of
the 88 studies by dividing the number of agreements by the
total of agreements plus disagreements multiplied by 100.
Interrater reliability was 98.7%. We examined the remain-
ing 34 studies for quality (i.e., methodological rigor).

Quality coding. We coded the remaining 34 studies for
quality using the National Technical Assistance Center
on Transition’s (NTACT, 2017) quality indicator check-
list for correlational research (Thompson et al., 2005;
see Figure S2 in supplemental materials). One charge
of NTACT is to identify evidence-based/research-based
predictors of postschool success. NTACT’s processes for
identifying predictors align with recommendations from
the field (i.e., Gemici et al., 2012; Institute for Educa-
tion Sciences, What Works Clearinghouse, 2015, 2020;
Thompson et al., 2005).

Of the remaining 34 studies, two (i.e., Baer et al., 2011,
Flexer et al., 2011) were included in Haber et al. (2016).
These two studies were included as part of this review
because they had not been reviewed for quality or included
as part of the predictor research base identified by Test,
Mazzotti, et al. (2009) or Mazzotti et al. (2016). We
excluded 10 studies because they were included in the
Mazzotti et al. review; therefore, they were not recoded as
part of this review as they were already documented as part
of the predictor research base. Finally, two studies were
excluded because they did not meet quality indicator crite-
ria for correlational research. Interrater reliability for qual-
ity coding was conducted on 30% of studies by dividing
the number of agreements by the total of agreements plus
disagreements multiplied by 100. Interrater reliability for
quality was 96.0%. We coded the remaining 22 studies for
content to analyze study data.

Data analysis coding. We analyzed the final 22 studies to
identify (a) predictors that build on findings from Test,
Mazzotti, et al. (2009) and Mazzotti et al. (2016) and (b)
new predictors of postschool success. We coded the 22
studies for content, which also included recording effect
sizes for each study variable. Finally, we applied NTACT’s
levels of evidence criteria for correlational research to
each study to identify the level of evidence for each exist-
ing or newly identified predictor (i.e., evidence-based,
research-based, promising; see Figure S1 in supplemental
materials for NTACT’s levels of evidence criteria).

Data analysis. After coding for quality was complete, we
coded each correlational study to analyze data. We analyzed
each study independently and coded all variables using an
NTACT (2015, 2017) researcher-developed coding form to
code correlational studies. Three researchers and five doc-

toral students coded studies, which were randomly assigned.
First, we examined and coded the 22 studies for the follow-
ing: (a) whether predictor variables supported an existing
predictor or constituted a new predictor; (b) research set-
ting; (c) participant demographics (i.e., age, disability, race/
ethnicity); (d) type of correlational design (i.e., multivari-
ate exploratory, multivariate theoretically driven [a priori],
PSA); and (e) type of analysis used (e.g., logistic regression,
multiple regression).

Next, we coded predictor and outcomes variables for
each study. We coded all statistically significant and non-
significant positive and negative findings. This process
included coding (a) predictor description (i.c., operational-
izing each predictor variable identified in study), (b) predic-
tor variable based on the 20 predictors identified by Test,
Mazzotti, et al. (2009) and Mazzotti et al. (2016), (¢) out-
come variable (i.e., education, employment, independent
living), (d) outcome type (e.g., employment status, hours
worked, quality of life, college GPA), (e) type of analysis
(e.g., logistic regression), (f) degree of relationship (e.g.,
reported odds ratio, R?), (g) total n reported, (h) standard
error, (1) statistical significance (i.c., p value), and (j) effect
size (i.e., converted to Pearson’s r). The majority of studies
in this review (n = 20) reported logistic regression results.
As noted in Mazzotti et al. (2016), “odds ratios are centered
on 1 as opposed to 0, meaning that 1 indicates no relation-
ship” (p. 198). To address this, we converted odds ratios to
an approximated Pearson’s r (Lipsey & Wilson, 2001, p.
53) using the DeCoster and Iselin (2005) Odds Ratio to
Statistical Calculation Spreadsheet to calculate effect sizes.
Pearson’s r allowed for comparisons between current
research findings and findings from Test, Mazzotti, et al.,
2009 and Mazzotti et al., 2009. Based on recommendations
from Lipsey and Wilson (2001), we interpreted the magni-
tude of effect based on » = .10 (small), » = .25 (medium),
and r = .40 (large). Two studies reported standardized
regression coefficients (SRC; i.e., betas) for individual pre-
dictor variables (Rabren et al., 2014; Shogren et al., 2017).
SRCs present an effect size that represents a change in the
dependent variable with one standard deviation change for
the independent variable (Nieminen et al., 2013). For SRCs,
we interpreted the magnitude of effect for semi-partial cor-
relations based on 7 = .10 (small), » = .25 (medium), and r
== 40 (large; Lipsey & Wilson, 2001). We calculated
interrater reliability for data analysis coding on 31.8% of
articles by dividing the number of agreements by the total
of agreements plus disagreements multiplied by 100.
Interrater reliability was 97.6%.

Determination for levels of evidence. The last step in
the data analysis process was to determine levels of evi-
dence for each predictor. We categorized findings in
three ways: (a) evidence-based, (b) research-based, and
(¢) promising predictors. Evidence-based predictors are
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supported by a minimum of two methodologically sound
a priori (i.e., planned, stated hypothesis) studies using a
quasi-experimental correlational design (i.e., PSA) that
(a) demonstrated consistent statistically significant posi-
tive correlations between predictor and outcome variables,
(b) calculated effect size or reported data that allowed
for effect size calculation, and (c) included no evidence
from a methodologically sound a priori study demonstrat-
ing negative correlations between predictor and outcome
variables. Research-based predictors are supported by a
minimum combination of two methodologically sound a
priori studies that (a) demonstrated consistent statistically
significant positive correlations between predictor and out-
come variables, (b) calculated effect size or reported data
that allowed for calculation, and (c) included more meth-
odologically sound a priori studies demonstrating positive
correlations than methodologically sound a priori studies
demonstrating negative correlations. Promising predic-
tors are supported by one methodologically sound a priori
study with consistent statistically significant positive cor-
relations between predictor and outcome variables or a
minimum of two methodologically sound exploratory (no
planned hypothesis) studies with statistically significant
positive correlations between predictor and outcome vari-
ables. NTACT’s level of evidence criteria can be found in
Figure S1 in supplemental materials.

Results

Twenty in-school predictors of postschool success were
identified in prior reviews by Test, Mazzotti, et al. (2009)
and Mazzotti et al. (2016). A total of 22 studies met inclu-
sion criteria for this systematic correlational literature
review. Of the 22 studies, 11 were exploratory, seven were
a priori, and four were a priori with PSA. Of the 22 studies,
one examined data from the Educational Longitudinal
Study of 2002 (i.e., Rojewski et al., 2014), five studies
examined data from state-level databases (i.e., Baer et al.,
2011; Daviso et al., 2016; Flexer et al., 2011; Rabren et al.,
2014; Simonsen & Neubert, 2013), and 16 studies exam-
ined data from the NLTS2 database (e.g., Cmar, 2015;
Connors et al., 2014; Petcu et al., 2017; Shogren et al.,
2017). The current review included no additional evidence
for six predictors (i.e., career awareness, community expe-
riences, interagency collaboration, occupational courses,
parent involvement, travel skills) and additional evidence
for 14 predictors. In addition, this review identified three
new predictors (i.e., psychological empowerment, self-
realization, technology skills) of positive postschool out-
comes for youth with disabilities. Our results also found
that 11 of the 22 studies focused on one specific disability
group, including deaf/blindness (Cmar, 2015); (b) deaf/
hard of hearing (Newman, Marschark, et al., 2016); (¢)
visual impairments (Connors et al., 2014; Zhou et al.,

2013); (d) intellectual disability (Park & Bouck, 2018;
Simonsen & Neubert, 2013); (¢) specific learning disabili-
ties (Wagner et al., 2015); and (f) autism spectrum disorder
(Shattuck et al., 2012; Wei et al., 2015, 2016, 2017).

Overall Effects

Of the 22 studies, the overall magnitude of effect ranged
from » = 0.02 (small) to » = 3.74 (large) with a mean effect
size of » = 0.42 (large) and median effect size of » = 0.34.
There were 10 (10.3%) small effects, 42 (43.3%) medium
effects, and 45 (46.4%) large effects. Effect sizes by vari-
able for each study are provided in Table 1.

Evidence for Existing Predictors

This review provides additional support for career and
technical education (CTE; previously vocational educa-
tion), exit exam/high-school diploma status, goal-setting,
inclusion in general education, paid employment/work
experience, parent expectations, program of study, self-
care/independent living skills, self-determination/self-
advocacy, social skills, student support, transition program,
work study, and youth autonomy/decision-making as in-
school predictors of postschool success. Based on NTACT’s
levels of evidence for correlational research (see Figure S1
in supplemental materials), goal-setting, parent expecta-
tions, program of study, student support, and youth auton-
omy/decision-making moved from a promising predictor
to a research-based predictor, and CTE moved from a
research-based predictor to an evidence-based predictor.
For the remaining six existing predictors (i.e., career
awareness, community experiences, interagency collabora-
tion, occupational courses, parent involvement, travel
skills), no change in level of evidence was identified. Table
1 details demographics, predictor and outcome variables,
and effect sizes for each study. Table 2 summarizes predic-
tors across prior reviews.

CTE. Participation in CTE was identified as an evidence-
based predictor of postschool employment and a research-
based predictor of postschool education. The addition of
one a priori study with PSA (Newman, Marschark, et al.,
2016) affected the level of evidence for postschool educa-
tion. The addition of two a priori studies with PSA (New-
man, Marschark, et al., 2016; Wagner et al., 2015), three a
priori studies (Daviso et al., 2016; Flexer et al., 2011;
Rabren et al., 2014), and one exploratory study (Park &
Bouck, 2018) changed the level of evidence for postschool
employment. Effect sizes ranged from small to large.
Examples of CTE from the contributing studies included
providing job readiness training (Flexer et al., 2011) and
ensuring students with disabilities are CTE concentrators
(Park & Bouck, 2018).
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Exit exam/high-school diploma status. Exit exam/high-school
diploma status was identified as a promising predictor of
postschool employment. There was no change in the level
of evidence from previous reviews (i.e., Mazzotti et al.,
2016; Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009). The effect size was large.
An example of exit exam/high-school diploma status from
the contributing study included having graduated from high
school or earning a graduation certificate (Connors et al.,
2014).

Goal-setting. Goal-setting was identified as a research-based
predictor of postschool education. The addition of one a
priori with PSA study (Wei et al., 2016) changed the level of
evidence from promising to research-based. The effect size
was large. An example of goal-setting from the contributing
study included having a primary transition goal of going to
college in the transition plan (Wei et al., 2016).

Inclusion in general education. Inclusion in general educa-
tion was identified as a research-based predictor of post-
school education, employment, and independent living.
Findings resulted in no change in level of evidence for this
predictor. Effect sizes ranged from small to large. Exam-
ples of inclusion in general education included participa-
tion in regular education classes for at least 80% of the
school day (Flexer et al., 2011); enrollment in regular high
schools, rather than segregated high schools (Wehman
et al., 2015); and participation in advanced math course-
work (Wei et al., 2017).

Paid employment/work experience. Paid employment/work
experience was identified as a promising predictor of post-
school independent living and a research-based predictor of
postschool education and employment. Findings resulted in
no change in level of evidence. Effect sizes ranged from
small to large. Examples of paid employment/work experi-
ence from contributing studies included working for pay in
the community (Simonsen & Neubert, 2013) and being
employed prior to exiting high school (Rabren et al., 2014).

Parent expectations. Parent expectations were identified as a
research-based predictor of postschool employment. The
addition of one a priori study (Rojewski et al., 2014) and
three exploratory studies (Cmar, 2015; Simonsen & Neu-
bert, 2013; Wehman et al., 2015) changed the level of evi-
dence from promising to research-based for postschool
employment. Effect sizes ranged from small to large. One
example of parent expectations from contributing studies
included parents expressing expectations for their child to
gain paid work after high school (Cmar, 2015; Simonsen &
Neubert, 2013; Wehman et al., 2015).

Program of study. Program of study was identified as a
research-based predictor of postschool employment. The

addition of one a priori with PSA study (Newman,
Marschark, et al., 2016) changed the level of evidence from
promising to research-based for postschool employment.
Effect sizes ranged from small to large. An example of pro-
gram of study from the contributing study included com-
pleting algebra coursework (Newman, Marschark, et al.,
2016).

Self-care/independent living skills. Self-care/independent liv-
ing skills were identified as a promising predictor of post-
school education and employment. Findings resulted in no
change in level of evidence. Effect sizes ranged from small
to large. Examples of self-care/independent living skills
from contributing studies included having strong functional
living skills in high school (e.g., telling time, reading and
understanding common signs; Shattuck et al., 2012; Wei
et al.,, 2015) and higher points earned on a community
mobility scale (Simonsen & Neubert, 2013).

Self-determination/self-advocacy. Self-determination/self-
advocacy was identified as a research-based predictor of
postschool education and employment and a promising pre-
dictor of independent living. The addition of one explor-
atory study (Petcu et al., 2017) and one a priori study
(Shogren et al., 2017) changed the level of evidence from
promising to research-based for postschool employment
and education. Findings from the current review provided
new evidence to support self-determination as a predictor of
independent living (Shogren et al., 2017). Effect sizes
ranged from small to large. An example of self-determina-
tion/self-advocacy from contributing studies included hav-
ing innate psychological empowerment as a belief in the
relationship between your actions and outcomes experi-
enced (Shogren et al., 2017).

Social skills. Social skills were identified as a promising pre-
dictor of postschool education and employment. Findings
resulted in no change in level of evidence. Effect sizes were
large. Examples of social skills from contributing studies
included how well youth conversed (Shattuck et al., 2012)
and how parents rated their child’s ability to converse (Wei
etal., 2017).

Student support. Student support was identified as a research-
based predictor of postschool employment. The addition of
two a priori studies (Daviso et al., 2016; Rojewski et al.,
2014) and one exploratory study (Cmar, 2015) changed the
level of evidence from promising to research-based. Effect
sizes ranged from small to medium. Examples of student
support from contributing studies included students with dis-
abilities (a) receiving career counseling, (b) obtaining help
finding a job, (c) training for job skills, or (d) acquiring voca-
tional education services at any time in high school (Cmar,
2015; Daviso et al., 2016; Rojewski et al., 2014).
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Transition program. Transition program was identified as a
research-based predictor of postschool education and
employment. Findings resulted in no change in level of evi-
dence with transition program remaining as a research-based
predictor of postschool employment and education. Effect
sizes ranged from medium to large. One example of transi-
tion program from contributing studies included students
developing transition planning skills to help them assess
options and strategies for transitioning to adult life (New-
man & Madaus, 2015; Newman, Madaus, & Javitz, 2016).

Work study. Work study was identified as a research-based
predictor of postschool employment. Findings resulted in
no change in level of evidence; therefore, work study
remains a research-based predictor of postschool employ-
ment. Effect sizes ranged from small to medium. An exam-
ple of work study from contributing studies included
providing students opportunities to participate in work
study programs in high school (e.g., work skills instruction/
experiences to develop work attitudes and behaviors; Flexer
etal., 2011).

Youth autonomy/decision-making. Youth autonomy/decision-
making was identified as a promising predictor of post-
school independent living and a research-based predictor of
postschool education and employment. Results of this
review identified no additional evidence for youth auton-
omy/decision-making as a predictor of postschool educa-
tion. The addition of two a priori studies (Rojewski et al.,
2014; Shogren et al., 2017) and one exploratory study
(Petcu et al., 2017) changed the level of evidence from
promising to research-based for postschool employment.
One a priori study (Shogren et al., 2017) provided evidence
that youth autonomy/decision-making is a predictor of post-
school independent living. Effects ranged from small to
large. Examples of this predictor from contributing studies
included the degree to which a person acts according to
their own preferences, interests, and abilities (Shogren
et al., 2017) and taking a leadership role in the transition
planning process (Wei et al., 2016).

Evidence for New Predictors

Three new predictors were identified as promising predic-
tors of postschool success. Psychological empowerment
(i.e., belief in the relationship between actions and out-
comes), a component of self-determination, was identified
as a promising predictor of postschool education, employ-
ment, and independent living (Petcu et al., 2017; Shogren
et al., 2017). Effect sizes ranged from small to large. In
addition, self-realization (i.e., having an understanding of
one’s strengths and support needs), another component of
self-determination, was a promising predictor of postschool
employment and independent living (Shogren et al., 2017).

Effect sizes were medium. Finally, technology skills (i.e.,
computer competence, computer skills) were identified as a
promising predictor of postschool employment. Effect sizes
ranged from medium to large.

Statistically Significant Negative Correlational
Findings

This systematic review also examined significant negative
relationships that may indicate contradictory or potentially
confirming evidence for predictor categories. Of the 22
studies, seven studies (i.e., Daviso et al., 2016; Flexer et al.,
2011; Myers et al., 2015; Newman, Marschark, et al., 2016;
Park & Bouck, 2018; Shogren et al., 2017; Wehman et al.,
2015) reported significant negative relationships between
in-school predictors and one or more postschool outcome
areas. Table 1 includes results of significant negative cor-
relational findings. Related to CTE and work study,
Newman, Marschark, et al. (2016) reported one significant
negative correlation, which indicated neither completing a
greater number of CTE courses nor being a CTE concentra-
tor predicted positive postsecondary education enrollment
in a 4-year college or university for youth who were deaf or
hard of hearing. Daviso et al. (2016) found significant nega-
tive correlations related to CTE and work study and found
females with specific learning disabilities and other health
impairments were less likely than males with disabilities to
gain competitive integrated employment after high school.
In addition, Black youth with specific learning disabilities
were less likely than other youth with disabilities to gain
competitive integrated employment after high school.
Similar to Daviso et al. (2016), Flexer et al. (2011) reported
significant negative correlations related to CTE and work
study and found females with specific learning disabilities,
youth with intellectual and developmental disabilities, and
Black youth with disabilities were less likely to gain com-
petitive integrated employment.

Related to inclusion in general education and paid
employment/work experience, Flexer et al. (2011) investi-
gated inclusion in general education as a predictor of post-
school education and found one significant negative
correlation suggesting youth with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities were less likely than other youth to enroll
full time in 2-year and 4-year colleges. Furthermore, Park
and Bouck (2018) found three significant negative correla-
tions related to sheltered employment and vocational
instruction and found youth with mild/moderate intellectual
disability who had sheltered employment as part of their
transition plan were less likely to experience paid employ-
ment postschool.

Other negative findings were related to the interagency
collaboration, self-determination/self-advocacy, and tech-
nology skills predictors. Myers et al. (2015) reported signifi-
cant negative correlations related to high-school variables
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that increased risk for community and social participation of
adults with autism. Youth with autism who did not have case
managers in high school were at increased risk of poor com-
munity participation and increased risk of no social partici-
pation. Shogren et al. (2017) found two significant negative
correlations that indicated youth with disabilities who had
self-realization skills in high school were less likely to
experience positive postschool employment outcomes.
Wehman et al. (2015) found one significant negative corre-
lation that indicated students who had poor computer skills
were less likely to gain competitive integrated employment
post-school.

Discussion

The purpose of this systematic literature review was to (a)
examine the secondary transition correlational literature
published since Test, Mazzotti, et al. (2009), (b) identify
additional evidence to support existing predictors of post-
school success, and (c) identify new predictors of post-
school success for youth with disabilities. We identified
additional evidence to support 14 existing predictors identi-
fied by Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009 and Mazzotti et al.
(2016). In addition, we identified three new predictors of
postschool success, bringing the total number of in-school
predictors to 23.

Limitations

Several limitations should be considered. First, we con-
ducted this review using pre-defined methodological
standards developed by the NTACT (NTACT, 2015,
2017; Test, Mazzotti, et al., 2009) based on Thompson
etal. (2005), Gemici et al. (2012), and IES, WWC (2015)
suggestions. These standards may not be as rigorous as
those used in other fields (e.g., health care; Melnyk et al.,
2017).

Second, correlational research does not provide causal
evidence that the identified predictors will lead to positive
postschool outcomes for youth with disabilities. However,
under the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015), high-quality
correlational research falls at the Tier 3 level for promising
evidence. Caution should be used when considering the pre-
dictors as interventions that promote positive postschool
outcomes for youth with disabilities, as the IES’ WWC does
not consider Tier 3 as meeting evidence of effectiveness
(IES, WWC, 2020).

Third, it should be noted that only significant positive
findings from studies contributed to the levels of evidence
for the predictors in this review. Significant negative
findings from this review did not add to the evidence for
promising, research-based, or evidence-based predictors.
In addition, this review only included peer-reviewed,
methodologically sound correlational studies that met the

quality indicators for correlational research (Thompson
et al., 2005).

Implications for Future Research

Future research should consider using more rigorous
research designs when conducting correlational research
(e.g., PSA). Half of the studies identified in this review
were exploratory, with no planned hypothesis before analy-
sis. The other half of the studies were a priori with only four
of those studies using more advanced analytical procedures
(i.e., PSA; Newman, Madaus, & Javitz, 2016; Newman,
Marschark, et al., 2016; Wagner et al., 2015; Wei et al.,
2016) to examine predictors of postschool outcomes for
youth with disabilities. Quasi-experimental correlational
studies using methods such as PSA have shown positive
impacts on employment and education for youth with dis-
abilities after high school. PSA is considered a quasi-exper-
imental design, and the propensity score “is the probability
that an observation would appear in the intervention group
given a set of measured characteristics” (WWC, 2020, p.
30). Using rigorous methods for correlational research with
planned hypotheses that follow the quality indicators will
likely increase the levels of evidence for the existing predic-
tors and potentially identify new evidence-based predictors
of postschool success.

To increase generalizability among specific disability
groups, future correlational research should include large
sample sizes and focus on subpopulations of youth with dis-
abilities to validate and extend current findings. Prior
reviews suggested that future research disaggregate results
by disability. Our findings indicated that 11 of the 22 stud-
ies focused on one specific disability group. This may indi-
cate that researchers are responding to this advice. It is
important to caution that we cannot suggest that specific
predictors enhance postschool outcomes for specific dis-
ability groups due to the number of participants included
within each study, variability in the individual characteris-
tics of participants within each disability category (e.g.,
autism spectrum disorder, intellectual disability), and vari-
ables examined at different points in time. Consideration
should be given to conducting meta-analyses, similar to
Haber et al. (2016), which may provide evidence of the in-
school experiences that indicate the strongest relationships
to postschool outcomes for youth and can reflect “variabil-
ity in these relationships by outcome, research design, and
population” (Haber et al., 2016, p. 3).

Future research should consider disaggregating data
beyond disability to other demographic characteristics
(e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status) to
ensure researchers and educators understand what works
for whom. Results of this review suggested specific predic-
tors may be impacted, based on gender, disability, and race/
ethnicity. For example, Daviso et al. (2016) found
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significant negative correlations between participation in
CTE and decreased postschool employment outcomes for
females with specific learning disabilities and other health
impairments and Black youth with specific learning dis-
abilities. Similarly, Flexer et al. (2011) found statistically
significant negative correlations between participation in
CTE and postschool employment for youth with intellec-
tual and developmental disabilities and Black youth. If the
field really wants to understand factors that influence tran-
sition program development, improvement, and evalua-
tion, and as Haber et al. (2016) put it, learn “what works,
when, for whom, and with whom?” (p.1.), future research
will need to begin asking those critical questions and
ensure plans for analysis of data are designed to answer
those specific questions.

Future research should focus on further application of
the 23 predictors. In 2015, Rowe et al. operationalized the
original 16 predictors from Test, Mazzotti, et al. (2009)
through a Delphi procedure, which resulted in the Predictor
Implementation School and District Self-Assessment and
two evolutions of this resource (NTACT, 2019). It is incum-
bent upon researchers to assist the field in understanding
precisely what is reflected in the predictor categories identi-
fied since the Test, Mazzotti, et al. study to extend the
research findings for practice (i.e., goal-setting, parent
expectations, psychological empowerment, self-realization,
technology skills, travel skills, youth autonomy/decision-
making). It will also be necessary for researchers to assist
the field in the application of these 23 predictors to support
transition program improvement.

Implications for Practice

The predictors can guide program creation, improvement,
and evaluation (Rowe et al., 2015; Test, Mazzotti, et al.,
2009). Many state and local education agencies examine
data (e.g., postschool outcomes data, graduation data) for
program improvement as part of their continuous improve-
ment systems. As Rowe et al. (2015) emphasized, under-
standing predictors of postschool success can assist schools
and districts in identifying whether or not they are imple-
menting empirically supported practices to influence
change in needed areas. In this review, parent expectations
for paid work in the community were a predictor of post-
school success. Knowledge of this predictor may provide
school and community programs an opportunity to deeply
examine what strategies and factors are implemented to
develop and encourage high expectations by families.

By utilizing the predictors of postschool success, practi-
tioners have guidance to implement instruction and support
factors in their classrooms and the community to improve
postschool outcomes for youth with disabilities. Using the
predictors will allow schools to be strategic and ensure a
good return on their investments (e.g., time, effort, financial

resources), providing transition services to youth that have
the best chance of improving students’ postschool outcomes.
It is also important that educators and policy makers take
into account the contextual factors that influence outcomes
for youth, families, and communities related to poverty and
culture (Trainor et al., 2020). While there is little evidence in
the correlational literature that provides guidance on transi-
tion programming for these diverse groups, it is imperative
that factors such as poverty and culture are taken into con-
sideration related to both policy and practice.

Policies should be directed at linking students and their
families with services and supports (e.g., predictors) in
school that foster student success post school. The predic-
tors can guide administrators or governing bodies at both
the state and local levels to implement procedures and
policies that are based in research and are more likely to
lead to positive postschool success. Policymakers must
keep in mind the intended goal of IDEIA, which is to pre-
pare students for “further education, employment, and
independent living” (IDEIA, 2004). State and local educa-
tion agencies can empower schools by providing clear/
consistent definitions, regulations, guidance, and commu-
nication regarding the provision of services and supports
(e.g., predictors).

It will be critical to help practitioners operationalize the
connection between the predictors of postschool success
and evidence-based interventions to foster evidence-based
practice in secondary special education. To better prepare
those working with transition-age youth in schools, faculty
and those responsible for pre-service and in-service person-
nel development should ensure the predictors of postschool
success are a focus of knowledge development (Simonsen
et al., 2018). The focus should be on what the predictors are
and how to implement them in authentic contexts.
Consideration of contexts must include the relevance and
application of predictors in different communities, school
environments, and with different populations of students
with regard to such variables as disability, race/ethnicity,
and gender. In the current review, the level of evidence for
self-determination and goal-setting as predictors increased,
and we identified new evidence for psychological empow-
erment and self-realization. These findings provide faculty
and professional development providers support for their
students and personnel to understand this family of predic-
tors of postschool success as correlates of improved educa-
tion, employment, and independent living outcomes.

Conclusion

The transition to adulthood is a lifelong journey that requires
educators, adult service providers, and policy makers to
continue to work together to ensure a smooth transition for
all youth. Likewise, the field of secondary special education
and transition continues to mature by pinpointing and
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promoting research-validated practices and predictors to
prepare students with disabilities for adult life. The results
of this systematic literature review contribute to the growth
of the field by identifying additional evidence for existing
predictors (n = 14) and identifying new (n = 3) predictors
of postschool success correlated with improved outcomes
for secondary students with disabilities. Researchers and
practitioners may consider the findings of this review and
recommendations for research and practice as we move for-
ward as a field.
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