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Abstract
Introduction: Youth who are blind or have low vision (B/LV) face poor postschool outcomes. To determine whether B/LV students report receiving effective transition supports in high school, this study surveyed young adults about their high school experiences.
Methods: We conducted a national online survey of 33 B/LV young adults (ages 18–25) who had exited high school. Participants from 16 unique states were recruited through national organizations serving individuals with B/LV. Respondents completed an online survey that included demographic questions and questions about experiences in high school. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data.
Results: Ratings of preparedness for adulthood were mixed. Most participants (84.8%) reported having some form of employment experience during high school, a strong predictor of postschool success. However, only 30.3% reported receiving Pre-Employment Transition Services, and 39.4% participated in a Career and Technical Education course. Moreover, perceived instruction in Expanded Core Curriculum areas varied, with lower ratings for independent living skills and recreation and leisure.
Discussion: Findings highlight B/LV graduates may not participate frequently in services to which they are legally entitled, and which are associated with positive postschool outcomes. Further, students reported feeling the least prepared in tasks related to independent living and participating in their communities, suggesting critical gaps in transition programming.
Implications for Practitioners: Despite students reporting receiving ample instruction in self-determination, instruction did not consistently translate to meaningful involvement of students in their own transition plans. Students must be given more agency to direct their educational plans during high school to better prepare them to lead their own lives in adulthood.

Preparing for Life After High School: Blind and Low Vision Recent Graduate Perspectives on Transition Experiences
Federal laws emphasize the importance of preparing youth with disabilities for adulthood during their school-aged years. The reauthorized Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 highlights the importance of equipping all students for college and employment. Specific to students with disabilities, the Individuals with Disabilities Improvement Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 indicates that a principal purpose of special education is to “prepare [students with disabilities] for further education, employment, and independent living” with national policy aimed at “ensuring equality of opportunity, full participation, independent living, and economic self-sufficiency for individuals with disabilities.” As well, the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) of 2014 requires that state vocational rehabilitation agencies allocate 15% of funds to implement Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) to complement special education transition services (Mueller & Weintraub, 2020). 
Despite the intentions of legislation aimed at supporting them, gaps in the postschool outcomes of youth who are blind or have low vision (B/LV) remain. Considering employment, based on 2023 American Community Survey (ACS) data, the most current available at this writing, 51.8% of working-age people with “vision difficulty” were employed (U.S. Census Bureau, 2023). The ACS defines vision difficulty as being blind or having serious difficulty seeing, even when wearing glasses. Although this rate has steadily increased since 2012 (McDonnall & Sui, 2019), it remains low compared to the general population. Further, recent work from the National Research and Training Center on Blindness and Low Vision (NRTC) found that B/LV individuals earn less than those without visual impairments across all education levels (McDonnall et al., 2022). Considering postsecondary education, B/LV young people may attend college at similar rates as peers without disabilities, but the US Department of Education (2017) found that as many as 70% of B/LV students at two-year institutions and 46% at four-year institutions did not graduate from that institution within 150% of the normal time (Schuck et al., 2019). Finally, research suggests that B/LV individuals face barriers concerning quality of life, social interaction, and psychological functioning in adulthood (Horowitz, 2004; Stelmack et al., 2012). For example, the prevalence of depressive symptoms in individuals who are B/LV is higher than in the general population (Bruijning et al., 2014) and is estimated to be between 14% and 44% of the population (e.g., Horowitz et al., 2005; van der Aa et al., 2015).
The disparate postschool outcomes experienced by B/LV youth may be influenced—in part—by the experiences in which they do or do not engage during high school. Indeed, research has shown that secondary services and experiences are especially salient in promoting positive postschool outcomes for B/LV students (e.g., Cmar et al., 2018; Lund & Cmar, 2020; Mazzotti et al., 2021). In a recent review, Mazzotti et al. (2021) identified 23 predictors of postsecondary education and employment. Of these predictors, participation in CTE was identified as having the greatest level of evidence for employment and was identified as a research-based predictor of postsecondary education for students with disabilities, generally. With specific respect to B/LV students, the review highlighted evidence for paid work experiences (Cmar, 2015; Connors et al., 2014); learning how to advocate for accommodations (Newman & Madaus, 2015); parent expectations for getting a job (Cmar, 2015; Schuck et al., 2019); and other student supports (e.g., receiving career counseling, help finding a job, training for job skills; Cmar, 2015) to predict postsecondary education and employment. Further, the Mazzotti et al. review identified new promising predictors of college and career readiness for B/LV students to include earning a high school diploma (Connors et al., 2014) and possessing technology skills, such as computer competence and computer skills (Zhou et al., 2013). However, despite the fact that certain high school experiences have been clearly documented for youth with disabilities, little is known about the extent to which B/LV youth are currently accessing these experiences.
The poor postschool outcomes of B/LV youth may also be due, in part, to limitations in the amount of instruction they receive in the Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC). The ECC refers to nine areas of instruction identified by Hatlen (1996) as critical for B/LV vision youth to be successful in school, the community, and the workplace (Sapp & Hatlen, 2010). The nine instructional areas include: compensatory access, career education, independent living skills, orientation and mobility (O&M), recreation and leisure, self-determination, social skills, assistive technology, and sensory efficiency. Early research has documented that teachers of students with visual impairments (TSVIs) and O&M specialists agree that the ECC is important for B/LV students (Sapp & Hatlen, 2007). However, these professionals do not feel they have the time to teach all nine areas (Agran et al., 2007; Lohmeier et al., 2009; Wolffe et al., 2002). This is critical as a secondary analysis of National Longitudinal Transition Study 2 (NLTS2; Wolffe & Kelly, 2011) data found there were numerous significant relationships between the receipt of instruction in ECC content areas and postschool outcomes (i.e., employment, postsecondary education/training, and engagement in social activities). 
The purpose of this study was to understand how B/LV students who have recently exited high school view their preparation for adulthood. To address the current gap in the literature with respect to the secondary transition experiences of B/LV youth and their receipt of ECC instruction, we addressed the following research questions: What are the high school experiences of B/LV individuals related to their preparation for life after high school? How well do recent graduates feel they were prepared for adulthood?
Method
Recruitment and Participants
	To be included in this study, participants must have (a) had a visual impairment (i.e., be blind or have low vision), (b) exited or graduated from high school or a transition program, (c) been between the ages of 18 and 25, and (d) lived in the United States (including territories). Upon receiving university institutional review board (IRB) approval, we sent a recruitment email to over 100 partners in the B/LV field with connections to our target population of B/LV young adults (e.g., schools for the blind, national blindness organizations, national and state agencies, technology centers, the Association on Higher Education and Disability, the PACER center, state parent training and information centers, Centers for Independent Living (CILS), state-level VR directors, rural-serving organizations, adaptive sports leagues, Guide Dog Agencies). In the recruitment email, we shared the purpose of the study, the inclusion criteria, the study details, and the survey. We also disseminated information about the survey through the newsletter and social media accounts of our overarching grant-funded project focused on B/LV transition-aged youth. To encourage participation, we sent up to two reminder emails to all recruitment partners, had surveys completed anonymously, and offered a US$15 gift card and a free summary of study findings to participants. Of note, the IRB classification for this study did not require participant consent. However, we still provided participants with information about the study and the expected outcomes, and told them their participation was voluntary and that they could exit the survey at any point. We informed all participants that completing the survey indicated their agreement to participate in this study.
Survey Measure and Data Analysis
	We developed a survey to (a) explore the high school experiences of B/LV individuals related to their preparation for life after high school, and (b) understand how they were currently engaged in their communities via employment, postsecondary education/training, independent living, and community involvement. Findings related to recent graduates’ current engagements are reported in a separate companion paper (Masked, 2025). The full survey was developed by the research team that comprised experts in B/LV, transition, and survey-work methodology with questions primarily based on those from the NLTS2 (Wagner et al., 2006) and findings of Mazzotti et al. (2021) and Lund and Cmar (2020). The survey was reviewed by other B/LV experts who gave feedback about the content and survey accessibility prior to being published online through REDCap (Harris et al., 2009) from January to March of 2024.  
Demographics
In addition to personal demographics (i.e., sex, age, race, ethnicity, visual acuity, reduction in visual field, presence of additional disability), we asked participants the zip code of the school from which they exited or graduated from high school so that we could determine their home state and locale (i.e., city, suburb, town, rural) based on the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Locale Classifications and Criteria (Geverdt & Maselli, 2024). We also asked the type of school they attended during high school (i.e., local public, public charter, private, state school for the blind, other), the type of diploma they received from high school (i.e., did not receive a high school diploma, general education diploma, special education diploma, alternate academic diploma, occupational diploma, other, I’m not sure, prefer not to say), and if they stayed in high school past the age of 18 (i.e., yes, no). 
Experiences in High School
	We asked recent graduates about their experiences in high school relevant to preparation for adulthood, including if they had participated in any career and technical education (CTE) and/or Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS) (i.e., yes, no, I’m not sure). If they indicated yes, we asked them to list the classes they participated in. Further, we asked participants to identify employment experiences during high school (e.g., part-time employment, work-based learning), and if the COVID-19 pandemic affected their ability to work (i.e., yes, no). We also asked about how they were involved in their transition planning (e.g., Participated in transition assessments, Attended IEP meeting(s)). Finally, we presented participants with two matrices. First, we listed each of the nine areas of the ECC with some examples (see Figure 1) and asked participants to rate how much instruction and support they felt they received in each area during high school using a five-point Likert-type scale (1 = none, 2 = a little, 3 = some, 4 = a lot, 5 = I don’t know). Second, using a four-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 2 = a little, 3 = somewhat, 4 = very well), we asked participants to indicate how prepared they felt in a range of postschool areas/tasks based on the five Pre-ETS areas, the predictors of postschool success, and factors related to employment outcomes for adults with visual impairments (e.g., go to college or a technical school, plan and prepare meals, and participate in recreation/leisure activities in your community; see Figure 2)
To analyze data, we calculated descriptive statistics (sums, percentages) to summarize participant responses for each survey item. When defining locale based on participant zip codes, we combined the NCES definitions of rural and town into a single category: rural.
Results
Demographics
Participants included 33 B/LV young adults from across the U.S. The majority was female (69.7%), White (78.8%), and non-Hispanic (87.9%). Participants indicated having a range of visual acuities and restrictions to visual fields. Additionally, 42.4% reported at least one co-occurring disability, including four individuals who were deafblind. See Table 1 for additional demographic details. 
Participants attended high schools in cities (27.3%), suburbs (30.3%), and rural communities (42.4%) across 16 unique states (CA, CO, ID, IL, IN, KY, MA, MD, MN, MO, MT, NC, NJ, NY, PA, TN). Most attended their local public school (n = 26; 78.8%), four (12.1%) a private school, three (9.1%) a public charter, three (9.1%) a state school for the blind, and one (3.0%) homeschooled. Four participants (12.1%) spent time in more than one school setting. The majority (n = 24; 75.8%) indicated they received a general education diploma, while three (9.1%) received an occupational diploma, and another three did not earn a high school diploma. Two participants (6.1%) received a special education diploma, and two participants indicated receiving a unique diploma type not listed (i.e., a core 40 academic with honors and an advanced regents diploma). Finally, one participant received an alternative academic diploma (AAD; 3.0%), and another participant indicated they did not know their type of diploma. Seven participants (21.2%) continued to receive special education services beyond age 18. 
Experiences in High School
Thirteen (39.4%) participants reported participating in a CTE class in high school, including culinary (x2), construction, marketing, early childhood education, child development, accounting (x2), hospitality & tourism, business management, marketing, personal finance, and economics. Ten (30.3%) reported receiving Pre-ETS. Of the remaining participants, 18 (54.5%) said they did not participate, and five (15.2%) said they were unsure. The majority of participants (n = 28; 84.8%) had some form of employment experience in high school, including volunteer experience (n = 18; 54.5%), part-time employment (n = 10; 30.3%), summer or seasonal employment (n = 8; 24.2%), work-based learning (n = 5; 15.2%), unpaid internship (n = 4; 12.1%), apprenticeship (n = 2; 6.1%), paid internship (n = 1; 3.0%), or other (n = 1; 3.0%). Finally, 12 (36.4%) said the COVID-19 pandemic impacted their ability to work.
Related to participation in the IEP process, the majority (n = 22, 66.7%) said they helped develop their own measurable postsecondary goals, and 21 (63.6%) said they attended their own IEP meeting(s). Only six (18.2%) participants invited others (e.g., VR, counselor, employer) to their IEP meeting(s). See Table 2 for more details. 
Overall, perceived instruction in the ECC areas varied. Most frequently, participants indicated receiving a lot of instruction and support in self-determination (n = 14; 42.4%) and social skills (n = 14; 42.4%). In contrast, over half of all participants indicated receiving none or a little training or support in independent living skills (n = 21; 63.6%) and recreation and leisure (n = 19; 57.6%). See Figure 1 for more details. Further, participants had varied views on the postschool tasks/activities that prepared them for adulthood. Of all options, the most participants indicated they felt their high school prepared them very well in the use of technology for school or work (n = 11; 33.3%), setting and achieving goals (n = 10; 30.3%), and identifying and using assistive technology devices that will improve their quality of life (n = 10; 30.3%). Activities/ tasks for which most indicated that their high school prepared them not at all included utilizing health care services (n = 24; 72.7%), traveling outside of their community (n = 19; 57.6%), and maintaining a living space (n = 19; 57.6%). See Figure 2 for additional participant ratings.
Discussion
	Preparing students with disabilities for adulthood—including employment, further education/training, community involvement, and independent living—is a primary purpose of education. In this study, we asked B/LV young adults to reflect on their high school experiences and how well prepared they felt for adulthood. Our findings, drawn from 33 young adults across 16 states with varying visual impairments, reveal wide variation in both the experiences they had and the degree to which they felt prepared. These findings are among the first to directly examine the self-reported high school experiences of B/LV youth and their perceived preparedness for adult life, thereby extending the transition literature in meaningful ways.
First, recent B/LV graduates reported low participation in services to which they are legally entitled and experiences that predict their postsecondary success. For example, although IDEA (2004) requires that transition services be “based on the individual child’s needs, taking into account the child’s strengths, preferences, and interests,” fewer than 40% of participants (n = 13) reported completing a transition assessment. Likewise, although Pre-ETS are mandated by the WIOA (2014) to supplement special education services for students with disabilities, only 10 participants (30.3%) reported receiving them. These findings suggest that, despite legal entitlement to individualized transition planning, many B/LV youth may continue to exit high school without foundational supports critical to a successful transition (Wagner et al., 2006). Moreover, just 39.4% of participants reported taking a CTE course during high school. As CTE participation has been positively associated with postschool employment outcomes for youth with disabilities (Mazzotti et al., 2021), the limited participation of B/LV youth represents a missed opportunity for them to experience hands-on skill development and career exploration in high school.
Second, participants’ perceptions of their instruction in the ECC were mixed. While a notable number reported strong instruction in self-determination and social skills (42.4%), fewer received instruction in independent living skills (63.6% reported receiving none or a little) and recreation and leisure (57.6% reported receiving none or a little). The ECC addresses essential skills for navigating the world with vision loss (Sapp & Hatlen, 2010), and the nine areas are compatible with much of what research suggests to predict successful postschool transitions for youth with disabilities. Yet, the continued gaps in receipt of these critical services for the B/LV population may have lasting implications for students' independence and quality of life in adulthood (Lohmeier et al., 2009).
Third, in alignment with our findings related to the ECC, the areas in which participants felt least prepared were living independently and participating in their communities. For example, a majority reported feeling not at all prepared to utilize healthcare services (72.7%), travel independently outside their community (57.6%), maintain a living space (57.6%), live outside the family home (51.5%), or plan and prepare meals (51.5%). These findings echo broader concerns raised in the transition literature that daily living skills are often neglected in secondary settings, despite their importance to adult independence (Mazzotti et al., 2021). This disconnect underscores the need for more holistic transition planning that includes functional skill development in addition to academic or career-focused instruction. As well, these findings warrant more concentrated instruction in the ECC, which can address all of these outcome areas. 
Implications for Practice
Our findings have important implications for transition practices that adequately prepare B/LV youth to achieve their future goals. Although the majority of participants in this study reported receiving instruction in self-determination, this instruction did not appear to consistently translate into meaningful involvement of students in their own transition planning. Approximately two-thirds of participants (66.7%) attended their IEP meetings and helped develop postsecondary goals. Yet, fewer than half (45.5%) reported helping to develop their annual transition goals, and even fewer were involved in developing their course of study (30.3%), selecting transition services (27.3%), or preparing for IEP meetings (27.3%). These data suggest a disconnect between learning about self-determination and being given real opportunities to practice those skills within their IEP process. In line with prior literature emphasizing the criticality of youth autonomy in the IEP process for achieving subsequent goals (Mazzotti et al., 2021), this lack of authentic engagement may help explain why more than half of the participants felt only a little or not at all prepared to obtain and maintain employment aligned with their interests, advocate for needed supports in postsecondary education or the workplace, or understand their legal rights. 
Self-determination is actualized when students are actively involved in planning and decision-making about their future (Cmar & Markoski, 2019). Merely learning about these concepts is not enough. Students must be given ownership and agency in meaningful contexts, such as IEP meetings. Our findings are consistent with prior research that has shown a pattern among students with disabilities of feeling academically ready for postsecondary education but less confident in their ability to navigate accommodations, self-advocate, or handle adult responsibilities (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). In our study, many recent graduates expressed a sense of preparedness to attend college or a technical school. However, looking closely at their data, it seems they lack many of the skills they would need to succeed once there. This gap between instruction and application points to a critical implication for schools to ensure that B/LV students are afforded regular, supported opportunities to act in self-determined ways.
Limitations and Future Research
Two primary limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study and warrant future research. First, despite representing a large array of states, locales, and experiences, our sample only included 33 recent graduates, restricting the generalizability of the results to all B/LV recent graduates. That being said, the demographic diversity and varied educational contexts represented in our sample emphasize the complexity of transition planning for B/LV youth. Even though we had a small sample, participants included those with (39.4%) additional disabilities, who attended different types of schools (e.g., public, private, school for the blind) in rural, suburban, and urban settings, and who earned a range of diploma types. These differences suggest that transition experiences and outcomes may be shaped by local communities, school policies, resources, and expectations—all factors that warrant further investigation. 
Second, our study relied on self-report data, which may be subject to recall bias or influenced by students' subjective interpretations of past events. For instance, some students may not have remembered or understood the specific components of their IEPs or the terminology used in transition planning. Future studies could consider involving the perspectives of educators, family members, and adult service providers (e.g., special educators, teachers of the visually impaired, Pre-ETS providers) to help clarify how students participate and receive instruction in a range of transition activities and services. 
Conclusion
This study offers important insights into how young adults who are blind or have low vision perceive their preparation for adulthood following high school. While many participants engaged in activities known to promote postschool success, such as employment and self-determination instruction, significant gaps remain in access to critical transition services (i.e., CTE courses and Pre-ETS instruction) and ECC areas. These findings highlight both areas of progress and continued need, underscoring the importance of equitable, comprehensive, and individualized transition planning. By centering the voices of B/LV recent graduates, this study contributes valuable perspectives to the transition literature and provides actionable guidance for practitioners committed to improving outcomes for all students with visual impairments.
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