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Improving learning outcomes for all students is a current challenge and concern for schools around 

the globe. In Australian, one educational region chose to meet this challenge by partnering with a local 

university to improve post-school outcomes for secondary students with special education needs (SEN) 

through building staff capacity in the area of transition-focused education. This paper reports on the use 

of an online benchmarking tool with school leaders and staff at 14 secondary colleges to measure changes 

in belief and use across five areas of transition practice. Repeated measures taken at the beginning and 

end points of the 2-year project provide evidence of increased staff belief and use of transition practices 

in all areas. These preliminary findings point to the value of this capacity building initiative and the 

potential viability of the benchmarking tool for improving whole school practice in relation to transition 

programs for secondary students with SEN.  
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BENCHMARKING PRACTICE TO IMPROVE POST-SCHOOL TRANSITION OUTCOMES 

FOR STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL EDUCATIONAL NEEDS 

INTRODUCTION 

Schools around the globe are under increased pressure to improve learning outcomes for all 

students, and heightened expectations of governments and communities are motivating educational 

innovation and change. There is general agreement that student learning is best captured via learning 

outcomes and that student achievement of such outcomes is affected most directly by the quality of 

instruction, which includes curriculum, teaching, and assessment (Hattie, 2015; King & Newmann, 

2001). Printy and Marks (2006) argue, and most teachers would agree, that “when instructional quality 

moves steadily upward, student learning is likely to follow a parallel path” (p. 131). 

Quality of instruction cannot be removed from the school environment in which students are 

situated. King and Newmann (2001) offer a theoretical framework in which the quality of instruction is 

affected by school capacity, which, in turn, is affected by programs and policies. Many of the current 

recommendations related to building school capacity and increasing the quality of instruction and 

student outcomes have a goodness of fit with this framework. Such recommendations include (a) a 

sustainable, schoolwide capacity building process (e.g., Dinham & Crowther, 2011); (b) strong 

leadership connections (e.g., Lai, 2015); (c) professional learning communities (e.g., Stringer, 2013); 

collaborative networking, coaching, and shared learning (e.g., King and Bouchard, 2011); and data-

driven decision-making (e.g., Wohlstetter, Datnow, & Park, 2008). Further, as educational change 

requires the investment of considerable time by all school staff, “funding is routinely recognised as an 

essential contributor to school improvement” (Stringer, 2013, p. 14) 

In this regard, the Australian Government via More Support for Students with Disabilities funding 

(2012-2014) provided funding to government and non-government education authorities across the 
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country to boost capacity building in schools to improve educational outcomes for students with 

disability. School to post- school transition was one of the targeted areas. This funding was in response 

to Australian data indicating that students with a disability continue to experience poor employment and 

living outcomes on exiting school (Davies & Beamish, 2009; OECD, 2007; Meadows et al., 2006; 

Molaeb, 2013; Riches, 1996). Brisbane Catholic Education (BCE), North Brisbane Region, Queensland 

used this funding source to partner with Griffith University and undertake a 2-year action research project 

which sought to build staff understanding and capacity in the area of transition-focused education within 

its Senior colleges. The overarching purpose of this initiative was to improve the post-school outcomes 

for students aged between 14 and 17 years experiencing disability and learning difficulties (i.e., SEN). 

Table 1 provides a brief summary of activities across the six project phases. For more information on 

each phase, see Maher, Raciti, Meadows, Beamish, and Davies (2014). 

Table 1. 

Project by Phases, Activities, and Stakeholder Involvement 

 Phase 1  Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4 Phase 5 Phase 6 

Time & 

Location 

Across 

Colleges  

Within 

College 

Within 

College 

Within College Within & 

Across 

Colleges 

Across 

Colleges  

Activities Initial data 

gathering 

via surveys 

Data 

sharing 

Focus 

groups 

Open forum 

Goal setting 

and action 

planning 

 

Implementation 

of action plan 

 

Coaching 

Capacity 

building 

Networking 

days 

Final data 

gathering 

 

Participants Staff 

Benchmarking 

Survey (T1)a 

Parent (Current 

& Past) Survey 

Post-school 

Provider 

Survey  

Staff 

Parents 

Students with 

SEN 
Post-school 

Providers 
 

Staff Staff Staff Staff 

Benchmarking 

Survey (T2)b 

 

aT1 denotes Time 1; bT2 denotes Time 2. 

The study being reported here focused on benchmarking staff belief and use of transition practices 

at the beginning (Phase 1 - Time 1) and at the end (Phase 6 - Time 2) of the project. Under these 
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circumstances, Time 1 (T1) provided data that assisted each college community to identify its practice 

area for change (Phases 2 & 3). T1 data also provided a baseline measure within and across colleges for 

changes in practice to be measured. Time 2 (T2) data was the repeated measure taken 2 years later. Two 

questions framed this research: 

• What levels of belief and use did staff report about transition practices listed in the benchmarking 

tool at the beginning of the project (T1)? 

• How did levels of belief and use change over the duration of the project (T1 and T2 comparison)? 

METHOD 

Participants 

Participants in this study were staff drawn from 14 secondary colleges dispersed geographically 

across south-east Queensland, Australia, with four colleges located in Brisbane (state capital), two in 

urban areas close to Brisbane, seven in urban regional centres along the coast, and one in a rural inland 

town some three hours from Brisbane. Staff comprised school leaders (e.g., principals, deputy principals, 

heads of curriculum), teaching staff (e.g., learning support teachers, vocational education coordinators, 

visiting consultants for Inclusive Education), and others (e.g., guidance counsellors, chaplains). 

Table 2 

Characteristics of Participants Completing the Benchmarking Survey at Time 1 and Time 2 

Characteristic Time 1 Time 2 

Primary role School leaders 

Teaching staff 

Others 

45 (41%) 

42 (38%) 

21 (19%) 

18 (41%) 

12 (27%) 

10 (22%) 

Highest qualification Undergraduate (Education) 

Undergraduate (Special Education) 

Postgraduate (Education) 

Postgraduate (Special Education) 

Other 

28 (25%) 

1 (.9%) 

55 (50%) 

9 (8%) 

17 (15%) 

10 (24%) 

1 (2%) 

14 (33%) 

7 (17%) 

8 (19%) 

Note: Missing data results in some percentages not adding up to 100%. 
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In Phase 1, a total of 110 staff responded to the initial benchmarking survey (T1). Most respondents 

were experienced and in mid-career, with a mean age of 46 years and a mean involvement in transition 

of 6.8 years. In Phase 6, 40 responded to the second survey (T2). Although the T2 cohort was smaller in 

size, mean age and experience with transition were similar (51 years and 8.6 years, respectively). 

Moreover, when role and qualifications of participants completing surveys on both occasions are 

compared (see Table 2), the T2 cohort can be viewed as similar to the larger T1 cohort. 

THE BENCHMARKING TOOL AND DATA COLLECTION PROCEDURE 

The benchmark tool, based on the survey used by Beamish et al. (2012), comprised 46 practice 

items (see Appendix). Items and allied practice areas were related to The Taxonomy of Transition 

Programming (Kohler, 1996), a widely accepted framework for quality transition programs (Test et al, 

2009; Xu, Dempsey, & Foreman, 2014). Item distribution across practice areas was: Student-Focused 

Planning (9), Student Development (10), Interagency Collaboration (7), Family-School Relations (7), 

and Program Structure (13). 

The survey format involved three parts. Part 1 used fixed-response questions to collect 

demographic information on background and experience Parts 2 and 3 provided a brief glossary of terms 

before presenting each of the 46 item statements for a response using a six-category Likert scale. More 

specifically, Part 2 required participants to indicate the extent to which they agreed or believed that each 

practice was an indicator of program quality. This level of agreement (belief) was rated on a continuum 

from completely disagree, disagree, inclined to disagree, inclined to agree, agree, completely agree. Part 

3 required participants to indicate the extent to which they implemented or used each practice in school 

programs. This level of implementation (use) was rated on a continuum ranging from not at all, 

infrequently, not very much, on a few occasions, frequently, very frequently. Additionally, a final open-

ended comment was invited at the end of Part 3.  
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All items were incorporated into an online survey using a package developed at Griffith University 

called Surveymaker. On both occasions (T1 and T2), the survey was activated and open for a period of 6 

weeks, with reminders being emailed to potential participants at fortnightly intervals to maximise return 

rates. 

ANALYSES 

A 2-step approach was employed using SPSS (v22) for the analysis of quantitative components of 

the benchmark survey data. The first step involved using a data collapsing strategy to decrease the 

number of response categories. Collapsing data is a well-established procedure in survey methodology 

and in best practice research (see Babbie, 1995; Beamish, 2008). For level of agreement (belief), the two 

lowest levels (completely disagree and disagree) were combined and labeled disagreement; the two 

middle levels (inclined to disagree and inclined to agree) were combined and labeled uncertain; while, 

the two highest ratings (agree and completely agree) were combined and labeled agreement. Similarly, 

for levels of implementation (use), the two lowest levels, two middle levels, and two highest levels were 

combined into three categories (i.e., non-implementation, uncertain and implementation). These 

collapsed response categories were used as measures of agreement (belief) and implementation (use) 

expressed as percentages.  

In the second step, reported levels were compared against internationally-accepted benchmarking 

conventions. For level of agreement (belief), both the 50% criterion level (Odom, McLean, Johnson, & 

LaMontagne, 1995) and the more stringent 80% criterion level (Beamish, 2008; Williams et al., 1990) 

were used. For level of implementation (use), the traditional 50% criterion level for implementation 

(Beamish, 2008; Odom et al., 1995; Williams et al., 1990) was used. 
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RESULTS 

Results are reported for only the quantitative components of the benchmarking survey, and the 

terms “belief” and “use” will be used to denote “acceptance” and “implementation”, respectively. First, 

levels of staff belief and use are presented for T1 and T2. In each instance, levels of belief and use are 

examined according to the 50% and 80% international benchmarking conventions (see analyses section). 

Next, change over time is examined for belief and use. 

TIME 1 (PHASE 1: BEGINNING OF PROJECT) 

To provide an overview of the benchmarking data from staff (n = 110) at the beginning of the 

project (T1), mean levels of belief and use were compared across the five practice areas. Taken as a 

whole, levels of belief were accompanied by lower levels of use (see Figure 1). For level of belief, all 

practice areas met the 50% criterion, but no area met the more stringent 80% criterion. In contrast, for 

level of use, only one practice area, Family School Relations, met the 50% criterion. 

 

Figure 1. Initial mean levels of belief and use (as percentages) across practice areas (T1). 
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TIME 2 (PHASE 6: END OF PROJECT) 

Benchmarking data from a smaller number of staff (n = 40) is provided in Figure 2. These T2 data 

revealed higher levels of belief and use across all areas compared to the initial data collected at T1. 

Improvement was substantial for both levels of belief and use. For levels of belief, all practice areas met 

the 50% criterion, and Program Structure was the only area not to meet the 80% criterion. For levels of 

use, all practice areas except Program Structure met the 50% criterion. At the end of the project, Family 

School Relations was the only area to meet the 80% criterion for both belief and use, indicating its 

prominence in practice across the colleges. 

 

Figure 2. Final levels of belief and use (as percentages) across practice areas (T2). 

CHANGES IN LEVELS OF BELIEF AND USE OVER PROJECT DURATION 

Table 3 presents changes in levels of belief and use over the duration of the project. When T1 and 

T2 data are compared, positive changes in belief and use are evident for every practice area. Interestingly, 

the area of Interagency Collaboration showed the highest degree of change for both belief and use. 
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Table 3 

Comparison of Changes in Levels of Belief and Use at T1 and T2 

Practice areas 
Belief Use 

T1 T2 Change T1 T2 Change 

Student-focused 

planning 

77 84 7% 49 71 22% 

Student development 70 86 16% 43 69 39% 

Interagency 

collaboration 

64 85 21% 30 69 39% 

Family-school 

relations 

76 94 18% 64 85 21% 

Program structure 62 76 14% 28 48 20% 

 

DISCUSSION 

In the overall project, the benchmarking tool provided a mechanism that enabled individual staff 

to reflect on their belief and use of transition practices. These data not only provided a focus on the five 

practice areas but also measured changes in belief and use over time. Four key findings emerged. 

First, the typical belief-use pattern found in most benchmarking studies (e.g., Beamish et al., 2012; 

Williams et al., 1990) was in place across colleges, with levels of belief ranking higher than levels of use 

across all practice areas. In terms of the individual practice areas, Family school relations was a 

consistent area of practice strength across colleges at both T1 and T2 for both belief and use. This finding 

mirrored results from an earlier Queensland state-wide study (Beamish et al., 2012), suggesting that staff 

at these secondary colleges perceived relating to families as critical to transition practice, and were more 

comfortable applying family-related practices than other practices. Maintaining family relations has 

increased importance when it is considered that employment prospects and other outcomes for students 

with SEN improve when families are involved (Test et al., 2009, Wehman et al., 2013). Conversely, 

Program structure was identified as an area of practice weakness at both T1 and T2; a finding also 

consistent with Beamish et al. (2012). Interestingly, Program Structure was a practice area of focus for 
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capacity building for the majority of colleges, indicating that staff had responded to the T1 baseline data 

for their college presented in Phase 2 of the project and that changing practices in this area took time. 

Second, belief and use increased from T1 to T2 in all practice areas. While most colleges focused 

on Program Structure or Student Development, two colleges used a job-coaching model to improve 

practices in Interagency Collaboration. These school improvement efforts were likely to have had impact 

on belief and use of focus areas at each college. However, it is likely that the capacity building process 

in itself raised awareness and so broadly impacted across belief and use in other practice areas (e.g., 

Student-focused Planning and Family School Relations). This broad impact may indicate that practice 

areas are not discrete, but are interrelated. As suggested by Kohler and Field (2003), Program Structure, 

an area targeted for change by the majority of colleges, may have flowed into the “efficient and effective 

delivery” (p. 179) in other practice areas. Additionally, exchanging results and materials within and 

across colleges at two networking days during Phase 5 was a likely influence on practice improvement. 

Third, this study confirms that school capacity building requires leadership and funds. Leadership 

commitment to and involvement in all phases of the project was viewed by the region and university 

researchers to be a key factor that contributed to the positive project outcomes. Equally so, funds 

distributed from region to colleges to release teachers from their regular duties increased not only 

participation but also shared leadership (see Lai, 2015; Printy & Marks, 2006) in data collection 

activities, goal setting and action planning, and networking days. 

Fourth, findings from this study revealed that the benchmarking tool was an instrument sensitive 

to changes of belief and use over time. Although this tool was originally applied to gain a state-wide 

snapshot of belief and use of effective transition practices at a single point in time (see Beamish et al., 

2012), the current study demonstrates value of the tool for measuring and monitoring change in belief 

and use of transition practices over time. When secondary settings seek to build capacity in transition-



97 

 
focused education, this tool can provide evaluative data on changes in school and staff practice. As these 

practice changes over time and lead to improvements in the quality of instruction and ultimately student 

achievement, it follows that benchmarking practice at the school level provides an innovative strategy 

for improving the post-school outcomes for students with special needs. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

These findings should be considered in the light of two key limitations: sample size at T2 and the 

use of self-report data. As indicated previously, the survey return rate at T2 was well below that of T1. 

Although the cohorts were similar in demographic composition, the modest return rate at the end of the 

project (T2) may not necessarily reflect the views of all staff involved in the project. Caution also is 

warranted in relation to the self-reported data because this was the only measure taken for staff use of 

transition practices.  

Future benchmarking would be strengthened through the use of external observation of practice 

and document review. Research of this kind also needs to investigate ways to encourage survey 

completion for better comparative analyses. An online version of the benchmarking tool with inbuilt 

professional development components is currently in development and these adjustments should provide 

a more rigorous research approach. 

CONCLUSION 

Findings from the present study indicate that the current instrument is a useful benchmarking tool 

for measuring research-informed, transition practices. Future refinement of the tool and wider application 

across multiple locations, countries, and cultures will likely provide a normative base for practice 

improvement. At this point in time, however, this benchmarking tool has potential within the current 

data-driven climate for progressing transition-focused education and practice at both school and systemic 

levels. 
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Appendix Transition Practices in Benchmarking Tool (Beamish et al., 2012) 

Abbreviation Practice 

Student-Focused Planning  

1.1 Post secondary education goals Where appropriate, education and training goals in post secondary education 

(e.g., TAFE or University) are specified in each student’s transition planning 

documents.  

1.2 Community access goals Education and training goals in community access and participation (e.g., 

travel training and shopping skills) are specified in each student’s transition 

planning documents. 

1.3 Work experience/day activity goals Education and training goals in work experience and/or day program activity 

are specified in each student’s transition planning documents. 

1.4 Independent living goals Education and training goals in independent living (e.g., cooking, budgeting) 

are specified in each student’s transition planning documents. 

1.5 Goal/program relationship A clear relationship exists between the education and training goals set in the 

transition planning documents and the program of instruction, learning and 

work experiences.  

1.6 Student takes active role in planning The student takes an active role in the transition program planning team. 

1.7 Students taught to take active role Students are taught how to express personal views in individual transition 

planning meetings. 

1.8 Planning for and use of adjustments When necessary, there is planning for, and use of adjustments for students 

(e.g., the use of communication devices) so that student participation in 

transition planning meetings is facilitated. 

1.9 Student and family needs elicited Student and family needs and preferences are actively elicited during the 

transition planning process. 

Student Development  

2.1 Life skills training in social skills Life-skills instruction includes training in social skills (e.g. interpersonal 

skills). 

2.2 Training for self-advocacy Life-skills instruction includes teaching the student to identify, plan, and 

advocate for their personal needs, preferences, and interests. 

2.3 Data gathered in natural environments Data on student performance are gathered in natural environments (e.g., 

shopping skills in the local supermarket). 

2.4 Adjustments in natural environments Educational adjustments are provided during instruction in natural 

environments (e.g., a self monitoring chart). 

2.5 Instruction in work related behaviours Employment skills instruction includes information on work-related behaviours 

such as job-seeking skills, appropriate dress, and being punctual. 

2.6 Work exp in last 3-4 years Work experience is spread across the last 3-4 years of schooling. 

2.7 Work exp available in 3 settings Work experience in the community is available to most students at least 3 

times during their transition program. 

2.8 Work exp across different jobs Work experience in the community is available across different jobs. 

2.9 Work exp is student preferred Work experiences in the community include placements that are identified or 

preferred by the student. 

2.10 School assists with post-school jobs The school assists students to find their preferred post-school jobs or programs. 
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Interagency Collaboration  

3.1 Formal collaborative structures exist Formal collaborative structures are established between school transition 

programs, work experience providers, and other service agencies. 

3.2 Roles/responsibilities clearly articulated Roles and responsibilities (e.g., referral protocols, and task responsibilities) are 

clearly articulated with work experience providers and other service agencies. 

3.3 Meetings with post-school providers Teachers and providers of work experience and post-school services meet 

regularly (e.g., once every semester) to identify and address school and 

community level transition education and service issues. 

3.4 Information passed to parents Students and their families are given information on community organisations 

that provide post-school programs at least 1-2 years prior to the student 

leaving school. 

3.5 Funding for placements exists Funding is available so that schools can place students for periods of time in 

post-school services while they are still at school, and follow up on school 

exit placements of past students. 

3.6 Cross departmental arrangements Funding is provided by relevant departments to establish a post-school 

coordinating/case management position to assist students and/or families 

(where necessary) when students leave school. 

3.7 Post-school providers attend IEP When placement with an agency that provides post-school programs is being 

discussed, the transition planning team involves personnel from that agency. 

Family-School Relationships  

4.1 Personalised relationships with families Schools build a personalised relationship with families. 

4.2 Transition aims provided to families Schools provide families with information about the aims of the transition 

program. 

4.3 Planning involves family members The transition planning program team includes family members. 

4.4 Family members lead decision making Family members are an integral part of the transition planning team and lead 

decision making. 

4.5 School/family negotiate roles The school and families negotiate their respective roles and responsibilities 

during the transition process. 

4.6 Families presented with options Family involvement is supported through the presentation and explanation of 

options during the decision making process in preparation for a student’s life 

after school. 

4.7 Location and timing of meetings Attention is given to the location and timing of transition planning meetings so 

that family members can participate. 

Program Structure  

5.1 Program philosophy/policy documented Transition-related philosophy, policies and procedures adopted by schools are 

documented. 

5.2 Families contribute to overall planning Families are encouraged to contribute to the overall school transition program 

(planning, implementation and evaluation) in addition to the individual 

planning for their son or daughter. 

5.3 School supports transition access The school system supports the full access and participation of all students in 

the transition program in school to work and post-school activities. 

5.4 School transition personnel identified Personnel with specific responsibilities for transition education are identified at 

the school level. 

5.5 Systemic transition personnel identified  Personnel with specific responsibilities for transition education are identified at 

the school level. 

5.6 Strategic planning at local level Strategic planning for school to post-school transition services is conducted at 

the local community level. 

5.7 Strategic planning at the system level Strategic planning for school to post-school transition services is conducted at 

systems levels (state-wide and regional). 
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5.8 Ongoing evaluation by the school There is an ongoing evaluation by schools of their overall transition programs. 

5.9 Evaluation of each student’s program The school evaluates each student’s transition program. 

5.10 Evaluation 12 months post-school The school evaluates post-school outcomes for their students for a period of at 

least 12 months. 

5.11 Training available to teachers Teachers involved in transition programming receive pre-service and in-service 

training activities that promote the implementation of recommended practice. 

5.12 Training available to other school staff Teaching assistants involved in transition programming receive in-service 

training activities that promote the implementation of recommended practice. 

5.13 Training available to families & 

providers 

Families and community service providers involved in transition programming 

receive training activities that promote the implementation of recommended 

practice. 

 


