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Testimony – House Bill 159:
An Act to promote the successful transition of students with disabilities 

to post-secondary education, employment, and independent living

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to address you today.   My name is Caroline vanBruinswaardt. I am testifying on behalf of the Massachusetts Developmental Disabilities Council, where I serve on the board.  I am also the parent of an 18 year old son with Asperger’s Syndrome, a family advocate in the special education system, and a doctoral student in special education.  
As a parent, I am particularly concerned about the lack of transition services for students with Asperger’s Syndrome, who like my son, have the cognitive abilities to successfully complete college and be successfully employed, yet are missing many of the social, communication, and functional skills to be successful in the adult world.  Although these students have the academic ‘smarts’ to pursue higher education they lack the skills that most people innately have to navigate the world once outside the protected environment of the school system.  For example, many individuals with Asperger’s Syndrome are missing the basic yet essential understanding of the social cues and nuances that most people know instinctively which are so important to succeed in college or on a job.  Other young adults have not yet learned basic functional daily living skills, --basic hygiene such as showering, brushing teeth, how to identify proper dress for different occasions such as work-also essential in higher education and employment, and other essential skills of independent living.
It is important to note that these skills can be learned; however, students with Asperger’s Syndrome must be explicitly taught these skills that others learn intuitively.  .  

This is where the role of the expert transition specialist comes in because the transition professional asks the questions that the typical brain asks himself/herself.  To be able to ask the appropriate questions, however, the transition professional has to understand the nature of the student’s disability and have the insight into the demands of higher education, of a job, or of living independently, and begins focusing on the skills necessary to succeed starting at age fourteen.    

For example, if a student’s with Asperger’s Syndrome goal is to go on to college,  the transition specialist would know that many students often fail in higher education because they lack the self-advocacy skills to ask for help, or they lack the social and pragmatic communication skills to understand something from another person’s point of view (for example—how to negotiate conflict with a peer;  how to satisfy their sensory needs that may conflict with the needs of others;  how following a female they are interested in could be perceived as stalking).  
These and many other skill deficits often result in students leaving college and going back to their parents, but these skills can be addressed in the IEP transition process.    

My son will be ready when he graduates next year to pursue a college education, but this is only because I have spent the past 10 years learning everything there is to know about Asperger’s Syndrome, special education, and more recently about transition.  In lieu of a paying job I made it my son’s future my job.  Not all parents have the time and resources to do so.  This is why schools need to have experts on staff who can ensure that all students with disabilities receive the transition services they need to be successful post high school.
Too many adults with Asperger’s Syndrome, individuals with great potential, are unemployed and isolated from their community, as is true of youth with all types of developmental disabilities.  For this reason, the MDDC urges you to support H. 159.
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