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Mental health disorders affect 1 out of every 4 people (Johns Hopkins Medicine, 2024). Anxiety 
and depression are growing among children and youth, yet many mental health disorders go 
undiagnosed until after youth leave school. 

Educators and service providers play an important role in supporting youth throughout their 
K-12 education and preparing them for postsecondary transition. These professionals provide 
stronger supports when they are aware of the impact of mental health concerns. Therefore, 
they should understand the prevalence of mental health disorders in transition-age youth and 
recognize when mental health may be a consideration in transition planning.

It is also critical for educators to learn strategies to support positive mental health practices 
before and during the transition process. Sharing these strategies with employers, vocational 
rehabilitation counselors, and disability support services providers helps to set youth up for 
successful transition outcomes.

Mental Health Prevalence Among Transition-Aged Youth
Transition-aged youth, defined as individuals between 16 to 25 years old, experience a 
significant prevalence of mental health issues. It is estimated that between 6% and 12% of 
transition-age youth struggle with serious mental health conditions (Copeland et al., 2015). This 
period of life involves crucial changes, including new relationships, educational opportunities, 
and the development of greater independence. These transitions can exacerbate pre-existing 
mental health conditions and introduce challenges in accessing suitable mental health services. 

Entering adulthood is a big step in life. People often discover more about themselves and 
become more independent. This is when they make important choices about where to live, 
work, and study further. Understandably, this time can be tough for anyone, and it is even 
harder for young people with disabilities. Many of them face extra challenges during this period. 
That is why it’s not surprising that they’re more likely to have mental health issues.



According to the CDC (2023), depression and anxiety are becoming more common among kids 
and teenagers, and issues like depression, using drugs, and thoughts of suicide are worrying 
trends among teens. To make things more complicated, very few students with serious mental 
health problems get the help they need in school. Less than 10% of them get an Individualized 
Education Program (Forness et al., 2012), and many drop out of school before they finish 
planning for their future (Wagner & Newman, 2012).

Mental Health and Disability
Mental health and disability are two interrelated yet distinct areas of health that significantly 
impact individuals and society. Mental health refers to one’s emotional, psychological, and social 
well-being. It affects how individuals think, feel, and behave in daily life. It also influences how 
we handle stress, relate to others, and make choices. Mental health is important at every stage 
of life, from childhood and adolescence through adulthood. Common mental health disorders 
include depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD). These conditions can be deeply disruptive, affecting one’s ability to lead a fulfilling, 
productive life. Treatment for mental health issues can include therapy, medication, and lifestyle 
changes. The approach often depends on the individual and the specific disorder.

Disability is conditions impairing a person’s body or mind, limiting one or more major life 
activities. This includes physical disabilities (such as blindness or paralysis) and mental or 
cognitive disabilities (such as intellectual disability or autism). Disabilities can be congenital 
(present at birth) or acquired due to injury, illness, or aging. The impact of a disability can vary 
widely: some individuals may require significant adaptations and support, while others may be 
more independent.

Intersection of Mental Health and Disability
The intersection between mental health and disability is significant. Individuals with disabilities 
may experience mental health challenges due to social stigma, discrimination, or the everyday 
stresses associated with their condition. Conversely, poor mental health can lead to decreased 
physical health or perceived cognitive abilities, complicating existing disabilities or contributing 
to new ones.

Efforts to support individuals at this intersection typically involve healthcare services, social 
support, and accommodations, both in the workplace and in broader society. There is a strong 
emphasis on ensuring accessibility, promoting inclusivity, and upholding the rights of individuals 
with disabilities and mental health issues. Advocacy and legislation, such as the Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA) in the United States, seek to protect these rights and facilitate full 
participation in society for all individuals, regardless of their mental or physical condition.



Mental Health and Transition
Moving from high school to a job or college can be difficult for students with disabilities who also 
deal with mental health issues. They face a lot of challenges during this time that can make their 
mental health problems worse. Studies show that this transition period is often very stressful 
and uncertain for them (Young-Southward et al., 2017). They might have trouble getting the 
help they need in school or at work, making things even harder for them (Lindsay & McPherson, 
2012). 

Also, people might mistreat them because of their disabilities or mental health issues, which 
can make them feel alone and not good enough (Sheerin et al., 2019). Without enough support 
and help, this transition can be too much for them, making it tough for them to do well in school 
or at work. That’s why schools, employers, and people who make rules need to make sure they 
create places that welcome everyone. Giving extra help to students with disabilities and mental 
health issues during this critical time is everyone’s responsibility.

Strategies for Support
Helping students with disabilities and mental health issues as they move from high school is a 
multi-step process. The most important thing is making sure they have a plan that addresses 
their unique needs. This plan should start early and involve teachers, families, and other people 
who can help. It should include everything from school to work to mental health (Test et al., 
2009). Giving them support with their feelings and mental health as they go through this change 
is important. This helps them learn ways to deal with problems and become stronger (Madaus et 
al., 2009). 

Smooth transitions require building connections between schools, disability services, and the 
community. This way, they can find the help and resources they need (Wehman et al., 2014). 
Making sure that both schools and workplaces are inclusive and making changes to help 
everyone can also make a big difference (Burgstahler, 2015). Teaching others about disabilities 
and mental health can also create a more welcoming environment for all students (Liu et al., 
2020). By working together on all these things, educators and other stakeholders can give 
students with disabilities and mental health issues the support they need to succeed in school 
and beyond.

Helpful Hints
The following strategies are ways that educators, service providers, and other stakeholders can 
support postsecondary transition for students with disabilities and mental health needs.

• Build trust and talk openly with students to understand their needs.

• Work together with counselors and specialists to make personalized plans.

• Give emotional support and teach coping skills.

• Adjust learning tasks to fit each student’s abilities.



• Make sure resources and help are easy to reach.

• Create a welcoming classroom where everyone feels included.

• Teach students to speak up for themselves and solve problems.

• Help students explore their options after school.

• Connect students with outside groups that can support them.

• Stay up-to-date on laws and ways to help students with disabilities and mental health needs.

Conclusion
Supporting students with disabilities and mental health conditions during the transition from 
high school requires a comprehensive and collaborative approach. Educators and stakeholders 
should prioritize early and individualized transition planning. The plan should include ways to 
provide ongoing mental health support, foster partnerships between stakeholders, implement 
inclusive practices, and raise awareness. By addressing their unique needs and challenges 
with empathy and innovation, we create inclusive and supportive environments that enable 
students to thrive academically, professionally, and personally. It is through collective effort and 
dedication that we can ensure all students, regardless of their abilities or mental health status, 
have the opportunity to reach their full potential and lead fulfilling lives.

References
Burgstahler, S. (2015). Equal access: Universal design of instruction. Seattle: University of 

Washington.

CDC. (2023). Youth risk behavior survey data summary and trends report. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention.

Copeland et al. (2015). Increase in untreated cases of psychiatric disorders during the transition 
to adulthood. Psychiatric Services, 66(4), 397-401.

Forness, S. R., Freeman, S. F., Paparella, T., Kauffman, J. M., & Walker, H. M. (2012). Special 
education implications of point and cumulative prevalence for children with emotional or 
behavioral disorders. Journal of Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 20(1), 4-18.

Johns Hopkins Medicine. (2024.). Mental health disorder statistics. Retrieved May 14, 2024.

Lindsay, S., & McPherson, A. C. (2012). Strategies for improving disability awareness and 
social inclusion of children and young people with cerebral palsy. Child: Care, Health and 
Development, 38(6), 809–816. doi:10.1111/j.1365-2214.2011.01308.x

Liu, C. H., Zhang, E., Wong, G. T. F., & Hyun, S. (2020). Factors associated with depression, anxiety, 
and PTSD symptomatology during the COVID-19 pandemic: Clinical implications for US 
young adult mental health. Psychiatry Research, 290, 113172.



Madaus, J., Rinaldi, C., Bigaj, S., & Chafouleas, S. M. (2009). An examination of current assessment 
practices in northeastern school districts. Assessment for Effective Intervention, 34(2), 86-93.

Sheerin, F., Fleming, S., Burke, E., et al. (2019). Exploring mental health issues in people with an 
intellectual disability. Learning Disability Practice. doi: 10.7748/ldp.2019.e1999. 

Test, D. W., Fowler, C. H., Richter, S. M., White, J., Mazzotti, V., Walker, A. R., & Kortering, L. 
(2009). Evidence-based practices in secondary transition. Career Development for Exceptional 
Individuals, 32(2), 115-128. doi:10.1177/0885728809336650

Wagner, M., & Newman, L. (2012). Longitudinal transition outcomes of youth with emotional 
disturbances. Psychiatric Rehabilitation Journal, 35(3), 199-204.

Wehman, P., Schall, C., Carr, S., Targett, P., West, M., & Cifu, G. (2014). Transition from school to 
adulthood for youth with autism spectrum disorder: What we know and what we need to 
know. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 25(1), 30–40.

Young-Southward, G., Cooper, S. A., & Philo, C. (2017). Health and wellbeing during transition 
to adulthood for young people with intellectual disabilities: A qualitative study. Research in 
developmental disabilities, 70, 94–103.

The contents were developed under a contract #881-APE62524-H027A220107 from the Virginia Department 
of Education. Virginia Commonwealth University, School of Education is an equal opportunity/affirmative action 
institution providing access to education and employment without regard to age, race, color, national origin, 
gender, religion, sexual orientation, veteran’s status, political affiliation, or disability. If specific accommodations 
are needed, please contact the Center on Transition Innovations at transition@vcu.edu. 

mailto:transition%40vcu.edu?subject=

