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Charting the Life Course, Part 1:
Planning the Journey
“I wish I had a dollar every time someone asked
me what my daughter was going to do when
she finished school.” At a recent parent group
meeting, Rhonda was sharing her transition
worries about her 14-year old daughter, Jill, who
is deaf-blind, has cerebral palsy and an
intellectual disability. Rhonda continues, “While
it is hard for Jill to communicate, it is clear to me
that she has definite opinions about her life and
what she wants. I want Jill to have a future after
school that includes friends and activities she
enjoys.” “But how do I do that?”
Another parent, Anthony, shared his concerns
about his 16 year old son, Marcus, who has
CHARGE Syndrome and is deaf-blind. Anthony
explained that Marcus wants to graduate from
high school, get a job, earn his own money, live
in an apartment and have fun. “While I’m
excited that Marcus has goals for the future, I
don’t really know how to help him understand
that there’s a lot he needs to do to make that
happen; I want to do what Marcus wants but I’m
worried.”
Both of these family members are sharing real
concerns about their children and the

challenging transitions ahead for both of them.
Both Rhonda and Anthony expressed how their
job as parents is always full of just taking care of
their children day-to-day. Planning for the future
has always been, “out there.” Even more
important has been their coming to realize that
they each want their children to be involved in
the planning for their own futures. What
resources are available to help with planning?
The Charting the LifeCourse framework offers
help for the journey. It may be just the tool to
help Rhonda, Jill, Anthony, and Marcus, along
with other family members and service providers,
create a plan. Let’s take a look.
The Charting the LifeCourse framework was
CREATED FOR FAMILIES by family leaders,
self-advocates and professionals. Indiana, along
with 16 other states, is using the Charting the
LifeCourse tools with families. Families wanted a
tool for planning that could be used across the
life span (prenatal/infancy, early childhood,
school age, transition, adulthood and aging).
And while the Framework was designed by and
for families who have a son or daughter with
disabilities, the tool will work for everyone,
disability or not.

The contents of this publication were developed under a grant from the U.S
Department of Education, #H326T130078. However, the contents do not necessarily
represent the policy of the Department of Education, and you should not assume
endorsement by the federal government. Project Officer, JoAnn McCann.
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The core belief of the LifeCourse framework is that “All people have the right to live, love, work, play
and pursue their life aspirations in their community.” Within that framework is a set of guiding
principles for making decisions, for long and short term planning, and for solving problems. The
success of using the tools depends on the work of all involved, including families, school personnel,
and other available support services. Successful outcomes for individuals with disabilities happen, but
these outcomes do depend on a number of people working together.
So how does LifeCourse work? From a young age most of us dream about what we want to be,
where we want to live and what our lives will look like when we grow up. We are encouraged to
dream big. It should be no different for your child who has a disability. The people who developed the
framework encourage the child and family to set a goal or outcome that will lead to a Good Life. This
is a “life trajectory.” It looks like you are shooting an arrow (See Figure 1) directly towards your goal.
You also can see that it’s important to think about what you don’t want for the future, so that you can
avoid getting sidetracked on your journey. You aim for your ideal vision and then think about your
past experiences, your present experiences and what you might do in the future that will help you
reach that goal.

Reflecting on Where I have Been….
to figure out where I need to go!!
Vision for Good Life
Experiences
from My
PAST

Things
Happening
NOW

Friends, family,
enough money,
job I like, home, faith,
vacations, health, choice,
freedom

Vision of What I Don’t Want

Figure 1
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Remember Marcus? His goal is to graduate from high school, get a job, earn money, live in his own
apartment and have fun. So, with those goals in mind, we need to start the process by creating a
“life trajectory” or a diagram that briefly describes these goals or outcomes. As you can see Marcus

Figure 2

has listed his vision for a good life and also what he doesn’t want in his life. Those are the items he
has listed in the far-right column. He has also thought a little about experiences in his past that has
helped move him towards his vision, (examples) as well as the things in the past that pushed him
towards life outcomes that he didn’t want. Those are listed in the far-left column under Past Life
Experiences.
Of course, it’s all well and good to set a goal for a good life, but what does it take to get there?
There are lots of parts or steps to making that happen. Whether you are the person, the mom or
dad, or another family member, the LifeCourse framework helps you organize the journey in terms
of the goals. And these life goals depend on looking at the current experiences of the person across
all aspects of their life or Life Domains. These “domains” include: Daily Life and Employment,
Community Living, Safety and Security, Healthy Living, Social and Spirituality, and Citizenship and
Advocacy. Each of these life domains is a part of our lives no matter where we are in terms of our
ages.
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Now, let’s look at one of the life domains for a transition age student. What questions will be important
to ask as we plan the journey? For example, if we look at the life domain of Daily Life and Employment”
for your transition age son or daughter, there are lots of questions that we might want to ask to get us
thinking about what needs to happen for him or her to reach that life goal of living on his own. Even
better, if possible, make sure you have your son or daughter answer the questions. For example,
Marcus might be asked, “What are you doing right now to prepare to live in an apartment?” “Can you
prepare meals, do your own laundry, and clean your room?” Or, “do you know how to apply for a job,
pay bills or arrange for transportation to get to work?” The answers to these questions can help you put
in current experiences or things that you need to plan to do in the “Future Life Experiences” column.
For Marcus, (Figure 2 on the previous page) this is the next step in completing his Life Trajectory
worksheet. In addition, because Marcus is planning on going to work, there is an additional column that
focuses on just what he wants in a job or career. Getting his search for a job or career “right” is an
important step on Marcus’ journey toward his good life. Having a job that fits his abilities and his likes
and dislikes will mean that it is more likely he will be successful at his job. Spending some time
focusing on just that goal will be helpful in making sure that he continues his upward trajectory toward
his good life.

Figure 3
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Now what about Jill? Jill’s Life Trajectory
Worksheet (Figure 3 on the previous page)
has been completed with her mother,
Rhonda’s help. Rhonda knows that Jill is
happiest when she is able to participate in a
variety of activities and has many friends and
family members in her life. This is reflected in
her Vision for Good Life in the far-right
column. Some of Jill’s past life experiences
have been listed on the left. Those have
been things that were either very helpful to Jill
in reaching her vision for a good life or stood
out as negative experiences that prevented
her from continuing on her best upward
trajectory.
Rhonda also knows that Jill will continue to
live at home after she finishes school.
However, it will be harder for Jill to spend time
with friends and participate in social activities
like she did at school. So, let’s look at the life
domain of “Social and Spirituality”. What
needs to happen so that Jill can continue to
see her old friends? How can Jill make new
friends in the community? What new
opportunities are there for Jill to do what other
young people her age do for fun? How can
Rhonda ensure that Jill has a voice in making
her own choices and decisions about how
she wants to spend her leisure time? The
answers to these questions will provide
Rhonda and Jill with the information they
need to fill in the “Future Life Experiences”
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column. The information listed in that column
will then become a road map for planning
future activities and experiences that will
support Jill on her journey to a “good life.”
Both of these examples are meant to help
individuals and families think about what’s
happened in the past, as well as what is
going on now. In addition, this tool will help
families look at what opportunities are needed
in the future to support a desired vision for life
after school.
As you can see, our examples are not yet
complete. We will spend some more time in
Part Two of this Transition Brief with both Jill
and Marcus, as they, their families and their
service providers look more closely at the
answers to the questions asked. In Part Two,
both teams will fill in the Future Life
Experiences column with some of the
opportunities that currently exist, or that can
be created in the future. They will look at
opportunities that will both help each student
reach his or her vision for a “good life” as well
as experiences that they want to avoid
because they would take them away from
their desired goals. Once their trajectories are
complete, the students and their teams will
look at integrated supports and resources to
help them stay on “target” toward an
inclusive, quality, community life. Stay tuned!

Who Can Help?
For help using the LifeCourse Framework, contact Lisa Poff at Lisa.Poff@indstate.edu or 812-237-7679
For more information about accessing the LifeCourse framework and tools, as well as learning resources to help you
understand how to use the tools, go to www.lifecoursetools.com
For other examples of how families are using the LifeCourse tools, go to https://www.lifecoursetools.com/examples/
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