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There are many different types of agencies that help people with 
disabilities find jobs. These include both public (government) and 
private organizations that provide direct employment support. 

There are public government agencies specifically for people with 
disabilities. These include Departments of Mental Retardation/
Developmental Disabilities (MR/DD), Mental Health (MH), or Vocational 
Rehabilitation (VR), and Agencies or Commissions for the Blind and 
Visually impaired (BVI). Other agencies provide employment-related 
services to a variety of people, including people with disabilities but also 
other individuals as well. An example is each state's TANF (Temporary 
Assistance to Needy Families) agency.

Private agencies are also called community rehabilitation providers, 
supported employment agencies, and private providers. Sometimes 
private agencies get funds to help people find jobs.

In addition, there are One-Stop Career Centers that are not actually 
agencies but instead consist of a variety of agencies and programs 
delivering services at one location. One-Stops have basic services that 
are available to anyone, and other services you may be eligible for as 
well. One-Stops are operated by both government and private agencies.

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY AN "AGENCY"? 

Strategy #1: 
Explore new opportunities

Exploring new opportunities meant being open to 
new ideas, being flexible in the type of jobs they 
wanted, and thinking that each new job was an 
opportunity to learn something new. It also meant 
being flexible about the way that they looked for jobs.

Strategy #2: 
Make sure services meet your needs

The job seekers in our study knew what help they 
wanted from an agency. This help could be either 
job listings, or contacts to employers, or some other 
kind of information. In addition, they made sure that 
they got that help in a way that was useful to them.

Strategy #3: 
Use personal job search strategies

The job seekers in our study searched for jobs either 
on their own or with the help of their family and 
friends. They also used more than one agency to 
meet their job search needs. 

Strategy #4: 
Take control of your job search

Taking control meant helping themselves, and not 
only depending on help from agencies. It meant 
taking matters into their own hands, instead of 
thinking that someone else knew what kind of job 
they would like or should have. Taking control of 
their job search also meant being "the leader" as they 
searched for jobs. 

Using these strategies:
ò  Helped them when they were frustrated or 

disappointed during the job search
ò  Helped them find jobs that they liked 
ò  Added to the help they got from their agency
ò  Allowed them to focus on their own goals
ò  Made them feel more in charge

What does this mean for you?  
Did you know that even though you may be getting 
help from an agency to find a job, there are 
additional things you can do?  Just like the people ICI 
interviewed, you can use these four strategies as you 
look for your job. Hopefully, these ideas will help you 
find a job you like, in the same way they helped the 
people ICI interviewed. 

Introduction

Finding a job is hard work. Even though there are 
a lot of agencies out there that can provide help, 
it can still be a difficult process. The Institute 

for Community Inclusion (ICI) talked to adults with 
disabilities who used a state or local agency to find a 
job. ICI asked these individuals about their experience 
using an agency. ICI also asked them to explain other 
things that were helpful while they searched for a job. 
These nineteen job seekers told ICI that the following 
strategies helped them to find jobs that they liked.
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There are many ways to explore new ideas as 
you look for a job. You may need to be a little 
creative and think about things in a different 

way to get the job you want. Here is what we mean:

ò Try different job search strategies and don't wait 
for a job to come to you. For example, you can:
• Explore temporary work. Find a temporary 

agency that can help match you with the 
employers whose jobs you might like to 
explore. Fill out applications at these agencies 
and talk to their staff about what you are 
looking for. This work can also let you explore 
a job by working at it for a short time. If you 
take on temporary assignment, you can get a 
taste of what it is like to do a particular kind of 
work and use a particular skill.

ò Read the books What Color is Your Parachute by 
Richard Nelson Bolles or the Job Search Handbook 
for People with Disabilities by Daniel Ryan. The 
first is a very practical manual for people who 
are job hunting or thinking about changing 
their careers. It offers very good strategies, 
techniques, and useful exercises. The second is 
specifically for people with disabilities.

ò Try volunteering. If you are volunteering, you are 
working without pay to help an organization. 
Look for volunteer opportunities that have to 
do with your skills and interests. Spend time as 
a volunteer to see whether you are interested 
enough to find paid work doing something 
similar.

ò Learn about yourself. Think about your interests 
and the things you do well (your skills). This way 
you can be as clear as possible about the job you 
want. Ask yourself:
• What things do I know how to do?
• What things do I like to do?
• Where would I like to work?

    You can also fill out a prepared self-assessment 
exercise in a book or on the Web. These 
assessments are lists of statements or questions 
that will uncover your skills and interests. Some 
websites to explore are:
• www.discoveryourpersonality.com
• www.self-directed-search.com
• www.review.com/career
• http://online.onetcenter.org/

Keisha's story
Keisha is a young woman with a physical disability who 
decided to get a new job. She called the Vocational 
Rehabilitation agency (VR) for help. While looking 
for a job, she decided it was important to take some 
computer classes to gain more skills. She discussed 
this with her counselor who was able to help. Together 
they found a training program where Keisha could 
learn computer, filing, and phone answering skills. 
VR also helped her with applications, reviewed 
her resume, and arranged for job interviews. In the 
meantime, while Keisha was receiving help from her 
agency, she decided to volunteer at places where she 
thought she might enjoy working. Keisha had several 
volunteer opportunities but it was the third one 
that offered great office experience.  This volunteer 
opportunity eventually led to a job. 

Keisha explored new opportunities. She:

• decided to learn a new skill. She participated in 
a training program that increased her computer 
and office skills. This made her ready for a greater 
variety of office work. 

• kept her options open by volunteering. She was 
willing to try anything. In Keisha's case, this is 
how she got her permanent job!

ò Learn new skills. Sometimes there are specific 
areas you might realize you need more skills 
in. You could:
•Take an adult education class—in 

computers, business, or writing, for 
example

•Enroll at your community college
•Take a vocational/technical course
• Set up an internship

ò Experiment with job shadowing. Job shadowing 
means watching someone at work to see if 
you would enjoy doing his or her job. As you 
observe a person at work, notice whether you 
think that person's duties and responsibilities 
fit with the kind of work you would like to do.

ò Consider all the possibilities. You may find 
something you have not done before, but that 
you may also really enjoy.  

ò Keep actively searching. Stay alert to types of 
jobs and places to work that look interesting 
to you. If you are unsatisfied in your current 
position, try looking for a job while you are 
still working. 

Strategy #1: Explore New Opportunities 

#1
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#2

It is important to think about what you need and 
what your agency provides! Different agencies have 
different ways of helping. Some work one-on-one 

with you until you get a job. At others, you may look for 
a job more on your own. Either way, you have to make 
sure your agency is helpful to you. 

First, figure out what you need from your agency. Ask 
yourself the following questions:

•  Do I know what type of job I am looking for?
•  Have I searched for a job before?
•  Do I know how to search for a job?
•  Do I know what kind of help I need in order to get 

that job?

Second, ask questions. Go to your agency with a list of 
questions to learn about the type of help the agency 
provides. For example, ask if they provide: 

•  Job training (in computers, business, or whatever 
you specifically need)

•  Training about finding a job (for example, this may 
include training on resume writing, interviewing, or 
using the Web)

•  A list of job openings
•  Help defining your career 

goals
•  Help looking for a job
•  Support or help at the job 

once you get it
•  Money to help with 

transportation, child care, or 
other things you may need in 
order to work

Nina's story
Nina, a woman with a psychiatric disability, 
enjoyed working in the human services field. 
She was returning to work after a short period of 
unemployment. Nina went to the One-Stop Career 
Center because she knew it had computers and 
fax machines and everything she would need to 
do a professional job search. Nina knew that any 
time she wanted to use a computer or send out a 
resume, she would have access to that at the One-
Stop. Nina did not work with the staff that much 
because she already knew how to search for a job 
on her own. She didn't really use the agency's career 
counseling services, because she knew the type of 
job she wanted. In the end, Nina got a position in the 
human services field where she is able to directly 
work with clients. 

Nina made sure services met her needs. She 
knew:

• exactly what type of job she wanted and how 
to search for a job. 

• that in order to find her job, she needed access 
to job listings and the equipment necessary 
(such as computers and fax machines) to find a 
job. This is what Nina used the agency for.  

• that she did not need help learning how to 
search for a job or career counseling support, 
so she did not waste time with those services. 
She made sure the services met her needs.

Strategy #2: Make Sure Services Meet Your Needs

The goal of this type of interview is to learn about a type 
of job or a certain company, not to get a job. Informational 
interviews are an excellent way to explore different interests 
and jobs while making new contacts. They are also easier to 
arrange because you only want a little time to talk.

WHAT IS AN INFORMATIONAL INTERVIEW? You only want to do an informational interview with the 
actual people who are doing the work that interests you. 
You can start by getting the names of such workers from 
any personal or professional contacts that you already have. 
Once you have the names, call them and ask for a chance 
to talk to them for twenty minutes. You should make a list 
ahead of time of all the questions you want answers to. 
Some questions might be:

• How did you get into this line of work? 

• How did you get into this particular job?

• What things do you like most about this job?

• What things do you like least about this job?

• Who else, doing this type of work, would you recommend 
that I talk to?

HOW TO GO ABOUT DOING AN 
INFORMATIONAL INTERVIEW
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4

Strategy #3: Use Personal Job Search Strategies 

It is okay to look for a job on your own while you 
are getting help from an agency. It can keep you 
busy and help you to find the best job. 

For example, you can:

ò Get help from family members and friends. Family 
members and friends are helpful because they 
know you well. In addition, their job leads create 
new options for you that you might not hear 
about from your agency. Getting help from family 
members or friends can often lead to better jobs 
for you too!

Tell family members and friends about:

• Your skills and interests
• Jobs you might like to do
• Places you would like to work

Ask family and friends if:

• They have any ideas about what kind of work you 
would be good at

• They know of places that are hiring
• They can refer you to people or places that 

could help you in your search
• They can introduce you to anyone who works in 

the type of jobs you are interested in 

ò Do your own research. You can always search on your 
own while you get help from an agency. You can do 
your own research by:
• Walking around your neighborhood and asking 

about job information, collecting application 
forms, asking if anyone is hiring, or writing down 
information on places that look interesting   

• Looking at the "Help Wanted" section of your 
newspaper 

• Putting your resume, if you have one, on such 
websites as www.monster.com

• Going on informational interviews (see boxes on 
page 3 for more on informational interviews)

ò Use more than one agency. Getting help from more 
than one agency is good because one agency may 
not have all the services you are looking for. The 
more you reach out to different agencies, the more 
help you will have in your job search. Using just 
one agency might even cause some roadblocks 
during your job search. For example, one agency:

• Might not have all the resources you need 
• Might have a long waiting list for services while 

another may not

Remember, however, that the more agencies 
you use, the more confusing it can get. Dealing 
with numerous counselors and agencies can 
be overwhelming to some people. It takes 
responsibility on your part to keep organized. 
Some people may like this responsibility, and 
others may not.

Jorge's story
Jorge is a man who came to the U.S. with his 
wife and children. He has a visual disability, and 
began working with the state's Commission for 
the Blind. His counselor at the Commission for the 
Blind helped Jorge get all the adaptive equipment 
he needed to find and keep a job. Jorge knew, 
however, that this counselor, working alone, could 
not find him a good job as quickly as he needed 
one. He decided to look for jobs himself and follow 
any leads from other people he knew.  He told all 
his family members, friends, and professional 
associates that he was looking for a job. His wife 
helped him with his job search by following up 
with job listings in the newspaper and on the 
Internet. It was his wife who found out about 
the One-Stop Career Center and told him to use 
it. When he went to the One-Stop, he discovered 
that it offered career counseling, workshops, and 
many different resources to look for jobs.  Staff at 
the One-Stop helped him call companies, answer 
ads, prepare for interviews, and follow up with 
jobs. He also found out from his counselor at the 
Commission for the Blind that the two agencies 
could work together through a contract. He told 
each counselor about the steps he was taking to 
speed up his job search and kept track of the help 
he was getting from each agency. Jorge found an 
office job in the field of his choice.

Jorge used three personal job search 
strategies.  He:

• did his own research. He searched through 
newspapers knowing that he could look for a 
job along with his counselors. 

• got help from family and friends. He told all 
the people that he knew that he was looking 
for a job, increasing his chances of finding a 
job quicker.  

• used more than one agency to help 
him find a job. He took advantage of the 
different resources that each agency had 
to offer (equipment and training from the 
Commission for the Blind and applying for 
jobs more directly through the One-Stop).



Institute for Community Inclusion ~ Tools for Inclusion Vol. 11 No. 25

Strategy #4: Take Control of Your Job Search

#4

• What are my interests?

• What are my strengths?

• What skills would I like to use at my job?

• Where would I like to be working in one year?

• What do I dream of being in the future? 

• What type of office would I like to work in? 
(e.g., fast/slow paced, large/small)

• What other things about a job do I need 
to make me happy? (e.g., opportunity for 
advancement, medical benefits, access to public 
transportation)

ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS AND 
WRITE A PERSONAL VISION STATEMENT!

Talk to your counselor about your goals and needs. Tell 
him/her if you need more or less attention. Tell him/her 
if you need a different type of help completely. Make 
sure that you are not doing the same work as your 
counselor. It is important that you and your counselor 
are communicating and working toward the same goal 
without doing the same work twice! 

COMMUNICATING WITH YOUR COUNSELOR

Taking control of the job search means 
understanding that your success in finding 
a job is up to you! Avoid sitting back and 

waiting for someone else to do the work for 
you! Do your homework and you can find out 
more about the newest opportunities that are 
available. Even though other people can help you 
in reaching your goals, remember that ultimately 
they are your goals alone! 

Here are five steps to take during the job search 
with an emphasis on making sure the plan is yours. 

Step One:
Write a personal vision statement. This will help you 
determine what type of job you want, your goals, 
and the steps you need to take to get your dream 
job.

Step Two: 
Develop a plan for achieving your goals. Make 
decisions and choices about what you will need to 
find your job. Ask yourself:

In order to get my next job,

•  what areas do I need training in?
•  what do I need help with?

Step Three: 
Ask for input and support from others. You can 
get support from people in your life or you can 
work with a professional such as a Vocational 
Rehabilitation counselor or a career counselor. 
Divide out tasks to those who are involved in 
helping you. 

Step Four: 
Control and direct the services you receive. You 
should decide what type of services you need. 
You should also decide where you want to 
receive services from. Tell your counselor what is 
important to you, but listen as the counselor gives 
you support, advice, or recommendations. Be 
open to listening to suggestions, but you should 
also make all choices and decisions. 

Step Five: 
Learn about job opportunities that are out there. 
By using the personal job search strategies 
we offered earlier, you can learn important 
information to find the right job. Also, exploring 
new opportunities will assist you in discovering 
ideas, types of jobs, and types of strategies you 
may not have thought about before. All of this 
contributes to the control you will have over your 
job search.

If you don't take control of your job search, 
you run the risk of others making decisions for 
you. You sell yourself short by not learning the 
skills you need to find and keep a job. By taking 
control of your job search, the process becomes 
yours. In addition, it is more likely that the job 
you get will make you happy in the end!
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This brief is based on interviews with nineteen adults with 
disabilities. These people used different state or local agencies 
to help them find jobs, such as:

• One-Stop Career Centers

• Welfare offices

• Their state's Department of Vocational Rehabilitation (VR)

 • Their state's Department of Mental Health (MH)

• Their state's Department of Mental Retardation/
Developmental Disabilities (MR/DD)

The people who participated in this study had varying racial/
ethnic backgrounds, ages, and educational backgrounds. They 
had a wide range of disabilities including physical, cognitive, 
learning, psychiatric, and sensory impairments. Some of the 
adults lived in suburban locations while others lived in cities.
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THE 30-DAY PLACEMENT PLAN: A ROAD MAP TO EMPLOYMENT

THE ICI PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT SERIES

INTRODUCTION
There are many steps to finding and getting 
the right job. This process can sometimes be 
challenging. Many job seekers have found that 
breaking the job search down into a series of 
small, workable tasks makes the process much 
more manageable. It also gives the job seeker a 
sense of empowerment over the direction of the 
job search and a sense of accomplishment when 
each task is completed. One way to keep tasks 
in order is to create a 30-Day Placement Plan.

WHAT IS IT?
A 30-Day Placement Plan is a month-long plan 
geared towards finding a job. It includes tasks 
to be accomplished that month, due dates for 
each task, and the names of people who are 
responsible for completing those tasks. Every 
30 days the plan is updated with new tasks for 
the upcoming month. The job seeker, their 
employment specialist, and anyone in their 
support network (for instance, family, friends, 
or other professionals) should all be involved in 
writing and implementing the plan.

IN THIS BRIEF, YOU WILL LEARN TO:
• Break the job search process down into a 

series of tasks that will lead to employment
• Develop a plan for employment that is 

driven by the job seeker
• Include the job seeker's personal as well as 

professional support networks in the job 
search process

WHY WRITE ONE?
Most agencies that help people with disabilities find employment require 
all job seekers to have some sort of a plan for finding a job. Usually this 
is a long-term plan that includes a general statement about what type of 
job the job seeker wants and some basic steps for how to accomplish that. 
These plans can have many different names, including Individual Service 
Plan, Individual Work Rehabilitation Plan, Individual Plan for 
Employment, and Placement Plan. Typically, these plans are very broad 
and can sometimes focus too heavily on the services that the agency will 
provide rather than focusing on the action steps needed to get a job of 
choice. A30-Day Placement Plan fills in these gaps. 

The advantages of using a 30-Day Placement Plan for job seekers include:
• The plan keeps everyone on track and focused on the job search
• It makes sure that tasks towards finding a job are accomplished each 

week
• The job seeker and their support network become invested in the job 

search
• Both the job seeker and employment specialist can feel a sense of 

accomplishment each month, even if a job has not yet been found 

All job seekers should be in control of their own job search, regardless of 
their disability. The job seeker should drive the plan, and the process should 
be empowering for them. 

WHO IS IT FOR?
A 30-Day Placement Plan is useful for anyone who is looking for a job! 
Sometimes employment specialists feel that is their responsibility to find a 
job for the job seekers they are working with, especially if the job seeker 
has a severe disability. Though it is the employment specialist’s job to 
assist people in finding employment, the job seeker must take a lot of 
responsibility in finding a job. It is important that the job seeker participate 
as much as possible and be involved in all aspects of their job search, and a 
30-Day Placement Plan is one way to ensure this. The more involvement 
the job seeker has in every aspect of their job search, the better they will 
feel about finding a job.
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30-Day Placement Plans and 
the Customized Employment 
Process
Workforce and disability professionals 
are beginning to use a set of strategies 
called Customized Employment. This 
process individualizes the employment 
relationship between job seekers and 
employers to meet the needs of both 
by matching a job seeker’s strengths 
with an employer’s needs. A 30-Day 
Placement Plan can be used as a 
Customized Employment technique 
to promote independence and help 
job seekers find a job they want. It 
is a good tool to use as it creates 
action steps and tracks progress along 
the way. For more information on 
Customized Employment, check out the 
resources from the National Center on 
Workforce and Disability/Adult at www.
onestops.info.

Since the majority of people find jobs 
through networking, writing a 30-Day 
Placement Plan is a team effort. The job 
seeker, their support network, and their 
employment specialist can all be involved 
in writing and implementing the plan. If 
the only people involved in the plan are the 
job seeker and their employment specialist, 
it will take much longer to find a job. The 
more people who are involved, the less time 
it will take. 

This does not mean that everyone needs 
to participate in a formal meeting. Each 
time the plan is updated, the job seeker can 
suggest certain people who may be able to 
help accomplish those tasks outlined for that 
month. For example, a job seeker might ask 
a sibling to help write a resume or drive 
them around their neighborhood to see 
what types of businesses are in their area. 

WHEN DO YOU DO IT?
It is good to write a 30-Day Placement Plan during the first few meetings 
between an employment specialist and a job seeker so the expectation of 
a team effort is in place from the start. The plan can be updated as often as 
necessary, but at a minimum it needs to be updated every 30 days until the 
job seeker has settled into their new position. Even after a job seeker starts 
a job, it is important to write at least one more 30-Day Placement Plan 
to make sure that the transition to the new position goes smoothly. Some 
people will need ongoing support on the job, and updating the plan each 
month will help to track those needs.

HOW DO YOU WRITE ONE?
It is important to set both short- and long-term goals within the 30-Day 
Placement Plan. Before writing the actual plan, a long-term career goal 
should be written at the top of the page so it is clear to everyone what the 
job seeker is striving for. Additionally, the job seeker’s skills and strengths 
related to employment should be described at the top of the page. The job 
seeker and employment specialist should then discuss the overall goals and 
smaller tasks, and set time frames to complete these steps. 

The first step in writing the plan is coming up with a list 
of tasks to be completed. Every plan will have different tasks 
that need to be completed each month depending on where 
the job seeker is in the job search process. For example, if the 
job seeker is unclear about their career interests and desires, 

developing steps to help them identify a career goal is very useful. The job 
seeker and employment specialist can work together on exploring career 
options, going on informational interviews, using interest inventories, 
looking on the internet, job shadowing, undertaking situational assessments, 
and researching career opportunities, all of which can be tasks on their plan. 

In all cases, these tasks need to be: 
• Things that can be completed within the 30-day timeframe
• Very specific, so everyone knows exactly what they have to do
• Divided out among the job seeker, employment specialist, and others 
• Measurable, so that it is clear whether or not they have been achieved

The second step in writing the plan is assigning a person 
who will be responsible for each task. It is important 
that the job seeker be responsible for completing some tasks 
each month, no matter how severe their disability. The job 
seeker may need to do these tasks with the support of others 
and should choose someone—not always the employment 

specialist—to work on the tasks with them. It is important that the 
employment specialist not be the only person helping the job seeker. 
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The job seeker’s network should be used 
to support them in the job search process. 
The employment specialist should act as 
a guide to steer the process and help the 
team come up with action steps that can 
be accomplished within the 30-day time 
frame. Everyone on the team should be 
assigned an action item. Two or more 
people may be involved in completing 
many tasks; in these cases, choose a primary 
person to be responsible and then include 
the additional names on the form. 

The third step in writing 
the plan is establishing a 
due date for each task. At 
the very least, you will want 
to have one task due each 

week. Make sure that everyone agrees on 
the amount of time necessary to complete 
the task and the due date. A very important 
step that can be easily overlooked is to 
follow up on the tasks once the due date 
has arrived. If you set due dates without 
following up, then those tasks might not 
get accomplished.

The last step is to have 
everyone sign the plan 
and then take a copy of it. 
Having people sign the plan 
can help them take the plan 

seriously. It is also a chance to make sure 
that everyone really understands what they 
need to do that month. It can be helpful for 
some job seekers to highlight their tasks so 
it will be easier for them to track what they 
need to accomplish. Also, the employment 
specialist may need to work with the job 
seeker to break down the task and write 
smaller action steps in their date book. For 
example, if a job seeker needs to make four 
phone calls in a week, the employment 
specialist may break it down to one phone 
call per day so it is not overwhelming.

Tasks Job Seekers Can Do
• Bring in a copy of their local paper when meeting with their 

employment specialist

• Talk to friends and family members about their careers

• Bring in a list of jobs they have done in order to write a resume

• Cut out five ads from the help wanted section that look interesting 
to them

• Pick up job applications at places they would like to work

• Research a company on the internet

• Make a list of three to five references

• Call people they listed as references to ask if they would be willing 
to be a reference

• Give copies of their resume to people who are acting as references 
for them

• Call three employers that they are interested in working for

• Talk to friends and family members about their ideas for jobs

• Take pictures of places in their community they might like to work 
using a disposable camera

• Take a tour of a business in a field they are interested in working in

• Go on an informational interview

• Make a list of questions to ask on an interview

Tasks Employment Specialists Can Do
• Contact employers they already have relationships with on behalf of 

the job seeker

• Call the job seeker's references to see what they will say to an 
employer

• Update the job seeker’s resume

• Help the job seeker create a cover letter and resume

• Assist the job seeker to identify specific employers to target

• Keep the team on track with each action item

Tasks Other Support People Can Do
• Contact people in their network who work in the field that interests 

the job seeker 

• Proofread the job seeker’s resume

• Assist the job seeker in reading job postings, internet employment 
sites, etc.

• Use their own connections to network on behalf of the job seeker 

• Assist the job seeker in identifying businesses in the job seeker's 
neighborhood

• Practice interview skills with the job seeker
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Case Study: Chris
(Plan 1: Career Exploration)

Chris is a 28-year-old man with cerebral palsy who uses a motorized wheelchair. He has difficulty 

expressing himself quickly and at times can be difficult to understand. Chris loves sports and has 

held several volunteer coaching positions. When he began working with his employment specialist, 

Sue, his first goal was to receive a paid part-time job as an assistant coach in baseball, football, or 

soccer. Chris and Sue were not sure what types of opportunities were available in this area, so they 

made a 30-Day Placement Plan to research it. 

Job Seeker: Chris

Plan Dates: 2/1/04 – 3/1/04

Job Goal: Part-time assistant coach (paid).

Skills and Strengths: Loves sports; very knowledgeable about rules of baseball, football, and 

soccer; very social; great around children and teens. 

Person 
Responsible

Task Due 
Date

Chris (with help/
input from parents)

Make a list of the schools in Chris’s neighborhood that he 
could get to and any contacts he has there.

2/8

Sue and Chris Call people on the list that Chris develops to see if they ever 
hire paid assistant coaches (not necessarily to hire Chris, but 
just to see if the positions even exist).

2/15

Sue Contact local colleges to see what types of jobs they hire for 
in the athletic departments.

2/21

Matt (Chris’s 
brother)

Talk to football, soccer, and baseball coaches at his school 
about assistant coach positions and let Chris know the results.

2/21
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Person 
Responsible

Task Due 
Date

Chris (with help/
input from parents)

Make a list of the schools in Chris’s neighborhood that he 
could get to and any contacts he has there.

2/8

Sue and Chris Call people on the list that Chris develops to see if they ever 
hire paid assistant coaches (not necessarily to hire Chris, but 
just to see if the positions even exist).

2/15

Sue Contact local colleges to see what types of jobs they hire for 
in the athletic departments.

2/21

Matt (Chris’s 
brother)

Talk to football, soccer, and baseball coaches at his school 
about assistant coach positions and let Chris know the results.

2/21

Case Study: Chris
(Plan 2: Employer Outreach)
After contacting many schools, Chris and Sue found out that most did not have funding available 

to pay for an assistant coach and those that did had very high requirements for the position. One 

school only hired assistant coaches who were currently enrolled in a graduate program at the school, 

and another had a policy of only hiring former players. 

Sue started to talk to Chris about other avenues for employment, and asked him specifically 

what he liked about being an assistant coach. He said that he enjoyed all team sports, interacting 

with people, and giving advice and assistance. Together they generated a list of employers that 

incorporated the aspects he liked about coaching (e.g., YMCAs, Boys and Girls Clubs, after-school 

programs, camps, gyms) and decided that a job at the front desk or working with people around 

athletic pursuits would be great. Together they devised a plan to look for employment in these areas.

Job Seeker: Chris

Plan Dates: 3/1/04 – 4/1/04

Job Goal: Front desk at sports-related company or a job working with people around athletic 
pursuits.

Skills and Strengths: Loves sports; very knowledgeable about rules of baseball and football; very 
social; great around children and teens; likes to give advice.

Person 
Responsible

Task Due 
Date

Chris (with help/
input from parents)

Make a list of the health clubs, after-school programs and 
sports-related businesses in Chris’s neighborhood that he 
could get to, and any contacts he knows there.

3/7

Matt (Chris’s 
brother)

Get the name and phone number of the manager of the health 
club he belongs to and information on the YMCA where he 
plays basketball.

3/10

Chris and Sue
Call the people on the list that Chris develops and the contacts 
that Matt gives Chris.

3/14

Chris (with either 
Sue or other 
support person)

Visit four places where Chris is interested in working and see if 
they are accessible for him.

3/21
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Case Study: Jane
Jane is a 45-year-old woman with a diagnosis of schizophrenia and a developmental disability. After working 

in a local supermarket as a bagger and cart retriever for eight years, she wanted work that would be more 

interesting and less physical. So she got back in touch with her employment specialist, Emily. Together, Emily 

and Jane came up with several work possibilities, such as a job in customer service or at a veterinary hospital. 

Since Jane wanted to be as independent as possible with her job search, Emily suggested that it might be 

helpful for Jane to visit her local One-Stop Career Center. They looked on the internet at www.servicelocator.

org and found the One-Stop closest to Jane’s home. They also put together a 30-Day Placement Plan for Jane 

that outlined some concrete tasks they could do that month towards finding a new job. 

Job Seeker: Jane

Plan Dates: 2/1/04 – 3/1/04

Job Goal: Customer service or veterinary assistant.

Skills and Strengths: Loves animals, particularly cats; likes to assist customers; friendly; experienced in 
caring for her own cat.

Person Responsible Task Due 
Date

Jane and Emily Visit the local One-Stop Career Center and attend an 
orientation.

2/2

Jane and One-Stop staff Attend resume development class at the One-Stop. 2/9

Jane and Emily Start updating resume and put it on the computer. 2/15

Emily Contact local veterinarians about what types of job 
openings they typically have.

2/17

Jane Contact Jane’s cat’s veterinarian to learn more about 
possible openings at the clinic.

2/17

Jane’s friend and Jane Write cover letter to veterinarian that Jane knows. 2/21

Jane Hand-deliver resume and cover letter to Jane’s 
veterinarian.

2/23

Jane and One-Stop staff Attend interviewing workshop at One-Stop to get practice 
and feedback.

3/1
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Job Seeker:             

Plan Dates:              

Career Goal:             

Skills and Strengths:           

Person Responsible Task Due Date

Signatures:

Job Seeker      Employment Specialist

            

Other       Other

Plan will be updated on _________________ (30 days from when the plan was created)

30-DAY PLACEMENT PLAN
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RESOURCES—WHERE TO GO FROM HERE

Career Development and Job Search Books
• Your Job Search Journal. Massachusetts One-Stop Career Centers, 

www.etrcc.com form 1799CC, revised 2003.

• Demystifying Job Development: Field-Based Approaches to Job 
Development for People with Disabilities. David Hoff, Cecilia 
Gandolfo, Marty Gold, & Melanie Jordan. 2000, TRN, Inc. 

• What Color Is Your Parachute: A Practical Manual for Job-
Hunters & Career-Changers. Richard N. Bolles, 2002, Ten Speed 
Press. Updated annually. 

• Job Search Handbook for People with Disabilities. Dr. Daniel J. 
Ryan. 2000, Jist Publishing. 

• What Should I Do with My Life? The True Story of People Who 
Answered the Ultimate Question. Po Bronson. 2003, Simon & 
Schuster.

ICI Publications, Available at www.communityinclusion.org
• Starting with Me: A Guide to Person-Centered Planning for Job 

Seekers. Tools for Inclusion, July 2002, Order #TO14.

• Networking: A Consumer Guide to an Effective Job Search. Tools 
for Inclusion, January 1999, Order #TO7.

• More Than Just a Job: Person-Centered Career Planning. Institute 
Brief, Oct. 2003, Order #IB16.

CONCLUSION 
By breaking the job search into a series of small steps, a 30-Day 
Placement Plan makes finding a job much more manageable. It also 
creates a team-based approach that supports the job seeker while 
keeping them in charge of their own career goals. Finally, it creates a 
tool for tracking progress in the job search process.



Creating a Path  
to Employment
Tips for Parents with  
Children with Disabilities

Start Early
Starting early is a key component to your 
child’s future success. Start by exploring 
the work world together and conveying 
your expectations that he/she can and 
will work when he/she grows up. Provide 
opportunities for your child to gain early 
work experience through volunteer work 
in your community. Web sites such as 
Career Voyages (www.careervoyages.gov) 
and The Office of Disability Employment 
Policy’s Youth Page (www.dol.gov/odep/
categories/youth/career.htm) are useful 
when exploring career options. 

Promote Education
Keep your child engaged in classroom  
activities. When parents expect their  
children with disabilities to continue their 
education beyond high school, the children 
tend to receive better grades than their 

peers whose parents do not have these 
expectations. In addition to the basic skills 
your child learns in the classroom, it is  
important that the child also learns how 
and when to tell others about any  
accommodations he or she may need.

Encourage Work-Based  
Learning Experiences
Schools and community-based  
organizations may offer internships,  
job-shadowing, and mentoring opportu-
nities that focus on employment. While 
postsecondary education is important, it 
is also important to remember that it is 
not the only gateway to well-paying jobs. 
Vocational education classes can provide 
an alternate route for exposing young 
people with disabilities to careers and  
preparing them for work.

Start by exploring the work world together

O F F I C E  O F  D I S A B I L I T Y  E M P L O Y M E N T  P O L I C Y



— Office of Disability Employment Policy (http://www.dol.gov/odep)

— Office of Disability Employment Policy Guideposts to Success: 

     (www.dol.gov/odep/categories/youth)

— DisabilityInfo.gov (http://www.disabilityinfo.gov/)

— The Job Accommodations Network (JAN)(http://www.jan.wvu.edu/)

— PACER Center: (www.pacer.org) 

Additional resources for parents of children with disabilities: 

Create Leadership Opportunities
Encourage your child to connect with 
mentoring activities designed to establish 
strong relationships with other adults 
and peers. Encourage your child to  
become a mentor to younger youth.  
Participating in sports, student govern-
ment, chorus, or volunteer groups can 
also build leaderships skills. There are 
also a few leadership organizations  
specifically focused on youth with  
disabilities:
—  Kids as Self-Advocates  
     (http://www.fvkasa.org/)
—  The National Youth Leadership  
     Network (www.nyln.org)
— The National Consortium on  
    Leadership & Disability for Youth 
 
Set Goals
Teach your child how to set goals and 
work towards achieving them. Start small 
and work toward larger goals. With an 
older child, goal setting might relate to 
entering a chosen field. 

Develop Social Skills
Friendships play a key part in youth 
development. Through the day-to-day 
activities that accompany making and 
maintaining friendships, you will be as-
sisting your child in developing the abil-
ity to interact and get along with others, 
another essential skill employers look for 
and value in an employee.  

Listen to the ideas of experts--teachers, 
medical staff or community providers.  
Know in the end, however, that you are 
the one who knows your child best. Share 
experts’ input with your child, and,  
particularly as your child gets older,  
involve your child in any decision- 
making that affects him or her.

Office of Disability Employment Policy - U.S. Department of Labor  
200 Constitution Avenue, NW • Washington, DC 20210 

Voice: 1-866-ODEP-DOL (633-7365) • TTY: 1-877-889-5627
www.dol.gov/odep 
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS ABOUT SELF EMPLOYMENT 

 

GHA receives hundreds of inquiries regarding self employment. To help answer some of these, 

we’ve collected some of the most common concerns and listed them below. We do encourage 

you to review our book, Making Self Employment Work for People with Disabilities 

(www.brookespublishing.com or www.amazon.com). We realize that all circumstances are 

unique, but our book on developing a business will answer many questions. 

 

BACKGROUND 

Implementing self employment for individuals with significant disabilities involves  minimizing 

the fears of the prospective business-owner, as well as the rehabilitation and local small business 

development professionals who assist them. The success rate of small business is surprisingly 

high, despite widely accepted folklore to the contrary. The U.S. Small Business Administration 

reports that over 79% of small businesses are still operating after the initial eight years. And, the 

long term trend in employment is smaller firms. Self employment and small business are a 

defining characteristic of America’s economic landscape, and present a tremendous opportunity 

for those most challenged by the competitive labor market. 

Still, many people remain skeptical regarding the viability of individuals with significant 

disabilities starting, operating, and managing a business. The following concerns and questions 

are often raised when proposing business ownership for and with individuals with significant 

disabilities:  

 

Question: Where can I get grant money to start a business? 

 

Answer: There are very few grant programs that give money to individuals. Instead, many who 

start small businesses rely on personal savings, loans from family members, or micro-enterprise 

loans. Your local Small Business Development Center can help find financing, but the rates on 

these high risk loans can be high. For many folks with disabilities, going into debt is just not an 

option. So we recommend blending funds. Possible sources include one or more of the 

following: Social Security Work Incentives such as Plans for Achieving Self Support (see our 

SSA Work Incentives FAQ listed on our home page) and also for examples from our colleagues 

http://www.brookespublishing.com/�
http://www.amazon.com/�
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at the Rural Institute/University of Montana  www.passplan.org  and their manual It Doesn’t 

Take a Rocket Scientist to Understand and Use Social Security Work Incentives at 

http://ruralinstitute.umt.edu/training/publications/7th_edition_rocket as well as the Red Book 

from SSA http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf . For assistance with a PASS 

or a Benefits Analysis, contact your local Benefits Planning Assistance & Outreach (BPAO) 

office. You can find a listing of their offices by following the links provided at http://www.vcu-

barc.org/ 

 

Along with SSA Work Incentives, your state Vocational Rehabilitation office can and does fund 

self employment. Set up a meeting with a counselor to discuss your ideas and support needs. 

Also, local Developmental Disability and Mental Health Centers can assist enrolled customers 

through state general funds and in some instance, Medicaid dollars. Schools can use their Special 

Education funding to support student-owned businesses that teach valuable work skills and that 

incubate a business idea so that upon graduation the student is not left unemployed. Your local 

Workforce Center (commonly referred to as a One-Stop Center) can also fund self employment 

using Intensive Services money provided under the Workforce Investment Act of 1998. Most of 

these funds can be combined to support business ventures.   

 

Question: What types of assessments are best to determine if someone is right for self 

employment? 

 

Answer: We do not believe in assessments as a form of predicting someone’s suitability for 

business ownership. There is no data existing that justifies such expensive time-wasting. 

Assistance not assessment!  

 

Formal paper and pencil tests, vocational evaluations, and assessments that measure  interests, 

vocational skills and traits, or that suggest predictive validity in certain careers through 

psychometrics are not particularly useful or advised in self employment. Person-centered 

evaluative approaches to identifying unique gifts, talents, learning styles, hopes and dreams, 

financial opportunities through Social Security benefits, family support, and other individualized 

http://www.passplan.org/�
http://ruralinstitute.umt.edu/training/publications/7th_edition_rocket�
http://www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/redbook.pdf�
http://www.vcu-barc.org/�
http://www.vcu-barc.org/�


 3 

inventories work best. One successful format is presented in Chapter Two of our book, and 

should be used in combination with the business feasibility testing outlined in Chapter Three. 

 

Question: If a person cannot read or write, how can they possibly be expected to operate a 

profitable business? 

 

Answer: Operating a small business is a matter of degree. Many small business owners perform 

all or most of the necessary functions, but many do not. Writing a business plan, for instance, is 

outside the expertise of many entrepreneurs, so Small Business Development Centers and a host 

of business consultants exist to assist. Literacy is not a prerequisite for business ownership. 

Inventiveness and support focused on accomplishing particular tasks is required. For instance, if 

someone cannot write, but must complete invoices at the point of product sale, perhaps 

customers can fill out their own receipts; a touch screen computer at the sales desk can use a 

graphical interface to guide the owner (or customer); or an employee or business partner can 

manage these tasks. 

 

Question: How long should professionals support someone as a small business owner? 

 

Answer: Many systems are time limited. Schools, Work Force Investment programs, and 

Vocational Rehabilitation are among these. Using these services should be done planfully with 

necessary long-term supports being accommodated through the business design (e.g. having a 

business, family member, or employee providing assistance), through purchase of business 

services paid from sales (e.g., accounting, marketing, sales), or through extended services 

available from state General Fund and/or Medicaid Waiver dollars used by Developmental 

Disability and Mental Health programs throughout the country. 

 

Question: How much does a small business cost? 

 

Answer: Start-up costs for small business are as wide ranging as business ideas. Many micro-

enterprises start with little or no money and grow over time. Most small business in the United 

States cost less than $10,000, and recent examples of businesses owned by people with 



 4 

disabilities show the costs averaging approximately $5000. On-going support costs vary 

depending upon the person and their disability, but these supports (e.g. transportation, 

medications, instructional assistance) would typically be necessary whether a business was 

started or not. 

 

Question: How does someone finance a small business? 

 

Answer: There are a host of revenue sources available. As traditional developmental disability 

and mental health services funds become more and more individualized or “portable,” personal 

budgeting and control of individual rehabilitation and treatment money grows. In the near future, 

due to changes in state and federal policies, disability funds will be more controlled by the 

individual with the disability, and many people will be able to redirect their money away from 

traditional agencies and into their own hands through fiscal intermediaries or families. 

Individuals will be able, for instance, to create a personal budget with funding that once went 

directly to a service provider, to buy very specific good and services they need to succeed. For 

example, in the near future, someone who generates $12,000 per year in state funding that goes 

to the sheltered workshop may be able to redirect those monies directly into a personal plan for a 

job or business, and draw on those funds just as the adult service provider would, for as long as 

needed. 

 

As noted in the first “Question” above, both Vocational Rehabilitation and the Work Force 

Investment Act (WIA) programs support small business. Emerging demonstrations of Individual 

Training Accounts (ITAs) and Intensive Services funds from WIA providers are proof of the 

viability of enterprise development. And, VR funds, Tribal VR funds, and WIA funds can all be 

used together (if purchasing different items or services for the individual), and can be further 

blended with SSA Work Incentives and developmental disability, mental health, or other 

disability system funds to create a well-funded business start-up or expansion. 
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Question: How long can we expect a small business to last? 

 

Answer: The life expectancy of small businesses varies considerably. Most businesses change 

over time, adapting to market changes, customer preferences, the health of the owner, and in the 

presence of other opportunities. Many small business owners take on new products, move to 

different locations, sell out and use the profits to start new ventures, so longevity is largely a 

function of the business model and the owner’s plans or opportunities. 

 

Question: Should families be involved in someone’s small business? 

 

Answer: Family support is evident in many small businesses. This is a most critical natural 

support and is traditional in America, and across the globe. Families hire sons and daughters, 

make them partners in existing businesses; launch new enterprises with them, or otherwise loan 

or give them money to support a start-up or expansion. Many American families send their non-

disabled children on to college with savings they put away over  20 years. Similar planning and 

saving should be a part of any family that can afford such expenditures. 

 

Question: How small a business is too small? 

 

Answer: A business should generate revenue for the owner and employees, if any. Typically 

businesses grow in stages, as do profits. A careful approach should be used to generate enough 

money to live on, while guaranteeing the safety net of various benefits systems such as Social 

Security and subsidized housing until such time as these resources are no longer required. 

Individuals facing unemployment or sheltered employment almost always earn more money in 

their businesses than the national average earned through sheltered work. 

 

Question: Can a business possibly sustain interruptions caused when a person is medically 

fragile or requires numerous break periods for medical and therapeutic treatments? 

 

Answer: A small business naturally accommodates a host of personal needs. Some business 

owners close on Wednesday afternoon to allow for golf games; others close Wednesday 
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afternoons for physical therapy. However, a business with limited hours of operation may suffer 

significant financial setbacks, so having an employee or business partner who can carry on in 

one’s absence is a wise strategy. 

 

Question: Entrepreneurs are known to work 100 hours a week; to do it all from sales to 

bookkeeping. How is my daughter going to know how to do this coming out of a special 

education resource classroom? 

 

Answer: Many business owners work long, hard hours; many do not. Profitable businesses allow 

owners to hire others to do much of the work, and most small businesses, in reality, do not take 

100 hours a week to operate. Still, the work can be challenging especially to someone who has 

been deprived a work ethic through unpaid “experiences” that devalue work and the worker, who 

has improper work supports, or who has been sheltered from typical expectations of career 

achievement. Starting a part-time or after school business may be a worthwhile family activity 

that counteracts low expectations commonly afforded children with high support needs. 

 

Question: There are few jobs in rural America. How can a business survive in such a 

depressed environment? 

 

Answer: Despite the folklore, rural communities are rich in opportunity. People still buy goods 

and services locally, and products produced in rural areas can often be sold in more populated 

communities. The challenge remains one of matching a person’s dreams and talents to a 

marketable idea. Taking a person-centered approach leverages the skills and passions of the 

individual and matches it to community needs. The person, and not the market, however, always 

come first in order to insure commitment to the process. There are always unmet needs and 

uncompleted work in all communities. Matching a person who can do the work or fill the need 

with the customers is the challenge that is proving successful in rural communities worldwide. 
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Question: Why not go to the sheltered workshop first and learn work and social skills?  

 

Answer: Using a sheltered workshop to teach valued work and social skills might be like using a 

Ouija Board to improve team communication, to paraphrase management consultant Don 

Blohoiak. Segregated settings, especially community monuments such as workshops, stigmatize 

people with disabilities and make them stand out as different and incompetent. These facilities, 

and any other segregated models be they recreational or educational, interrupt the natural flow of 

personal interaction and activity common in communities. Learning valued work and social 

skills occurs only in typical environments. 

 

Question: Many students and adults with disabilities appear unmotivated by money. How 

can we expect them to run a business?  

 

Answer: Many students and adults with significant disabilities have not been exposed to family 

or professional expectations of career success. Bright futures are seldom anticipated by medical 

personnel who advise parents of infants with disabilities, so prenatal dreams of children growing 

up to be firefighters, doctors, or plumbers yield to the realities of speech and other therapy 

schedules. Transition aged students, if they receive any inclusive vocational training, are often 

exposed to entry level jobs through unpaid work experience. Unpaid work experience can be 

especially helpful to students, families, and educators in discovering individual talents and 

passions. However, unpaid work can be somewhat unnatural and demotivating if these are the 

only opportunities offered. Most youth who have paper routes, flip burgers at MacDonald’s, or 

babysit, or mow lawns expect to be paid and draw a critical connection between effort and 

reward. Eliminating pay is counterproductive. Furthermore, earnings in sheltered workshops 

average much less than a dollar per hour, effectively breaking any logical connection between 

work and financial reward. Creating opportunities to use personal talents, to explore various 

work environments, and to learn the connection between effort and pay is essential for all people. 
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Question: The business community and business-related agencies such as SBDCs are not 

always welcoming to people with disabilities. How can we get them to help? 

 

Answer: While most business development professionals have little exposure to individuals with 

disabilities, they are obligated by law to assist, if publicly funded, and are generally welcoming. 

Approaching any person for assistance necessitates an educational process. Come in with some 

ideas and do not expect full-service from an SBDC, TBIC or other program; they are 

underfunded and overworked. However, they are willing partners and are generally excited by 

the opportunity to start a new venture. Our relationships to date with many SBDCs have been 

outstanding! Check the Small Business Administration’s (SBA) web site (www.sba.gov) to 

locate consultation services nearby. 

 

This FAQ was prepared by Cary Griffin, David Hammis, and Tammara Geary of  

Griffin Hammis Associates, LLC. 

www.griffinhammis.com 

 

http://www.sba.gov/�
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Introduction
The national percentage of people of working age 
with disabilities who are employed continues to hover 
around 37%, compared with 80% for their peers 
without disabilities (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005).  
However, according to the Harris Poll (2000), 67% of 
people with disabilities who are not currently working 
would like to be (Dixon, Kurse, & Van Horn, 2003). 
In the late 1990s, a Presidential Task Force began 
work on improving the employment rate for adults 
with disabilities, a national priority that was further 
supported by the New Freedom Initiative of 2001, 
creating a bipartisan effort. Despite these initiatives, 
the rate of employment for people with disabilities 
has not increased. 

“One agency is not going to be able to change the 
numbers of people with disabilities who are unemployed. 
Collaboration is necessary if we want to see a difference.”

—Gregg Ames, Mass Rehabilitation Commission

While many people are involved in the effort to 
improve this employment picture, much of the 
responsibility for helping people with disabilities 
secure employment falls on the shoulders of job 
developers. Typically, job developers act as the bridge 
between employment services, job seekers, and 
businesses seeking qualified employees. Good job 
developers need knowledge, persistence, creativity, 
and a superior ability to build relationships.  

A successful job developer knows how to collaborate 
with others. Toward that end, one strategy 
increasing in popularity involves networking with 
fellow placement professionals working at other 
provider agencies or for the state. Referred to as an 
employment networking group, this model offers job 
developers the opportunity to significantly increase 
their networking base and thus their own efficiency. 

Whether you already belong to an employment 
networking group or would like to start one of your 
own, this brief will provide you with important 
information about how to make an employment 
networking group work best for you.  

Why join or start an 
employment networking group? 
At times, job development can be a difficult and lonely job. 
Working with job seekers who have multiple barriers to 
employment, reaching out to employers, and making quality job 
matches are challenging tasks. Because frequent disappointments 
and frustrations are a reality, you need patience, flexibility, and 
a thick skin. What’s more, job development is often done by a 
single individual. While some agencies have several employment 
specialists, other, smaller organizations might only have one 
person assigned this responsibility. It can be helpful to know other 
job developers with whom you can talk, vent, and collaborate on 
placement projects. Joining or forming an employment networking 
group provides just such an opportunity. In employment 
networking groups, professionals can come together to discuss 
labor market issues, share leads and ideas, and collaborate on 
securing employment for their job seekers. 

Many employment 
specialists, however, 
are reluctant at first to 
join networking groups. 
In a field that relies on 
placement numbers for 
funding, competition is strong. Job developers often worry that 
collaboration could lead to the loss of their best-kept secrets, 
namely, their employers and job leads. However, job developers 
are finding that the benefits of networking far outweigh the risks. 
As Barbara Parmet from The Career Place, in Woburn, Mass., so 
aptly stated, “More hands on deck means less work for everyone.” 

Joining an employment networking group has a number 
of benefits for job developers. Professionals who spend 
considerable time out in the community on their own find the 
opportunity to interact with their peers invaluable. Networking 
group meetings allow for group problem-solving in challenging 
situations, broadening of networks, and the building of 
relationships with others in similar professional roles. Job 
developers with varied levels of experience can participate in 
brainstorming and problem-solving discussions. Those who 
have been in the field for a while bring stronger contacts and 
experience, while newer job developers bring enthusiasm 
and a fresh perspective.  It can be interesting to hear other 
viewpoints and learn how other agencies operate. Lastly, making 
connections with other agencies can be helpful in identifying 
your own agency’s strengths and weaknesses. 

Increasing Placement through Professional Networking
—Allison Fleming and Diane Loud
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“Employers liked that they could talk 
to me and I could reach 30 other 
agencies for them.”  

—Colleen Condon, JDNG
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Guiding Principles of Peer 
Networking Groups

Building trust
It is important to acknowledge competition within your 
networking group and to revisit the topic from time to time. 
By talking about people’s fears, concerns, and ideas up 
front, your group can set clear guidelines for sharing job 
leads and/or employer contacts. Trust is essential within 
networking groups, and discussing the issue of competition 
openly can help to build that trust.

Fair play
Some members may be more willing to share leads, 
contacts, and ideas than others, but the issue of unequal 
contribution has a way of righting itself throughout the 
life of the group. In one particular networking group, 
those who did not share ideas or leads gradually found 
themselves receiving less information from other 
members and eventually left the group. You may decide 
that not everyone is required to bring leads and contacts 
to every meeting, but that it is essential that everyone 
participate in idea sharing and brainstorming. In this way, 
members with fewer contacts can still feel comfortable 
participating, and those contributing more contacts can 
feel otherwise compensated.

Tolerance
Not every agency or job developer has the same philosophy 
about who can and should work.  Job readiness can be a 
controversial topic. Some job developers have the flexibility 
to look for volunteer positions; others are only able to count 
paid placements. Where do your group’s participants stand 
on integrated community work versus sub-contracted work? 
Are they looking for group placements or individuals jobs? 
Transitional employment or permanent positions? Some 
initial introductions on the part of your group’s participants, 
including the type of agencies they represent and 
placements they make, will allow members to have a better 
understanding of one another. Having the exact same values 
is sometimes less important than fostering an atmosphere 
of tolerance for different placement philosophies.

Professionalism 
Professional standards should be defined from the 
beginning. Some questions for the group to ponder 
and discuss: Do all members practice similar business 
etiquette? Are there different approaches to and feelings 
about disclosure of disability information? Are all members 

x

x

x

x

interacting with and representing people with disabilities 
in a positive and empowering way? 

And keep in mind your networking group will hopefully 
gain visibility in the field as you plan activities or market to 
employers. Consider how can you ensure that your group 
develops a good reputation in your local community and 
how your affiliation with the group will reflect on you.

Sustainability 
A networking group requires commitment and energy 
if it is going to succeed over time. Groups need to be 
structured in a way that will accommodate staff turnover. 
Sometimes, demands in the job development field limit a 
person’s activities beyond the typical scope of his or her job 
description. One practice that may prove useful is clearly 
defining and recording the leadership responsibilities in 
your group so that those practices are available to anyone 
new taking over a leadership role.

The reality is that the makeup of any group will likely 
change over time. The big question is how to sustain 
momentum despite inevitable changes. At start-up, it may 
be useful to designate one individual or agency as the one 
responsible for sending out emails and reminders, and 
for performing other basic group functions, until a strong 
member base is established. 

Best practices
In successful networking groups:

There is an atmosphere of cooperation and trust
All members contribute to the coordination and 
momentum of the group
Meetings are regularly scheduled and productive, and they 
meet the expectations of the group 

Strategies for success
Ease into sharing leads. If the first time the group 
meets, everyone is asked to share job leads and employer 
contacts, group members may feel uneasy about their 
involvement. Instead, engage in less competitive start-up 
activities, such as discussing goals.  

Develop protocols for sharing job leads. One 
group created a form on which members could fill in a job 
description, the name of the employer, whether or not the 
employer should be approached directly, and if the person 
bringing the lead wanted to be involved. 

Once group members get to know one another better, 
they can decide how free they want to be with contacts. 

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x
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Knowing if you can contact the employer directly or if you need to go through 
the job developer is important. For some positions, a job developer might 
even do a prescreening interview prior to sending a résumé.

Create a core leadership team. Successful groups identify a core 
leadership team as essential to group longevity. Without one in place, many 
groups fizzle out. A leadership team can carry out administrative tasks associ-
ated with the group, such as organizing meeting details, maintaining member 
lists, and using input from the group to bring requested topics to the table. 
These and other tasks, such as hosting, providing refreshments, sending out 
meeting reminders, and taking and distributing minutes can be shared among 
members, but someone needs to be in charge to make sure it all gets done. 

Set up a consistent meeting schedule. Early on, you should 
establish where, when, and how frequently your group will meet. Whether 
you meet monthly or quarterly, it is essential that you choose a consistent 
day and  time, such as the last Friday of every month at 2 p.m. or the first 
Monday of the quarter at 10 a.m. Groups should also decide if the meetings 
will always be held at 
the same location, or 
whether the locations 
will vary. Depending 
on the community, 
members must 
consider such factors 
as accessibility, ease 
of commute, access to 
public transportation, 
and parking. One advantage of varying the meeting location is the shared 
responsibility of hosting. Some disadvantages are that not all agencies have 
adequate meeting space and a change in venue sometimes means confusion 
among members.  

Create an online community. Whatever the nature of the 
communication, groups need to develop a mechanism for sharing 
information between meetings. Some groups have created an email 
distribution list, a listserv, or an online message board.  These tools can 
be used to support both the operation of the group itself as well as sharing 
information about job leads, new employers in an area, upcoming relevant 
training or professional development opportunities, job fairs, or job postings 
from member agencies.

Diversify. Successful networking groups encourage a wide variety of 
employment specialists to join them. Greater diversity among populations 
served decreases the sense of competition and can result in a greater 
likelihood that members will pass on leads they cannot fill. Mentoring 
relationships can also 
develop. When ideas 
and knowledge are the 
focus, competition 
over contacts is 
greatly reduced, and 
participation is seen 
as a benefit, not a risk. 

x

x

x

x

Conclusion
In the end, the goal of every job 
developer is to secure placements, 
not to run networking meetings. But 
forming or joining an employment 
networking group is a practice that has 
helped many to do their jobs better. 
Ultimately, what gets people jobs 
is links to businesses and contacts 
with those in a position to hire. 
Networking groups can help make 
those connections easier to form and 
maintain. The members of a group 
can serve as resources, support, and 
partners in planning events.  How 
much or how little to undertake is up to 
a group’s individual members. So check 
out the networking groups in your area 
or consider starting one of your own. 
You never know where it could lead.

Group Activities 
Tour one another’s agencies. Members 
are able to see how other agencies do 
business and  make an assessment of 
their own program by comparison. 

Facilite vocationally oriented, beginner 
American Sign Language (ASL) classes 
to assist job developers, area VR staff, 
and employers in communicating with 
people using ASL in the workplace.

Hold in-service trainings on topics that 
members commonly struggle with. 
Guest speakers could include disability 
specialists from a local community 
college, human resources professionals, 
job seekers, benefits specialists, and 
other nonprofit agencies, such as food 
share or clothing-assistance programs 
that could help job seekers with other 
areas of their lives.

Plan employer events and job fairs 
together. Non-competitive activities 
give group members an opportunity to 
get to know and develop confidence in 
one another.

Tackle processes that members 
struggle with, such as online job 
applications and other troublesome 
pre-employment screens. 

•

•

•

•

•

“I really expected more of a sense of 
competition, but when you’re working together 
on something like a job fair or an employer 
forum, it becomes less about what you can do 
for your agency and more about what you can 
all accomplish together for the job seekers.”

—Barbara Parmet, The Career Place

“The more often we can say to a business looking 
for an employee,  “We can find you the right 
person,” the more valuable we will be to that 
business. Even if that person does not come 
from our caseload, we will be developing a 
relationship with the business. 

—Douglas Whitney, VABIR Burlington
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Toolkit
To maintain a networking group, you'll need

A leadership team
An agenda or meeting format
A consistent location and schedule for meetings
Listserv or email distribution lists
Affiliations with employers or business advisory councils
Protocols for sharing job leads and employer contacts
A system for rotating administrative duties:

Secure or schedule a place to meet
Send a reminder/attendance confirmation prior to meetings
Provide refreshments
Have a typed agenda (solicit items from the group  & distribute 
it with the meeting reminder)
Take minutes & distribute them to all members
Record tasks and persons responsible, and send reminders
Recruit new members

To start a group:

Begin by contacting other community rehabilitation programs 
in your area. There may be a group you didn’t know about or 
people interested in joining one.

Reach out to VR, MR/DD, and MH agencies, and to other 
referral sources, to see if you can get their support. If there is 
interest but no staff time available, see if they can contribute 
other resources. 

Hold an open meeting to gauge the level of interest and 
commitment. Don’t worry about being small at first. People 
are often reluctant to try new things until they see evidence of 
success. 

Be patient and persistent. Groups of this nature need some 
time to take off. 

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•

•

•

•



INDIVIDUALIZED JOB PLACEMENT ASSESSMENT 
 
Name:      Interview Date:     
 
Person(s 
interviewed:           
 
How long interviewee has known individual:       
 
Relationship to individual (self/parent/professional/etc.):    
 
ANSWER THE FOLLOWING QUESTIONS REGARDING THE INDIVIDUAL: 
 
1. Does individual seem to work better indoors or outdoors? (Add comments): 
              
 
 
         
 
2. Better around many people or fewer people?      
 
              
 
3. Standing vs. sitting?          
 
 
4.  Mobile vs. stationary?         
 
 
5. Describe fine motor abilities (What can the person do?):   
 
             
  
 
6. Describe gross motor skills:     
 
 
              
 
7. Expressive communication ability:      
 
              
8.  Any adaptations used?  (communication dictionary, Assistive Technology, etc.): 
  
 
              



 
9. Receptive language ability (How does person best receive &  understand 
 information? 
 
     
 
        
 
   
10. Receptive adaptations used (picture, sign or written word, etc.): 
 
     
 
 
          
 
11. How does person learn best? (Describe learning style- auditory, visual, 
 kinesthetic/motor or combination): 
              
 
              
 
12. Describe self-care/hygiene/toileting support needs:    
 
     
 
 
          
 
13. Behavioral concerns in community & around others (Please differentiate from 
 behavior in classroom or home settings): 
 
              
 
              
 
 
 
14. Vocational related skills:         
 
              
 
 
 
15. List hobbies/job interests s/he has:       
 



              
 
 
 
16. What type of job placements, adult education, college classes, or YMCA/
 recreation classes do you see this person being successful in with adequate 
 supports? 
 
   
            
 
 
17. What supports will s/he need to be successful?     
 
 
 
              
 
18. Adaptations or other interventions suggested:      
 
 
 
              
 
OTHER COMMENTS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTERVIEWER:        
        SHEPARD & MANLEY 1988 
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INTRODUCTION
How does Social Security
affect families as their
children move into
adulthood? The Institute for
Community Inclusion (ICI)
conducted a study with
parents of high school
students with disabilities
who receive Supplemental
Security Income (SSI), a
Social Security benefit for
people who have disabilities
and meet income
guidelines. This brief shares
their experiences and
suggests ways that your
family can manage SSI and
use it to help your young
adult plan for a career.

The Families
The ten parents who
participated in this study
came from four ethnically
diverse communities across
Massachusetts. Their
children, ages 16-21, had a
wide range of disabilities:
learning, cognitive, physical,
behavioral, sensory, and
psychiatric. Each parent
participated in an interview
that lasted approximately 45
minutes.

Stresses of dealing with the system
While the Social Security Administration (SSA) offers many benefits
and opportunities for recipients, dealing with SSA - or any -
government agency can be confusing. Parents named three main
challenges that blocked their ability to plan ahead.

While the complexity of the system
requires solid communication
between families and SSA, paperwork,
inconsistent staff knowledge, and
bureaucratic “red tape” made it
difficult for parents to get their
questions answered.

Families who tried to save money were frustrated by SSA’s
restrictions on how much
money they were allowed to
keep. Since SSI is designed for
people who have little or no
assets, a high level of savings
conflicts with SSA requirements.
Parents explained that they were
required to “spend down” excess
savings. When the money was
gone, so were any plans they had
for that money, such as using it
for job training.

3

2 Savings restrictions and the
requirement to “spend down” excess cash.

Communication with the SSI
system can be challenging.

“I was reporting... what he had in
[his savings account] and all of a

sudden they called and took it
away from him.  I had to reapply,
get rid of all the money and they
cut him over $200 after that.”

“[I wish] we could have... saved
more towards the future rather
than to spend it all like that.”

“You talk to another person
and you get a different

answer... they are not coming
out with the same answers.”

Parents found SSI helpful in meeting their
children’s basic needs. However, saving for
the future was often impossible because
there was no money left over to save.

1 SSI checks
are small.

“I have to tell them there’s no bank account ’cause
there’s not enough there to put away.”

INSTITUTE FOR COMMUNITY INCLUSION/UCE • CENTER ON STATE SYSTEMS AND EMPLOYMENT (RRTC)
University of Massachusetts Boston • 100 Morrissey Boulevard • Boston, MA 02125

Children’s Hospital • 300 Longwood Avenue • Boston, MA 02115
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Stress-Free SSI
Try using the following strategies to manage SSI. Then, use SSI as a creative tool for planning and go
from stressed and reactive to positive and planful!

6. Put it in writing.  After you talk to
someone, write down their name, the date,
what you discussed, and what you decided to
do. That way, if there are complications
down the road you can point to “hard
evidence.” For particularly important issues,
you may wish to follow up your conversation
with a letter that confirms what you
discussed.

7. Prepare for possible complications.
The Social Security Administration is a big
and complex system. It can make the whole
process a lot less stressful simply to realize
that while problems do happen, they can
also be solved. Make sure that you ask to
speak to someone about SSI, as not all local
office staff has the same knowledge. In the
event that efforts at problem solving are
unsuccessful, you can always appeal a
decision. Appeals are often effective.

8. Find an expert. Many schools, human
services organizations, and state agencies
have experts who specialize in Social
Security planning. For more information,
see the “Resources” section.

1. Keep it on file. Keep records of everything
in a special notebook. Photocopy everything
you send to SSA, including pay stubs.

2. Report changes in income
immediately. This is especially important if
the monthly income from a job is
inconsistent, as it often is for teenagers (if,
for instance, they work a different number of
hours every week or get paid biweekly).

3. Anticipate potential overpayments. If
you know an SSI check has not been
adjusted to reflect a change in income, set
aside some money to cover the upcoming
overpayment so you don’t feel squeezed
when it happens.

4. Set up a meeting. Sometimes it’s easier
to work out problems face-to-face. Meeting
with a staff member at your local SSA office
also allows you to develop a relationship with
a person you can call on in the future.

5. Stick with the slow times. Try not to
contact SSA during busy periods, especially
the beginning of the month (until the 5th or
6th). Early afternoons in the middle of the
week and Friday mornings are often quieter.
Check with someone at your local office for
the best times.

What do these frustrations mean for families?
On a practical level, the financial realities of SSI make it tough for families to budget for the future.
On an emotional level, the energy that these parents used in managing SSI took away from the
energy they had to support their children’s plans for the future. Just being a recipient and dealing
with immediate challenges took up a lot of time and kept families from planning for the future in a
confident, proactive way.

Unsure about how to “get there from here”? Consider using a formal planning process to help
your young adult develop dreams and action steps for adulthood.

In “person centered planning,” a young adult with a disability gathers together family, friends, teachers,
and service providers to discuss work and life goals. This group brainstorms ideas, resources, and steps
the young adult can take to figure out what they want to do and how to do it. Having a plan can reduce
stress and help you decide how to use SSI funds.

Figuring Out the Future

Savvy Strategies to Simplify SSI
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Saving the SSI Way

Feeling the pinch as you try to save for your
young adult’s plans? Make the most of the
money by using Work Incentives to save for career
goals.

Parents in ICI's study thought that a person could
either work or get SSI, not both at the same time.
Their information came from other parents, not
Social Security.

“If [my child] makes too much they will cut it
out.  I know that for a fact.... You make anything
extra they take it away.”

The above “fact” is actually a myth. Your young adult
can work and continue to receive SSI. Receiving SSI
does not mean that a person is incapable of
contributing to their community. The reality is that
income from a job results in a very gradual decrease
in SSI checks. SSI checks are reduced only $1 for
every $2 earned.

Furthermore, you can use Work Incentives to lessen
the effect of earned income on benefits. SSA calls
Work Incentives “special rules [that] make it
possible for people with disabilities receiving SSDI
or SSI to work and still receive monthly payments
and Medicare or Medicaid.”

In almost every case, students will have more income
by working. And your young adult can always use
volunteering and unpaid internships to build their
resume with no effect on SSI checks at all.

Feeling frustrated by savings
restrictions and spend downs? Try
using SSI to teach your young adult
independent living skills and money
management.

∆ Teach the value of work and
responsibility by having your young
adult help out around the house. Use a
small percentage of the monthly check
to reward them for their hard work.

∆ Use a portion of the young adult’s
check to start a checking account in
their name. Practice withdrawing and
depositing
money, and
balance the
checkbook
together.
Under your
supervision,
they can write checks for necessary
items such as clothes. One family in the
study used SSI money as a “bank
account.” When her son wanted
something, the mother reported, they
would discuss it together and then use
his money for the purchase.

∆ Have your young adult participate in
family bill-paying.  For instance, use a
percentage of the young adult’s check
to purchase groceries together. Show
them the prices. Have them pay and
collect the change. This way, they will
learn the cost of housing necessities in
preparation for living independently
some day.  At the same time, they will be
contributing to the family.

∆ Begin to have your young adult keep
information for SSA. Show them your
SSA notebook and what records you
save. Photocopy pay stubs or other
records together and mail them in.
Have them accompany you to
appointments and make or listen in on
phone calls.

Money management

Two Work Incentives: IRWE & PASS

IRWE: Work-related expenses that are
specific to disability can be deducted
from the income that SSA “counts.”

PASS: Allows recipients to save for
big career expenses.

These families' experiences show how the stresses
of dealing with the system and limited awareness of
resources can make it difficult to plan ahead. We
hope that by considering these tips and tactics, your
family can take advantage of the opportunities that
SSA provides. People with all levels and kinds of
disabilities do satisfying work in their communities
and have fulfilling adult lives. Your teenager
can too!

“He knows he has the money
in the checking account and
if he needs anything... we just
go and get it. I charge it and
pay it off with his money.”

Conclusion
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Social Security and Youth with
Disabilities

• Contact SSA for basic
rules and eligibility.

• The Work Site
promotes employment
for beneficiaries with
disabilities. www.ssa.gov/work

• Focus on youth with disabilities:
www.ssa.gov/work/Youth/youth2.html

• Graduating to Independence (GTI) is an SSA
multimedia package that guides young people with
disabilities through the transition from school to
work. www.ssa.gov/work/Youth/gradind.html

Work Incentives
• SSA information on Work Incentives:
www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/workincentives.html

• A free online training course on SSI Work
Incentives is available at www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/
witn/product.htm. Contact Teri Blankenship at the
Work Incentives Transition Network:

(804) 828-1851 (voice)
(804) 828-2494 (TTY)
tcblanke@saturn.vcu.edu (e-mail)

• Each region of the country has one or more SSA
experts on Plans for Achieving Self Support, called
PASS cadres. They can help you develop a PASS
and give constructive feedback. Contact SSA or
check online at:
www.ssa.gov/work/ResourcesToolkit/cadre.html

• For sample PASS plans and a manual on
Understanding Social Security Work Incentives,
contact Gail McGregor at the Rural Institute on
Disabilities:(406)-243-2348,
gmcgrego@selway.umt.edu,
www.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/rises

• Cornell University’s Program on
Employment and Disability has an
online tutorial on how to complete a
PASS application: www.passonline.org

• Benefit Counselors are SSA specialists
who can help families understand
benefits and employment. These experts
will become available in every state over
the course of 2001. You can reach them
through your local SSA office.

• ICI Publications

♦ Helpful Hints: How to Fill Out a
Winning PASS Application (July 1999,
#TO9)

♦ Understanding the SSI Work
Incentives (updated Nov. 2001, #TO8)

Person Centered Planning
• Training Resource Network publishes materials on

person centered planning, including More Like a
Dance: Whole Life Planning for People with Disabilities
(manual and video). 1-866-823-9800,
trninc@aug.com, www.trninc.com/index.html

Contact SSA
1-800-772-1213 (voice)
1-800-325-0778 (TTY)
www.ssa.gov
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Supplemental Security Income Work Incentives and Transition Students:
The Role of School Personnel

www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm

Work Incentives Transition NetworkWork (WITN)

October 1999 Fact Sheet—Number 3

The successful transition of students with
disabilities from school to work and

independent living is a focal point of the Individuals
with Disabilities Act Amendments of 1997 (IDEA).
Transition planning for students with disabilities is a
critical element of each student’s IEP beginning at
age 14 (or younger, if appropriate).  IDEA 97
defines transition services as

“a coordinated set of activities that is designed
within an outcome-oriented process which
promotes movement from school to postschool
activities, including postsecondary education,
vocational training, integrated employment,
continuing and adult education, adult services,
independent living, or community participation.”

A number of transition age students receive or may
be eligible to receive Supplemental Security Income
(SSI) benefits administered by the Social Security
Administration.  Providing monthly cash payments,
SSI can be a valuable resource to eligible students
and their families.  The SSI program can also assist
school personnel in meeting their responsibility to
link transition students with adult service providers
and support systems that will enhance a student’s
post secondary opportunities to participate in
employment and independent community living.

SSI Work Incentives

All students receiving SSI benefits are eligible to
participate in SSI work incentive programs.  SSI
work incentives allow individuals with disabilities,
including students, to deduct certain work related
expenses from their income in order to maintain
SSI eligibility.  SSI work incentives available to
transition age students with disabilities include
Earned Income Exclusion (EIE), Student Earned
Income Exclusion (SEIE), Impairment-Related
Work Expense (IRWE), Plan for Achieving Self-
Support (PASS), and Blind Work Expenses
(BWE).  While not as applicable to secondary
education students, the work incentive Property
Essential for Self-Support (PESS) may also be
considered in the transition planning process as a
postsecondary option.

For a student with a disability to benefit from
these work incentives, she/he must be receiving or
eligible to receive SSI cash benefits and engaged in

work experience as part of the transition plan.
Planning for the use of SSI benefits and incentives
early in the transition process can provide
excellent opportunities for students, families,
school personnel, and other IEP/transition team
members to identify and explore employment
opportunities while a student is still in school.

SSI work incentives can be an important source of
support for individuals making the transition from
school to employment, yet they are underutilized.
There are estimates that as many as one half the
students with significant disabilities over the age of
18 are not receiving SSI benefits. School personnel
can play an important role by assisting eligible
students and families to secure SSI benefits and
access the work incentives.

The Role of School Personnel

School personnel responsible for the successful
transition of students from school to work and
independent living can perform several functions
to support the use of SSI work incentives as a
viable part of transition planning. Specifically they
can:

1. Identify students who are currently
receiving SSI benefits and students who
may or will be eligible.

2. Inform students and parents about SSI
program benefits, eligibility requirements,
and work incentives when transition
planning begins and throughout a student’s
transition program.

3. Incorporate SSI work incentives in the IEP/
transition planning process.

4. Assist students and parents in the SSI
application process and provide appropriate
documentation on a student’s disability,
limitations, performance, and behaviors
that will help SSA in determination or
redetermination of eligibility.

5. Establish a close relationship with local SSA
staff to facilitate communication among
students, parents, school personnel, adult
service providers, and SSA staff.

6. Link SSI work incentives to the transition
curriculum, including teaching self-
advocacy.



1. Identify Potentially Eligible Students

SSI eligibility is a gateway to a variety of resources
for transition students with disabilities, including
Medicaid.  Eligibility requirements of SSI benefits
are established by the Social Security Act and its
regulations.  A student must meet both income
and disability eligibility requirements to receive
SSI benefits.

Income Eligibility.  SSA income eligibility is
based on the age of the student. If a student is
under the age of 18 his/her parent’s income and
resources are considered in establishing eligibility
for SSI.  Income requirements vary depending on
the number of parents and children in the
household.  A general estimate is that two parents
with one child with a disability and another who
is not disabled can earn about $34,000 before
their child with a disability is ineligible for SSI
benefits.

If a student is 18 years old or older his/her parents’
income and resources are no longer a
consideration.  As a result, a number of students
will become eligible for SSI benefits when they
reach the age of 18.

Disability Eligibility.  SSA has criteria for
deciding if a person is disabled under the
requirements of the SSI program.  These are not
necessarily the same as the criteria applied by
schools in the identification of students requiring
special education services: a student may be
considered as disabled under IDEA but not under
the Social Security Act.  Some disabilities (e.g.,
blindness, hearing impairments, significant speech
impairments, metal retardation and autism as
measured by an IQ less than 60, Cerebral Palsy
with severe motor involvement) can be assumed to
meet SSA’s criteria.  Students who exhibit
cognitive and emotional problems that will
interfere with their ability to work may also be
eligible.

For each student engaged in transition activities,
school personnel should always know whether a
student is:

♦ currently receiving SSI benefits.
♦ potentially eligible for SSI benefits but not

receiving them.
♦ eligible for SSI benefits at age 18.

2. Inform Students and Parents of SSI Program
Benefits and Eligibility and Work Incentives

School personnel can introduce and explain SSI

work incentives to students and parents during the
early stages of transition planning.  Successful
transition planning requires that school personnel,
students, parents, and adult service providers work
together to design a sequence of activities that will
lead toward community participation and
employment when a student exits school.
Typically community-based vocational education
will be a focus of the initial transition discussions.
Introducing work incentives early in the transition
process establishes paid employment as a viable
transition goal and allows students, parents, and
other IEP/transition team members to broaden
their collective thinking regarding available
resources and the potential benefits of work
incentives.  Just as school personnel inform
students and parents about vocational
rehabilitation and other adult services, so should
they inform parents and help them gain
knowledge about the SSI program eligibility
requirements, benefits, and work incentives.

3. Incorporate SSI Work Incentives Into
the IEP/Transition Planning Process

Incorporating SSI work incentives into a student’s
IEP/transition plan can provide excellent
opportunities for students, parents, and other IEP/
transition team members to explore employment
opportunities while the student is still in school.
These incentives can also benefit students after
they are out of school.  To be eligible for SSI work
incentives, a student must be receiving SSI
benefits and be engaged in paid employment as
part of their transition program.  It is important to
explore and include work incentives into a
student’s transition plan. This will assist students
and parents in identifying specific steps that will
be required to allow students to establish
postschool goals and objectives and participate in
school-sponsored employment opportunities.  The
use of work incentives will help assure parents that
a student’s working for pay will not endanger his/
her SSI status.  SSI work incentives can also help
students plan for and save money toward a future
career goal.  Participating in SSI work incentives
may allow students in paid employment to
increase their monthly income while retaining
their SSI benefits.

4. Assist Students and Parents in Applying for
SSI Benefits

Many students and parents are unfamiliar with the
SSI program and its application procedures and
requirements.  School personnel can refer students
and parents to appropriate SSA representatives and
assist them in completing the SSI application.  It
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is very important that school personnel respond
to SSA’s request for information on students.  SSA
Disability Determination Offices contact school
personnel seeking assistance in gathering school
records and other data that they feel will be
helpful in making eligibility determinations.
Parents have given SSA permission to request this
information and if it is not provided it can cause
untimely delays for the student and their families.

5. Establish a Cooperative Relationship with
the Local SSA Staff

SSA staff are experienced in assisting youth with
disabilities and their families in applying for SSI
benefits and work incentives. Many SSA offices
have specific staff assigned to work with
transitioning youth and the SSI program. It is
important for school personnel to establish a
rapport with these individuals.  This will assist
school personnel, the student and his/her parents
in incorporating SSI benefits and work incentives
into the transition program.

Summary

Current studies indicate that fewer that one-half of
transition-age students eligible for SSI benefits,
including work incentives are participating in the
program.  SSI benefits and work incentives can
provide valuable supports to transition students
both while in school and after graduation. Work
incentives enable students to be pro active in
obtaining training, support, or services critical to
enhancing their employment opportunities.

To profit from work incentives students must be
receiving or eligible to receive SSI benefits and be
involved in employment as part their transition
program.  It is important that school personnel
understand SSI eligibility requirements so they
may assist eligible  students and parents in
securing SSI benefits, including work incentives,
and incorporate work incentives into the
transition planning process.  School personnel can
provide valuable assistance to students and parents
in promoting self-advocacy and paid employment
through the use of SSI work incentives.

Further Information

A more in-depth discussion of SSI work incentives
is available in Meeting the Needs of Youth with
Disabilities: Handbook on Supplemental Security
Income Work Incentives and Transition Students
which is available from the Institute on
Community Integration, University of Minnesota.

Further information about SSI and work
incentives is contained in the publication Red Book
on Work Incentives: A Summary Guide to Social
Security and Supplemental Income Work Incentives
for People with Disabilities.  You can get a copy free
from your local Social Security Office, or by
calling the Social Security Administration’s toll-
free number: 1-800-772-1213.

The following web sites may also be helpful:

Social Security Administration
www.ssa.gov

WITN
www.vcu.edu/rrtcweb/witn/ssi.htm

Center for Psychiatric Rehabilitation
www.bu.edu/sarpsych/ssawork.html

Program on Employment and Disability,
Cornell University

www.ilr.cornell.edu/ped

This summary was developed by:

Michael Norman
The Study Group Inc.
209 Sir Walter Raleigh Drive
Kill Devil Hills, NC 27948
(252) 441-2788
in partnership with:

The Institute on Community Integration
University of Minnesota
102 Pattee Hall, 150 Pillsbury Drive, SE
Minneapolis, MN 55455
(612) 627-4135
(612) 627-4030 (fax)
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Workplace Supports in Practice

By:  Pat Rogan, Becky Banks, & Michelle Howard

ABSTRACT

This article reports the findings of a study
that investigated ways in which workplace
supports are being conceptualized and
implemented by four organizations that
provide supported employment services.
Data were collected during two-day site
visits at each organization.  Site visits
included observations at 39 work sites;
semistructured interviews with 126 pri-
mary stakeholders (individuals with
disabilities, co-workers, employers/super-
visors, and agency employment staff);
document analysis (e.g., program des-
criptions, training and marketing mate-
rials); and a written survey about sup-
ported employment beliefs and practices.
Findings indicate that each agency was
driven by strong leadership, vision, and
values.  Each organization had a history
of innovation and change.  Staff were
well-trained, committed, and professional,
and worked collaboratively with each
other and with businesses.  The use of
natural supports was promoted within
each organization, but there was a wide
variety of interpretations and practices
among staff.  The discussion highlights
areas with which these organizations
struggle, including: serving people with
high support needs; developing a strong
emphasis on person-centered ap-
proaches to planning and service delivery;
assisting staff to facilitate workplace sup-
ports and social relationships; actively
involving job seekers in the job search
process; and increasing work hours and/
or responsibilities of the employees with
disabilities.

Since the beginning of supported employment, inte-
gration has been a defining feature of good practice.  Both
physical and social integration are considered critical
aspects of supported employment.  Job coaches or employ-
ment specialists are also a core feature of supported
employment.  In recent years, the concept of natural sup-
ports has emerged, focusing on the importance of adhering
to the norms and practices of workplaces and tapping
supports that exist or can be developed.  This effort to de-
fine, implement, and evaluate natural or workplace sup-
ports has addressed the rationale and scope of natural
supports (Nisbet, 1992), social relationships between em-
ployees with disabilities and their coworkers (Chadsey,
Linneman, Rusch, & Cimera, 1997), the climate or culture
of workplaces (Hagner, 1989), business practices used to
support diverse workforces (Fabian, Luecking, & Tilson,
1994), and employment consultant roles and strategies
(Hagner, Rogan, & Murphy, 1992; Murphy & Rogan,
1992; Parent, Unger, Gibson, & Clements, 1994; Shafer,
1990).  An ongoing national study of supported employ-
ment practices by Mank, Cioffi, and Yovanoff (1997,
1998) indicated that the more typical (or natural) the
process of job acquisition, training, and support, the better
the outcomes for employees in terms of wages, integration,
and benefits.  Furthermore, the study indicated that the
greater the integration, the higher the wages and benefits.
Thus, implications for supported employment providers are
great.  How are supported employment providers con-
ceptualizing and facilitating workplace supports?  What
strategies are being used to maximize workplace supports,

INTRODUCTION
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while assuring additional supports are provided
as needed?  How are people with high support
needs being supported on the job?

The purpose of this study was to investigate
the ways workplace supports are conceptualized
and implemented by a subset of organizations
involved in the Mank, Cioffi, and Yovanoff
(1997, 1998) study.  Four of the organizations
that ranked highest on measures of �typicalness�
were selected for this qualitative study.  These
organizations were Life Skills Foundation in St.
Louis, Missouri; Elwyn, Inc. Employment Support
Services in suburban counties near Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania; Eastside Employment Services in
Seattle, Washington; and Enable in Syracuse,
New York.

Two-day site visits were conducted at each
organization.  Site visits included: participant ob-
servations at a total of 39 work sites; semi-
structured interviews with a total of 126 primary
stakeholders (43 employees with disabilities, nine
co-workers, 29 employers/supervisors/managers,
44 agency employment directors, coordinators,
or consultants, and one parent); document anal-
ysis (e.g., mission statements, program descrip-
tions, marketing materials, training manuals); and
a brief written survey about beliefs and practices
completed by supported employment personnel.
The interview protocol for each constituency is
provided in Appendix A.  When possible, inter-
views were tape recorded and transcribed ver-
batim.  Detailed notes were taken when tape
recording was not possible.

A constant comparative method of data
analysis (Wolcott, 1994) was used to sift through
the data as it was gathered from each source.
That is, researchers (the authors) met at the end
of each day of data collection to reflect on the
information gathered and to identify emergent
themes, perceptions, and interpretations across
observations and interviews.  In addition, inter-
view transcripts were analyzed and independently
coded by each researcher.   Key themes were

identified within and across data sets.  A draft of
this report was sent to each organization for re-
view and feedback prior to being finalized.

This article describes the characteristics
of these organizations, staffing patterns, supported
employment practices, and strategies related to
workplace supports.  The discussion section sum-
marizes key findings and proposes further areas
for research.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE

     ORGANIZATION

LIFE SKILLS FOUNDATION,
ST. LOUIS, MISSOURI

Life Skills Foundation was established in
the 1960s by family members.  It is a large
organization serving approximately 1000 individ-
uals and employs over 400 staff.  Programs and
services include supported employment, sup-
ported living, a summer work program, and a
non-work day program.  The supported employ-
ment program, covers urban and suburban areas,
serves about 200 people per year with 15 staff.

Organizational Philosophy and Val-
ues.  Life Skills has had a traditional organiza-
tional structure, but a history of pursuing progres-
sive services in supported living, supported em-
ployment, and related areas.  The mission of the
organization states: �Life Skills Foundation assists
people with disabilities to live and work with
dignity in our community.�  Supported employ-
ment personnel stated that:

a) Individuals should have choice in the type
of job they want.

b) Individuals should achieve independence
from paid supports.

c) Individualization means tailoring supports to
meet each person�s needs.

Leadership.  The current Director of Em-
ployment Services, Jocelyn Jones-Waller, has a
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long history with the organization, serving for
13 years in supported living and socialization
services.  This background significantly impacted
her orientation toward holistic and comprehensive
services, and individualized, person-centered
planning processes.  She brought this orientation
to the employment arena.  Jocelyn provides
strong leadership with an open, collaborative
style.  Her strong values and vision have enabled
staff to make many positive changes in a short
period of time.  According to Jocelyn, the employ-
ment program is seen as somewhat radical within
the larger organization.  In her words, �We are
able organizationally to adjust and move quickly.
We have that flexibility to just go for it. Identify
the outcome and just go for it.�

Staffing Patterns and Roles.  A Pro-
gram Coordinator hires, trains, and supervises
12 full-time job consultants.  A Corporate Devel-
oper works with Life Skills and provider agencies
in the area to work with businesses and develop
jobs.   The 12 job consultants are divided into
two self-directed work teams that meet weekly
three times per month, and together once a month
for training.  Each team has a team leader.  In
addition, part-time �on-site� consultants are
hired to provide job coach services at work sites.

Staff Training.  Life Skills prefers to hire
people with real world experience, maturity, and
good attitudes.  New staff members are given a
two to three day orientation/training emphasizing
natural supports by a senior staff person and an
employment services handbook outlining sup-
ported employment procedures.  Experienced job
consultants take new staff to visit sites where
people are working.  Staff are trained as gen-
eralists who are involved in all aspects of the
employment process from assessment through job
coaching.  However, part-time staff are assigned
to provide ongoing support or back-up support.

Staff Retention.  Staff retention ranges
from 1 1/2 to six years, with an average of two
to three years.  Retention has improved in recent

years as the organization has hired more full-
time positions and developed a team structure.

Funding.  Life Skills operates under
an outcome based funding system. The organi-
zation receives $1440 per assessment (half at
referral and half at completion), and $1440
per placement.  Job coaching is reimbursed
via purchase of service agreements with voca-
tional rehabilitation.  County monies cover
follow-along services, and are reimbursed at
$28-$32 per hour.

ELWYN, INC. EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT
SERVICES, PENNSYLVANIA

Like Life Skills Foundation, Elwyn is a
very large organization that serves Philadelphia
and surrounding suburban counties, and has
divisions in New Jersey, California, Delaware,
and Israel.  Elwyn began in 1852 with residen-
tial cottages for boys.  It now runs a school on
their organization�s campus, and provides
early intervention, residential, short-term men-
tal health, genetic counseling, and employ-
ment services.  Adult day programs include a
day habilitation program, three sheltered
workshops, and a supported employment pro-
gram (since 1985).

Organizational Mission and Values.
While the larger organization has discussed
closing their segregated programs, it has not
been until recently that there has been real
interest in doing so.  The overall mission of
Elwyn�s employment services is �matching the
labor needs of employers with the employment
needs of people.�

Leadership.  Like Life Skills Founda-
tion, Elwyn�s employment support services has
a strong female director who has been with
the organization for over ten years.  Cindy
Sterling began as an employment specialist.
She has clearly set the tone for the development
of innovative services.  Her program is viewed
as radical within the larger organization.



200

Staffing Patterns and Roles.  There are
35 staff serving a two county region.  Staff are
not formally organized in a team structure, but
there is strong collaboration among staff.

Staff Training.  Staff are trained as gener-
alists who are involved in all aspects of the em-
ployment process.  Training involves a three-day
employment specialist workshop, inservices, and
shadowing an experienced job consultant.  Job
consultants are to continually access information
through training opportunities such as Association
for Persons in Supported Employment (APSE)
conferences, and written materials.  The budget
includes $500-$700 per staff for training.  Cindy
Sterling, Director of Employment Services said,
�We do a lot of reading and talking about things
related to supporting people.�

Staff Retention. Elwyn staff are adults
from diverse backgrounds, including careers in
business.  Current staff had been with employ-
ment services from a few months to six years.

Funding.  Supported employment has a
$1.5 million dollar budget, comprising a small
portion of the total organization�s budget of $120
million.  The largest funding source is the County
mental health/mental retardation with vocational
rehabilitation providing a smaller portion
($90,000).  County funding is set up as a fee-
for-service, vocational rehabilitation uses a
performance based funding system.  Situational
assessments are authorized for up to 20 days at
a fee of about $179 per person per day.   Authori-
zation for job development and support services
up to 90 days is usually 100 hours per individual.
There is flexibility in negotiating each �package.�

EASTSIDE EMPLOYMENT SERVICES,
SEATTLE, WASHINGTON

Eastside Employment Services began in
1984 as a spin-off of a sheltered workshop.  The
organization is small, providing only community
employment services to 71 individuals with 7.25
full-time staff, with five providing direct services.

Leadership.  The Executive Director,
David Schlesinger, has been with the organization
for 12 years providing an involved, low-key
leadership. His role is an �articulator of quality,�
as well as, �reading the curve and being ahead
of the curve� while positioning the organization
for the future.

Staffing Patterns and Roles.  As with
the two agencies described above, all staff posi-
tions are designed as generalists, although this
has not always been the case.  Staff roles are
based on people�s strengths.  Staff work closely
together as an informal team and meet every
two weeks.  The Program Manager is responsible
for quality assurance and staff training.

Staff Training.  New employees receive
an employee handbook and learn about the or-
ganizational values, procedures, and policies
and shadow experienced staff mentors.  Eastside
supports ongoing staff development via confer-
ences and training opportunities according to
needs and interest.  Staff exhibit a high level of
professionalism in their dress and behavior.

Staff Retention.  Staff turnover is low with
staff being with the agency from three to seven
years.  The executive director treats the hiring
process as a getting to know the job seekers.
He gathers information about the person and
provides quality training once they are hired.
Turnover is reduced by hiring wisely, providing
competitive salaries and benefits, giving bonuses,
and investing heavily in personnel.

Funding.  Eastside Employment Services
receives block funding from the county for serving
a given number of people.  County monies are
used for general job development and follow-
along.  They also receive fee-for-service dollars
from vocational rehabilitation for job training.

ENABLE, SYRACUSE, NEW YORK

Enable, an affiliate of United Cerebral
Palsy, has been operating since 1948.  It is a
large, multi-service organization that provides
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early intervention and inclusive preschool services,
medical and clinical services, assistive tech-
nology, family support, self-directed personal ser-
vices, community living, day habilitation, and
community employment services.

Organizational Mission and Values.

The principles espoused by the organization
include choice, inclusion, individualization, and
empowerment.  The philosophy of Enable�s
Community Employment Services is to:

�support employers and people with
disabilities by setting up jobs that satisfy
both person and the employer.  We
believe all persons with disabilities have
the right to the same opportunities and
experiences as non-disabled citizens.
A person�s choice is our priority when
seeking employment opportunities.

Leadership.  In the past, Community
Employment Services had a director, they now
operate as a self-directed team, with a coordi-
nator for the four teams.  Each coordinator had
previously been an employment consultant in
the agency.   As coordinators, they do not carry
a caseload.  This approach is unique nationally,
and epitomizes a flat organizational structure and
team approach to supported employment.

Staffing Patterns and Roles.  Com-
munity Employment Services has 25 staff.  In
addition to four coordinators, there are typically
five employment consultants per team who
support 6-10 individuals each.  Six job coaches
provide only support on the job.  Employment
Consultants have traditionally operated as
generalists; however, a job developer and voca-
tional counselor position were recently added to
supplement the efforts of staff.

Staff Training.  Enable invests heavily in
staff training, which involves a period of up to
six weeks during which the new staff person learns
primarily through hands-on experiences with
senior employment consultants.  All staff are

involved in monthly inservices and are encour-
aged to attend other training events.

Staff Retention.  Staff turnover among
coordinators is low, ranging from 5 to 12 years
at Enable.  Turnover among employment con-
sultants is fairly low compared with other pro-
viders in the area due to the reputation Enable
has earned for providing quality services.

Funding.  Enable is funded at a higher
rate than other organizations ($9600/person),
because they have traditionally served people
with high support needs.  Their follow-along
rate is $3200 per person per year.

AN OVERVIEW OF SUPPORTED
EMPLOYMENT PRACTICES

The primary purpose of visiting these
organizations was to learn about their work-
place support strategies.  It was important to
understand their entire approach to supported
employment in order to learn when they attend
to support issues and how supports are facili-
tated.  The following sections address  assess-
ment, job development, training, and ongoing
support procedures used by these programs.
All names of people are pseudonyms.  The
reader is reminded of the Mank, Cioffi, and
Yovanoff findings (1997, 1998) the more typi-
cal the job process, the better the outcomes.

GETTING TO KNOW AND

      PLANNING WITH JOB

     SEEKERS
All four agencies referred to the process

of getting to know, and planning with, job
seekers as �intake� and �assessment,� tradi-
tional terms in supported employment. Various
forms of person-centered planning were used
by the organizations.  Approaches included:
meeting with job seekers at their home or
agency offices to gather information; spending
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time in community settings; observing job seekers
during job try-outs; and obtaining information
from  files, parents/guardians, and other sources.
Planning involved staff, the job seeker, parents/
guardians, and funders.

As stated by a job coach supervisor,
�Getting to know the person well is the key to
successful workplace support.�  However, due to
pressures from funders and systemic issues, each
organization differed in the amount of time they
spent with job seekers and the activities in which
they engaged.  One organization used a fairly
standard approach with job seekers that involved
situational assessments at three job settings in
the community.  Afterwards, individuals could
be deemed �not ready� to work, an out-come
not considered appropriate by supported
employment advocates.  It did not appear that
any of the agencies commonly used Personal
Futures Planning, PATH, or other planning tools.

JOB DEVELOPMENT AND

      EMPLOYER CONTACT

Staff were asked to describe their ap-
proach to job development and employer con-
tact, while job seekers were asked how they got
their job, and employers were asked how they
were contacted.  Each of the organizations shared
common approaches to job development, but
also used unique strategies that met their needs.
While all four organizations considered staff to
be generalists, three of the organizations added
a job or corporate developer position in recent
years to supplement the efforts of employment
consultants.  At one agency staff do not do job
development until they have sufficient experience
providing supports on the job.

Supported employment has largely fol-
lowed a �person-first� approach to job develop-
ment.  That is, jobs are sought based on the

interests and skills of each job seeker.  Three of
the four organizations used this approach.  East-
side Employment Services uses a �jobs first� ap-
proach in which they find people to fill jobs.  As
an Eastside job consultant said, �In the job devel-
opment phase we try to sell a pool of people
willing to work.�  The agency feels this approach
is appropriate due to two factors:

1) the nature of their clientele (most do not
have intensive support needs), and

2) the local practice that no organization
�owns� job seekers; they are free to seek
services from any provider.

The use of personal connections to secure
employment has long been a common practice
in our society.  Each organization has shared
examples of using connections to find jobs, or
starting �with the contacts that individuals have.�
For example, �neighbors of John�s have connec-
tions with the manager of the grocery store and
helped him secure his job,� and �Larry found his
job through connections with a board member
who works with the dental laboratory.�  Staff also
used their personal connections to open doors
to employment for individuals:  �One of the
managers at Keith�s job was friends with someone
from Life Skills.�

Cold calls and drop-in visits were also
commonly used, especially for people considered
�more capable.�  For individuals who could fill
existing job openings, employment consultants
or job seekers called to ask, �Are you hiring?�

Job seekers had varying levels of involve-
ment in their job search.  If job seekers were in-
volved, staff assisted  in completing job appli-
cations and interview for jobs.

Employment consultants were asked how
they approached employers.  The following
quotes represent efforts to learn about the needs
of employers, and to provide the support they
may need:
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The primary discussion area regarding
workplace supports is job training procedures.
Job coaches train employees, then �fade� from
the job site once the individuals learned their
jobs.  Attention to natural supports has caused
employment consultants to rethink their role in
relation to workplace personnel.  An employment
consultant summed up the issue well when he
said, �It�s our industry�s fault that employers think
we should do the training.  We have some people,

JOB TRAINING AND SUPPORT

if it had been done differently at the beginning,
fading would be easier.  Once we build a
rapport with an employer, we stress that �you�re
the employer, you do training and supervision,
but the job coach can help�.�

Since these organizations were selected
due to higher ratings on natural support mea-
sures, it is not surprising that they were so attuned
to workplace support issues.  This section sum-
marizes perspectives on natural or workplace
supports discussed by employment consultants
and workplace personnel.

Perspectives on natural supports.
Employment consultants offered various defini-
tions/descriptions of natural supports.  The fol-
lowing quotes are representative of comments
addressing the work environment, work-related
supports, integration, and social relationships.

�Natural supports are other than
paid agency staff (e.g., co-worker,
friends, calendars, clocks, objects
used for support).  Supported em-
ployment staff start facilitating natu-
ral supports when a barrier is iden-
tified, and look for �unpaid� ways
to eliminate barriers.�

�Getting the person integrated in
the workplace as close to the way
we are integrated. We try to inte-
grate them in the workplace so they
are not an island.�

�Connect with existing resources first,
even during job development and
other support activities.  Being avail-
able for the individual when neces-
sary, but not taking front and center
stage.  Rather, allow the individual
and employer to conduct the show.�

�My role is helping co-workers feel
comfortable enough to treat them
like anyone else.�

�The work environment, employees
proximity of job--consider all of these
natural supports.�

�We can meet your needs to fill high
turnover jobs or jobs you can�t fill.�

�I find out from employers what their
needs are.  I sell that I am on call and
there for the long haul.�

�I come in and help you with training;
help you understand their needs and
get to know the person.�

One agency executive pointed out that
�Typical is not always good.  For example, Brent
(an employment consultant) sniffs out job open-
ings within the company and goes to Alison (an
employer).  They don�t even let the process open
up to others or our person wouldn�t get it.�  In
other words, the employer hires an individual
with a disability without advertising the position.

Each of the organizations secured a wide
variety of jobs, most of which were part-time and
offered at least minimum wage.  Eastside Employ-
ment Services was the only organization that
steered away from fast food and high turnover
jobs: �We don�t do Burger Kings and other high
turnover jobs. These are not seen as valued jobs.
We target full-time or close to full-time work.�
Table 1 on the following page provides a listing
of the jobs that were observed for each agency.
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TABLE 1 -- WORK SITES OBSERVED

LIFE SKILLS FOUNDATION, ST. LOUIS

Grocery Store --  bag groceries, collect

carts, price checks

Fast Food Restaurant -- clean dining

area

Dental Lab -- clean casting molds

Videotape & Recording Distributor --

sort mail, unpack shipments

Phone Refurbishing Company  -- clean

and test telephones

License Photo Lab -- license photo

operator

EASTSIDE EMPLOYMENT SERVICES,
SEATTLE

Sign Making Business -- custodial

Recycling Plant -- recycle

City Court -- filing

Bank -- clerical

School District Admin. Bldg. -- clerical

Circuit Board Company -- assembly

Software Manufacturer -- clean/supply

kitchen, mail room

State Division of DD -- clerical

ENABLE, SYRACUSE

Label Company -- shred paper, clean

Bottle Redemption Center -- sort

bottles

Bagelry -- cleaning

Print Shop -- duplicating

State Senator�s Office -- clerical

Copy Products Sales & Service --

telemarketing

Restaurant -- cleaning

Data Processing Service -- data entry

Teleservices -- photocopy, shred, deliver

mail

Hotel -- dishwashing, custodial

ELWYN, INC., PHILADELPHIA

Fast Food Restaurant -- custodial

Court House -- custodial

Condominium -- grounds work

College Food Services -- food

preparation

Convenience Store -- custodial, stock

Car Dealer -- wash cars, custodial

Restaurant -- food preparation

Employment consultant strategies.

Employment consultants offered various accounts
of the way they approach training and support
for employees with disabilities.  Despite an
organizational orientation toward natural sup-
ports, some employment consultants described
a prescribed process that was driven by the
agency and job coach:

�First I start out at 100%.  I�m there
everyday, every hour they work. It�s re-
quired that we�re there 100% to see
and observe.  You start at 100% and
eventually fade to 25%.  When they
are at 25% we put them in retention.�

Another employment consultant reiterated his role
as the primary trainer:
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�I try to learn the job myself, then model
it.  I get the person to do the job, then
I get the employer involved.�

In contrast, most other employment consultants
offered a completely different orientation that was
based on typical procedures used in businesses:

�I prefer not to do the training because
that�s not really our job.  If another
employee came in, they would do the
training.�

The executive director of one agency described
their philosophy of workplace supports in this
way:

 �As little as possible, as much as
necessary.�

As a standard practice, one organization�s
staff does a formal �Welcome on Board� presen-
tation for personnel that addresses such questions
as, what is supported employment, what can you
expect from us, what do we expect from you,
and what are developmental disabilities?  The
goal of this training is to develop natural supports
and build bridges.  The other three agencies
used an informal approach of sharing informa-
tion and involving co-workers.

The following tips were offered for
facilitating natural workplace supports:

�From day one ask co-workers for
input and ideas.  They know the job;
you have to get to know them and look
to them for help.  You have to help
them see they are so important.�

�The more time the job coach puts in
(at the worksite), the less bonding the
employer and co-worker have.  If the
job coach only works with the con-
sumer, it is an �us� and �them� kind of
thing.�

�I help develop supports myself by
introducing people and suggesting that

they all have lunch together, or if
the consumer has a question or
problem, saying, �Why don�t you go
to this co-worker here� and helping
the consumer pick out people and
know they can go to other people.�

�Just get a lot of feedback from the
other employees and the employer,
being very open and communicative
with them, and seeing how the con-
sumer is doing and asking them how
they feel.�

�It�s trial and error. Pick people who
are interacting, who show interest at
the same place and time.  Often
people will volunteer, sometimes I
have to cultivate it more.�

�I pay attention to who is paying
attention to the individual.�

�I figure out from an employer�s per-
spective �What�s in it for me?�  I iden-
tify barriers and provide sugges-
tions.�

All of the organizations had worksites
where more than one person with a disability
worked.  Half to two-thirds of the worksites of
one organization had multiple people working
in different areas of each business.  One of
the agency directors felt that �through multiple
placements in one company, the environment
trains itself.�

Several of the larger businesses that em-
ployed up to eight individuals with disabilities
had a supervisor or manager who acted as a
�champion� for supported employment.  While
these company personnel spoke eloquently of
the benefits of supported employment, they
also viewed it as a program, and spoke of the
supported employees as a group.

When asked how their role as a job
coach had changed over the years, an
employment consultant since 1985 addressed
the shift from a social service to a business
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SOCIALIZATION AT WORK

Social interactions are difficult for many
individuals, but are a critical aspect of workplace
supports.  Why are some people well integrated

mentality, and from taking care of people to
building their skills in workplaces.   She said, �It
is the difference between social services, caring,
and hands-on experience with disability, to staff
with business experience, social skills, ability to
interact, and good appearance.  We figured it
would be easier to teach people about disability.�
Another person who had been an employment
consultant for ten years said, �We�ve changed! I
used to wear a uniform at Wendy�s.  We were
perceived as an employee and expected to per-
form.  I remember one co-worker saying, �Get
up�and go start those fries!  Now we�re here as
a consultant or facilitator to assist with training.�

WORKPLACE CULTURES OR

      CLIMATES

Attention to workplace supports must also
involve attention to the culture or climate of the
work setting.  Each work setting is unique, with
characteristics that can enhance or impede the
success of individuals with disabilities.  This sec-
tion provides a discussion of several of the work-
places that were positive for emplyees.

The employers or managers of some
workplaces had reputations for being supportive
of a diverse workforce.  Diversity and disability
awareness was part of their orientation and
training programs.  One such company was
Deirberg�s grocery stores in St. Louis, which hired
numerous people with disabilities.  A manager
at one of the stores grew up with an individual
with a disability and was described as �caring
and treated people fairly in comparison to their
competition.�  Within such an environment, co-
workers are more apt to be supportive.  For one
employee, whose grooming could be a problem
at work, the head checker had a razor, shaving
cream, comb, and an extra white shirt and tie at
work in case he needed these.

Deluxe Teleservice in Syracuse is another
supportive company.  An employee described it
as a �very diversity-oriented, people-oriented
organization.�  The company hires many people
with different abilities.  It offers �uplifting, encour-
aging programs� for professional development.
Awards are given to recognize people for their
good work  performance.  Chefs are brought in
occassionally to fix food.  Deluxe sponsors a
50�s day, ice cream socials, and other fun events
for their employees.  The employee with a disa-
bility knows everyone and is well known through-
out the workplace.  He even mentioned that co-
workers had attended a party at his home.

Tube Art, a sign-making company in
Seattle, was described by one of the managers
as being �very family-oriented.�  Managers work
side by side with employees.  The company offers
diversity training through their human resources
department.  This training occurs during staff
orientation as well as through their management
training.  The training has been expanded to
include disability training.  However, one of the
managers felt that the most effective method of
addressing employee support issues was during
department head meetings.  Personnel issues were
discussed at these meetings, including discussions
about supports for Mitch, who has a disability.

One individual described the difference
in workplaces between his two part-time jobs.
�At one worksite, people are nicer.  They get
along, talk together, and help.  They celebrate
special days.�  At the other site (fast food) he
feels there are no interactions.
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EMPLOYER/SUPERVISOR/
     MANAGER PERSPECTIVES

Most employers, supervisors, and
managers had wonderful things to say about their
employees as workers and as people, even with
some rough moments.  One supervisor had
invested in the success of the employee, said:

�I�m not going to say it was easy.  For
the first six months she was just about
all anybody could handle.  She would
get mad for no reason at all other than
if what she did wasn�t up to quality
standards.  She would blow a gasket,
cussing and screaming.  The second
half of the year she began to calm

on the job while others remain peripheral to the
social routines of the workplace?  Several factors
need to be examined.  Most of the employees in
this study worked part-time.  Thus, they arrived
at work late, left early, and/or worked fewer days.
As a result, they missed out on the daily routines
and social rituals that often serve to bond co-
workers together.  Observations and interviews
revealed that many employees with disabilities
took their breaks and ate their lunches alone.
When people appeared to be socially involved
at work, there was always at least one �ally�
who truly enjoyed the individual and watched
out for him or her.  These allies were often both
proud and protective.  For example, a co-worker
at the dental lab �feels responsible for supporting
Mark and talking things through with him when
he has problems.�  If he gets particularly upset,
she contacts a supervisor in another department
who has taken Mark under his wing.

Another co-worker said, �When Bob has
a seizure, I will go to him, hold him, tell him it is
OK, and I let him get back in sync.  I tell his
parents and I track the occurrence of the sei-
zures.�

down and realized I wasn�t going to
fire her.  I took her under my wing.
That seemed to be the turning point
for her.  I think it is good for us.
Yeah, she is not easy to deal with at
times, but if that happened to me
tomorrow, I would hope someone
would help me feel productive in
society.  That�s what drives me to
keep her here.�

Management spoke of their employees�
work ethic: �He is a hard worker, willing to
work on his day off, or will work later than
scheduled.  He needs to be told to take a
break or he�ll skip it.�  The manager at a car
dealer said, �With John, we feel part of the
community. You need to give back.  Besides,
he�s a hell of a worker.�

Other employers spoke about the
positive impact their employees have on the
work environment:

�They help to bring us down to earth.
Sometimes they cut through hidden
agendas because they see things
more in black and white.  They have
pride in their work.  They are con-
cerned about all of us.  We have
learned sensitivity because they won�t
play the corporate game.  Their pres-
ence has affected the atmosphere in
the workplace.�

Some employers, supervisors, and man-
agers went out of their way to accommodate
individuals with disabilities.  The supervisor at
a Seattle software manufacturer says the
support she gives is �just the common things
any manager would do: finding out what moti-
vates them, and how to champion them.�
Some atypical things she has done include
explaining bus schedules, talking them through
bad days, working with their families to
describe benefits packages, and developing
checklists to keep the employee focused.
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DISCUSSION

This study looked at workplace supports
from the perspectives of provider agency per-
sonnel, employees with disabilities, employers,
and co-workers.   The organizations that were
studied demonstrated many positive features cur-
rently considered best practices in our field, as
discussed below.

l The leaders of each employment program
articulated a clear vision and held strong
values that served to guide the direction of
services they offered.

l Each organization had a track record of
innovation and change, and was willing to
take risks.

ONGOING SUPPORT

Each of the four organizations demon-
strated a commitment to long-term relationships
with employers and the people they supported.
People were assisted to find multiple jobs over
time and, in some cases, were being supported
without additional funding.  Ongoing support
was defined by these organizations as a site visit
two times per month.  In some cases, this sched-
ule was appropriate.  In others, it is system-driven,
not employer or supported employee driven.

Not all employers had glowing comments
about supported employees, of course.  It was
apparent that some held negative stereotypes and
low expectations.  For example, a bank manager
said, �supported employment is a good idea
because they do jobs that other people get bored
with.�

l Staff were generally well trained, professional,
and committed.  Agencies invested in their
development.

l Staff demonstrated strong collaboration and
teamwork.

l Staff invested in long-term relationships with
businesses and focused on customer service.

l Staff worked hard to find good job matches
and supportive work place cultures/climates.

l Most people were paid at least minimum
wage, and efforts were made to secure good
paying jobs with benefits.

l Each organization promoted the use of natu-
ral supports.

l Organizations demonstrated a commitment
to reserve individuals after they had fallen
out of previous jobs.

Because these are learning organizations,
they struggle with how to move from conceptuali-
zation to practice, and from a system-centered
to a person-centered mode of service delivery.
Some of the areas needing additional attention
are discussed below.

Serving people with high support needs.

Although each of the agencies involved in
this study served at least one person con-
sidered to have high support needs, only
one organization had a strong history of
doing so.  While trying to maintain this stan-
dard; however, this organization has recently
opted to reduce the number of individuals
with high support needs being served in
order to meet their contract goals.  This situa-
tion parallels national data which indicates
10.3% of people with mental retardation in
supported employment are considered to
have severe/profound disabilities (Wehman,
Revell, & Kregel, 1998).  Although sup-
ported employment was initially targeted for
individuals who needed intensive, ongoing
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FUTURE RESEARCH

Many questions were raised by this study
that lend themselves to future research. They
include:

l Are there differences in workplace supports
between those who work full-time and
those who work part-time?

l How do employers and co-workers de-
scribe typical workplace supports available
to any worker?

support to get and keep employment, this
population continues to be underserved.  Two
primary reasons for this situation are insuffici-
ent funding and inadequate knowledge
about employment options and assistive
technology.

Developing a strong emphasis on person-
centered approaches to assessment and
planning.

If the assessment and planning processes
used by agencies still resemble traditional
habilitation plan procedures controlled by
professionals, agencies must invest in using
approaches that are truly person-centered
and driven.  It is important to invest in getting
to know each job seeker in order to make
good job matches.  Shortcuts taken during
this phase may lead to job loss or dissatis-
faction.  Again, funding dictates the amount
of time allowed for assessment and plan-
ning.  Despite these constraints, agencies
must continue to invest in indepth, individ-
ualized approaches that build the involve-
ment and self-determination of job seekers.

Building the expertise of staff to facilitate
workplace supports and social relationships.

Although the organizations in this study were
clearly aware of, and oriented toward, natu-
ral supports, there were a wide variety of in-
terpretations of natural supports among staff.
In practice, many employment consultants
used a more traditional training, then fade
approach.  That is, employment consultants
provided the initial training, then faded from
the work site as the individual demonstrated
more independence.  In a few cases, employ-
ment consultants sat with or near the em-
ployee throughout their work shift.  While
some employees need intensive, ongoing
supports, efforts should be made from the
start to build internal workplace supports.

Actively involving job seekers in their
job search.

Traditionally, job coaches have sought and
secured jobs for people with disabilities.
With the national movement toward self-
determination and choice, professionals
are attempting to involve the individuals
in all aspects of the job process.  Data
from the Mank, Cioffi, and Yovanoff study
(1997, 1998, in press)  indicate that the
more typical the job search, job training,
and general support procedures, the better
the outcomes for the individuals.  Thus, it
behooves providers to involve job seekers
as much as possible in all aspects of the
job process.

 Increasing the work hours of those who
 desire more work.

Most of the individuals in this study worked
part-time.  Many expressed a desire to
work more hours.  If most other employees
in a business work full-time, how does
part-time status impact the status, sup-
ports, and social relationships?  This
question requires further study, but one
might hypothesize that part-time status
puts individuals at a distinct disadvantage.
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l Does the use of personal networks for job
development correlate with better outcomes?

l Does formal or informal training for worksite
personnel reap better outcomes?

CONCLUSION

Workplaces are fascinating envirionments,
they are complex entities that strive to support

their workers while making quality products and
profits.  Employers benefit from hiring employees
who meet their labor needs, and from the support
they receive from employment agencies.  Employ-
ment consultants strive to walk the fine line that
there is between too much and too little support,
and between responsiveness to individuals with
disabilities employed, employers, and funders.
This study attempted to better understand the
dynamics of workplace supports from the per-
spectives of all of those individuals who were
involved.
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Appendix A:  Interview Protocol

The following questions guided interviews.

Supported Employment Customers

1. Describe your job.  What do you like/dislike about your job?  What do you
like best about your job?  Is there anything you would like to change about
your job?

2. How did you get this job?  (What role did you play in finding this job?)
3. How were you trained to do your job?  Who taught you your job?  Describe

how training was provided.
4. Do you need help to get ready for work?  If so, who helps you?  How do you

get to work?
5. Do you need help to do your work?  What kind of help do you need?  Who

helps you?
6. Who do you talk with most at work?  Who do you take a break with? Who

do you eat lunch with?  Do you have friends at work?
7. Do you have social get-togethers or parties at work?  Outside of work?  Do

you get together with any of your co-workers outside of work?

Employment Consultants

1. How long have you been in your current position?  Describe the training you
Received for this job.

2. Describe your organization�s philosophy and values regarding the provision
of employment services.

3. Describe how you assist people to become employed (planning, job
development, employer contact, job training, ongoing support).

4. How do you define natural supports?  Where in the process do you start to
focus on natural supports?  How do you balance, or mix, natural supports
and employment consultant support?

5. What are your most successful approaches for facilitating supports?  What
are your biggest barriers?

6. What is your role in facilitating connections and supports outside of work?
7. Discuss the focus person�s work situation.

Employers/Supervisors/Managers

1. Does your business provide diversity and/or disability awareness training?
2. How were you contacted about (supported employment)?  How was the

person hired and trained?
3. In what ways are (person�s) work conditions (e.g., hours, wages, benefits,

responsibilities, work location) the same or different from co-workers?
4. Describe the type of support provided (person).  What accommodations, if

any, have been needed?  What role has agency staff played?
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5. Describe the nature of (person�s) social interactions at work.  Is person involved in

employer-sponsored social activities outside of work?
6. How would you describe the work climate/culture here?
7. Describe the most positive aspects of having (person) as an employee.  Do you

have any concerns or needs that have not been met?

Co-workers

1. How long have you been working here?  How long have you known (person)?
Describe your involvement with (person).

2. Who trained (person) to do the job?  How was training provided?
3. Describe (person�s) social interactions at work and outside of work.  With whom

does she/he interact?
4. How would you describe the work climate here?

Director of Employment Services/Coordinators

1. How long have you been in this job?  Describe your background and training.
2. Describe your organization and its services (brief history, current organizational

structure, characteristics of people served, philosophy and values related to
employment services, general supported employment approach).

3. How are staff recruited, trained, and supported?
4. To what do you attribute your outcomes (e.g., staff skills?  Employer relations?

Family support?  Self-advocacy?  Community connections?
5. What issues or barriers do you face in the provision of quality supported employment

services?

Protocol for Observations at Job Sites

1. Type of work being performed by focus person and coworkers.
2. Physical description of setting.
3. Nature of interactions and supports across all employees.
4. Adaptations/accommodations used by focus person.
5. Climate/culture of setting.

Document Analysis

1. Mission/vision statement
2. Training materials
3. Marketing materials
4. Media articles
5. Other
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