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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: Utah’s School-to-Work Initiative is funded by a Partnerships in Integrated Employment Systems Change
grant. Our project focuses on building school-level collaborative teams to support transitioning students with the most sig-
nificant disabilities. Participating students complete work experiences and paid internships leading to permanent competitive
integrated employment prior to exit.
OBJECTIVE: By integrating two predictors for post-secondary employment, our framework implements customized
employment to demonstrate Employment First for students with the most significant disabilities.
METHODS: An advisory board evaluated applications and selected Utah secondary schools representing urban, suburban,
and rural areas. We provide professional development on transition during biannual community of practice meetings. Subject
matter experts provide technical assistance to collaborative teams on implementing customized employment.
RESULTS: Eight school districts have collaborative teams that serve nine secondary schools. We braid funding from VR,
Medicaid Waiver, and WIOA to support students with significant disabilities obtain competitive integrated employment.
Students’ outcomes have been challenged by the lack of employment providers for customized employment, the turnover of
staff in agencies, and the limited resources for English language learners.
CONCLUSIONS: We have successfully braided funding and collaboratively support 82 students with significant disabilities
and families to navigate the adult agency process.
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1. Introduction

Successful outcomes in competitive integrated
employment for transition-aged adults with intellec-
tual and developmental disabilities continue to be low
throughout the United States, despite promising prac-
tices and policies, such as supported and customized
employment, the Rehabilitation Act, the Workforce
Innovations and Opportunity Act, Employment First,
and most recently, the Home and Community-Based
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Final Settings Rule. In fact, the American Commu-
nity Survey estimates only 22.6 percent of youth
aged 16–20 with a cognitive disability are employed
(Cornell University, 2018). Prior to receiving the Part-
nership in Employment System’s Change grant (PIE)
in 2016, interagency collaboration in Utah did not
prioritize employment for students with the most
significant disabilities. However, student outcomes
indicated we needed to improve the employment
outcomes of students with disabilities. The Utah
Statewide Post High Outcomes Survey (2013-14)
gathered data one year after the youth exited the
secondary education with 82 young adults with ID
(or their families) responding. Of those responding,
40% were not engaged in postsecondary education
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or employment, 11% worked less than 90 days, and
only 2% of the respondents completed at least one
term of postsecondary education. An overwhelming
majority (77%) of respondents with multiple disabili-
ties indicated they were not engaged in postsecondary
education or employment. Of these respondents who
were employed, 13% were working in a sheltered
setting.

In 2016, The Utah Division of Services for People
with Disabilities (DSPD) received a 5-year Partner-
ships in Integrated Employment Systems Change
(PIE) grant from the Administration for Community
Living to focus on competitive integrated employ-
ment for youth with intellectual and developmental
disabilities (I/DD). The goal of the Utah School-to-
Work Initiative (USWI) is to ensure that students with
the most significant disabilities access the full range
of supports necessary to work, live, and be active in
their communities before they exit secondary educa-
tion.

The first guiding principle of the USWI model
is establishing meaningful, community-based sec-
ondary employment experiences. Researchers have
consistently found that having one or more paid jobs
during secondary education is one of the strongest
predictors of post-secondary employment of young
adults with disabilities (Carter et al., 2012; Mazzotti
et al., 2014, 2020; Test et al., 2009). Although Utah
schools often provide work-based learning (WBL)
experiences during secondary education to their stu-
dents with disabilities, the WBL experiences tend to
be unpaid and are often with the same employers year
after year. In addition, WBL experiences are often
not based on the student’s strengths, interests, pref-
erences and needs. Based on our experience, when a
student exits secondary education, the job does not
continue and rarely results in a permanent, paid posi-
tion. This work experience dynamic makes it vital that
students are connected with and receive VR employ-
ment services prior to exiting secondary education.

The second guiding principle incorporated into
our model, interagency collaboration of transition
stakeholders, is another predictor of post-school suc-
cess (Haber et al., 2016; Mazzotti et al., 2020;
Test et al., 2009). We sustain interagency collabora-
tion among key agencies including: local education
agencies (LEAs/school districts), Vocational Reha-
bilitation (VR), Workforce Innovation and Oppor-
tunity Act (WIOA) Youth Counselors, Community
Rehabilitation Providers (CRPs/employment service
providers), the Division of Services for People with
Disabilities (DSPD/state waiver agency), and Centers

for Independent Living. Our collaborative teams
focus on employment for transition-aged students
with the most significant disabilities exiting post-
high programs (18–22 yr old programs) in Utah.
Through our local interagency teams, all partners
brainstorm and collaborate to determine how the vari-
ous agencies can integrate services and braid funding
to support students with significant disabilities.

2. Customized employment

The USWI incorporates customized employment
(CE) as a strategy to meet the employment needs of
students with the most significant disabilities. The
Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA,
2014) defines customized employment as: “compet-
itive integrated employment, for an individual with
a significant disability that is based on an individua-
lized determination of the strengths, needs, and inter-
ests of the individual with a significant disability, and
is designed to meet the specific abilities of the individ-
ual with a significant disability and the business needs
of the employer.” (p. 1634). In other words, CE is not
a job you would typically find in the job-market but is
created to fit the skills and interests of the individual
as well as the needs of the employer. CE is a promising
practice for individuals with disabilities with positive
outcomes including: (a) increased quality of life, (b)
wages higher than minimum wage, and (c) attain-
ment of part-time or full-time employment (Inge et
al., 2018, p. 156). By combining CE services with
WBL experiences and interagency collaboration, our
goal is to produce positive employment outcomes for
students with significant disabilities.

2.1. Essential elements of discovery

Discovery is an important piece in carrying-out
the USWI vision. “Discovery is an alternative to
a traditional assessment or evaluation to determine
employability” (Hall et al., 2018, p. 5). Unlike tradi-
tional assessments or evaluations, discovery presu-
mes employability and is meant to uncover skills,
strengths, interests, environmental preferences, supp-
ort needs, and other factors which may affect employ-
ment. The employment specialist initiates discovery
by engaging with the jobseeker, family, friends, and
community. The employment specialist writes dis-
covery observations objectively and in a positive
manner, ensuring to keep up the philosophy that
everyone can work with the right supports. As the
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Fig. 1. Utah School-to-Work Initiative’s Framework.

first step in the CE process, discovery may require
5–9-weeks to complete because time to get to know
the jobseeker and begin planning for job develop-
ment (Hall et al., 2018). By incorporating the dis-
covery process into the community-based work
experiences, expanding internship opportunities, and
building upon existing secondary transition pro-
grams, the USWI strengthens the connection and
collaboration with employment service agencies.

3. Project design and implementation

The first step in the project was creating an advi-
sory board consisting of state-level administrators
from each of the transition partners (see Fig. 1). The
board also include a representative from the Utah Par-
ent Center, a self-advocate, and a family member.
Initially, the advisory board assisted with the develop-
ment of the memorandum of understanding between
their agencies for this project. Today, they provide
ongoing guidance on achieving the project’s objec-
tives and addressing systems change within their
organizations. The advisory board continues to sup-
port the participation of their agency’s local repre-
sentative by (a) encouraging buy-in; (b) requiring
increased participation; (c) resolving challenges; and
(d) clarifying agency policies.

3.1. Site selection

The second step in the project was selecting LEAs
for the project. A request for application was dis-
tributed to all of Utah’s LEAs which outlined the
expectations and requirements for the Utah School-
to-Work Initiative. Schools were required to describe
their current employment/transition programs and
their visions for enhancement. USWI staff and advi-
sory board members evaluated each school districts’
application using the following criteria: (a) does the
district show a commitment for participation in train-
ing, phone calls, and events regarding this project;

(b) does the district show a commitment to collect
data and regular reporting for students and families
participating in this project; (c) does the district show
a commitment to technical assistance and consulta-
tion could improve transition practices and outcomes
for students with the most significant disabilities; (d)
does the district demonstrate readiness to support stu-
dents with significant barriers who historically have
been considered unemployable. Schools were also
required to have: (a) a teacher who could serve as
a lead team member; (b) support from the special
education director; (c) supportive school leadership;
(d) willingness to support students through the Voca-
tional Rehabilitation process; (e) willingness to work
with employment provider agencies and allow these
agencies to work with students during the school day;
and (f) the philosophy that regardless of disability,
everyone can be competitively employed.

During the first three years of the project, the USWI
was implemented in eight Utah LEAs, representing
urban, suburban and rural areas. During the 1st year,
three school districts participated. In the 2nd year,
two additional districts implemented the project at
three sites. In the 3rd year, three additional districts
were added for a total of nine project sites in 8 school
districts. The goal of the project was to have 10 sites
by continuing to add districts in years four and five.
However, by the 4th year, the existing teams were
struggling to find customized employment providers
with the caseload capacity to work on the project.
Therefore, with the guidance of the advisory board,
we decided to focus on building provider capacity and
strengthening the nine existing sites before develop-
ing new sites. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic,
we decided it was best to focus on the existing sites
rather than expanding during the final year.

3.2. Collaborative partnerships

The next step in developing the project was
identifying transition partners for local intera-
gency collaboration teams. We identified transition
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Table 1
Transition Partners’ Roles and Responsibilities on Collaborative Teams

Partner Agency Role Responsibilities

LEA Team Lead Leads monthly team meetings
(Special Educator) Provides information and updates

to students and families
Completes the VR application process
Coordinates activities with partners
Provides WBL experiences
Collects, enters and analyzes student

tracking sheets
VR VR Counselor Guides VR eligibility process and

writes IPE with students
Provides pick list of CRPs for

students and families
Authorizes employment with a CRP
Provides teachers guidance on

Pre-Employment Transition Services
Coordinates benefits planning

DWS WIOA Youth Counselor Assists with eligibility for DWS
Provides coordination for paid internships

and on-the-job training
CRP Employment Specialist Provides supported and

customized employment services
Coordinates the discovery process
Provides Pre-Employment Transition Services
Collaborates with other team members

to problem-solve
Coordinates transportation needs

DSPD Support Coordinators Provides information and support on competitive
integrated employment to students

(Case Managers) Coordinates DD services to support
customized employment

Coordinates transportation needs
Independent Pre-Employment Transition Provides Pre-Employment Transition Services
Living Centers Services Provider Coordinates activities for building life-skills,

learning advocacy, and accessing recreation

stakeholders that shared our goal for transitioning
students and young adults with the most significant
disabilities to achieve competitive integrated employ-
ment. The local interagency teams are led by the
transition educator(s) at each site. A full list of tran-
sition partners and their roles and responsibilities can
be found on Table 1.

Sustaining these collaborative partnerships contin-
ues to be an important focus of the USWI because
Utah agencies’ staff, transition educators, advocacy
groups, and CRPs tend to work independently of each
other and are siloed based on their agencies fund-
ing streams. USWI aligns transition stakeholders to
provide a substantive provision of employment sup-
ports to students with disabilities. The collaborative
framework provides an opportunity to identify ways
braided services and funding can provide compre-
hensive services to students with the most significant
disabilities. This framework is also important because
in Utah, secondary transition educators historically

do not work with the adult agency transition stake-
holders. The USWI therefore enabled educators
within the project to feel comfortable and confident
that students will receive quality services from CRPs
when student referrals are made.

One strategy for developing and sustain the inter-
agency teams has been contracting with subject-mat-
ter-experts (SMEs) to provide technical assistance
and support to maintain the project’s momentum.
During the local team meetings, each partner reports
on students’ progress and the other team members
assist by brainstorming and problem-solving as nee-
ded. The team meetings create peer-support to remain
engaged with the students between meetings and
ensure students continue to progress towards employ-
ment.

In addition to attending team meetings, the SMEs
provide training on benefits planning, creating pos-
itive personal profiles, engaging families, streng-
thening and individualizing work-based learning
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experiences, and using technology (high and low-
tech). The USWI has offered quarterly webinars ba-
sed on the team’s interest and needs identified during
onsite visits, surveys and regular project evaluation.

3.3. Students recruitment and selection

Student recruitment for the project is an ongoing
activity on the USWI. Students are primarily recr-
uited by special education teachers from the 18–21
year old post high transition programs. Students
and families are given project information at vari-
ous events, including individual meetings (i.e., case
conferences or parent-teacher conferences), parent
nights, or open houses. Recruitment occurs primar-
ily during the spring semester, which allows students
and families the summer months to complete the
application and eligibility determination for services.
The USWI service coordination begins in the fall
during the third year prior to their exit from secondary
education. Students are required to be receiving Med-
icaid waiver Home and Community-Based Services
or to be on the waiting list for waiver services in order
to participate. All students participating in the project
must be significantly disabled as defined by the Utah
State Office of Rehabilitation (2020), which is that
eligible individuals must have two serious functional
limitations which require multiple services over an
extended period of time. We did not reject any student
from USWI due to the severity of their disability.

During the 1st year of the project, each site was
asked to recruit 3–5 students who were three years
from exiting secondary education. We believe that
3 years were needed to adequately connect students
with services, explore employment through custom-
ized employment, and raise students’ and families’
expectations for competitive integrated employment.
The three-year time frame gives students and fami-
lies the time to develop a clear vision and expectation
for competitive integrated employment while access-
ing a full range of available services including work
experiences and paid employment.

All accepted students and parents attend an orien-
tation with presentations on the USWI’s purpose of
providing each student has multiple opportunities to
explore employment. During orientation interagency
team members describe their services and their roles
on the project. After orientation, all students are
required to apply and be eligible for services from
DWS and VR. Each team member works with stu-
dents and families to ensure that students are enrolled

and actively engaged in services from VR, DWS, and
DSPD. In addition, VR funds benefits planning from
the benefits information network for all students. The
benefits plan demonstrates the financial benefit of
competitive integrated employment for the student.
In total, 82 students have participated in the USWI.

3.3.1. Families
The USWI collaborative teams ensure fami-

lies of students with disabilities understand Utah’s
Employment First initiative and the expectation that
students will obtain community integrated employ-
ment of the student’s choice prior to exiting secondary
school. USWI focuses on students and families
understanding the roles of each transition stake-
holder and how the agency assists in the employment
process (e.g. transportation to job, communicating
with employers, finding internships/jobs, etc.). USWI
also provides information on employment services
and the providers of customized employment in
their communities. We believe that by talking fre-
quently with students and parents about vocational
expectations builds their interest in and expectation
for competitive integrated employment. By help-
ing parents understand a customized employment
approach, we expand their ideas about what employ-
ment means. Many parents we met did not have a
vision for their child working a typical job or working
40 hours a week. By sharing customized employment
examples of students working, we help parents raise
their expectations and develop buy-in from families
in the project.

4. Products developed and events held

Since 2016 we have developed a number of tools
and products to support the project implementation.
The first tool is a student tracking form for team
leads to maintain service and employment outcome
data. Data collected includes linkage to each agency,
progress in the CE process, number and length of
internships and paid work experiences, and employ-
ment outcomes at exit (including employment status,
job title, rate of pay, hours, and benefits). The USWI
team uses this data to understand model’s challenges
and identify areas for improvements. The second
tool developed is the Continuous Quality Improve-
ment Self-Evaluation. The interagency teams conduct
quarterly self-evaluations to reflect on their key focus
areas, highlight their strengths, identify areas for
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improvement and determine actionable steps and
strategies to improve.

5. Lessons learned

Through this project, we have gained insight into
the barriers and challenges facing, students, parents,
special educators, CRPs, and state agencies. The fol-
lowing sections highlight the lessons learned with
each group.

5.1. Families

Although we knew that many families would not
have the expectation for competitive employment for
their children, we were surprised the diversity of fam-
ilies’ opinions within a school. Many families would
not consider integrated employment for their chil-
dren. Yet, other families were excited and optimistic
when they learned about Employment First and the
available services to assist their child obtain compet-
itive integrated employment. Unfortunately, we also
learned that there was a lack of support, resources,
and options for English language learners and non-
citizens.

Another lesson learned with families is that with
multiple funding agencies working together, it bec-
omes logistically challenging for students and their
family to navigate through the multiple moving parts.
We found a large variation in the expectations for
students and families within agencies. Families are
easily confused if we do not clearly explain how the
agencies are working together to pay for services.

5.2. Community rehabilitation providers

One of the barriers in carrying-out the project
included the limited number of providers who were
trained and had the capacity to deliver CE to stu-
dents with significant disabilities. The barrier was
compounded by the fact that in Utah, CRPs believed
that VR’s customized employment funding inhib-
ited its feasibility. The second barrier was the high
turnover of employment specialists. This turn-over
caused significant delays in employment outcomes
for students (Grossi et al., 2019). Over time, the need
for more CRPs and/or employment specialists pro-
viding customized employment impacted the number
of students we could serve. Recently, VR released
increased rates for CE services. We are hopeful this
increase in rates will result in more CRPs providing
this service.

5.3. Secondary special educators

Historically, special education teachers have not
had a leadership role on collaborative teams (Plot-
ner et al., 2017). We have found that transition
coordinators are effective leaders because facilitating
interagency teams is frequently in their job descrip-
tion. In addition transition coordinators often have
established relationships with students and families
and experience and knowledge of the transition pro-
cess. However, secondary education teachers often
struggle as team leaders and cannot proactively sup-
port their collaborative teams due to the multiple
responsibilities. Often, secondary special educators
have unexpected situations which demand their time
such as student emergencies and staffing issues. As a
result, special educators needed to adjust their daily
plans and priorities to meet their students’ needs.
Therefore, the added team lead roles can be chal-
lenging for special education teachers.

5.4. VR Counselors

As the funder of customized employment ser-
vices, it is essential that the VR counselor understand
the project and has high employment expectations
for students with significant disabilities. Without the
local VR supervisor’s engagement and support of the
project, it has been difficult for the student’s to move
smoothly and efficiently through the VR system.

6. Future direction

As the USWI moves into its fifth and last year of
the PIE grant, we realize we have just begun to effec-
tively support students with significant disabilities
obtain competitive integrated employment. We have
learned valuable lessons that will help improve inter-
agency collaboration to support students obtaining
employment prior to exiting school. Building upon
our lessons learned, we are moving forward with mul-
tiple action steps for sustaining USWI. First, we are
partnering with our National Technical Assistance
Center, the YES! Center, and providing a webinar
series and a community of practice for special edu-
cators and CRPs on building meaningful lives. These
training opportunities will magnify the necessity of
including competitive integrated employment and
inclusive supports within secondary transition pro-
grams and adult services. Second, USWI staff will
be partnering with VR to implement CE training to
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CRPs throughout Utah in order to make this training
more affordable and accessible to CRPs. We hope
that by bringing this training in-state, Utah can begin
to build capacity for offering CE services. Third, we
are developing a toolkit for educators to create col-
laborative teams within their LEA. We anticipate this
toolkit will help sustain the project’s efforts and that
additional LEAs will implement our model. We hope
these actions will assist in addressing attitudinal bar-
riers within our agencies, schools, businesses, and
communities that people with significant disabilities
can be successful in competitive integrated employ-
ment.
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