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Abstract.
BACKGROUND: There are differences between and within states in the delivery of Pre-Employment Transition Services
(Pre-ETS) for students with significant disabilities early in their career planning process. This complicates the delivery
of services for these youth with disabilities (YWD) and leaves gaps in communication between families, educators, and
vocational rehabilitation (VR) counselors.
OBJECTIVE: To identify facilitators and barriers in the implementation of Pre-ETS to students with significant disabilities
ages 14–16. Additionally, to gather data from rural, urban, and suburban areas spanning across two states to analyze the
similarities and differences between these states.
METHODS: Researchers from Virginia and Kentucky conducted semi-structured interviews with 56 participants representing
VR counselors providing Pre-ETS, educators, and families.
RESULTS: A majority of respondents stated that starting Pre-ETS with 14–16 year-olds provided numerous benefits. In both
Virginia and Kentucky, educators and VR counselors expressed the need for more resources, particularly ongoing training
for providing Pre-ETS to younger students in the transition process. Families recommended making activities meaningful
and engaging by increasing job exploration and workplace readiness experiences.
CONCLUSION: The results of the study provide insight on the implementation of Pre-ETS activities in local communities
across two states. Implications are discussed for providing Pre-ETS to students with significant disabilities early in their
career planning process.
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1. Introduction

Providing career exploration experiences to stu-
dents with disabilities early in their transition
planning process offers opportunities to identify their
interests, preferences, and potential career options.
For students with significant disabilities, however,
career exploration and workplace readiness activities
are often limited (Lombardi et al., 2017; Monahan
et al., 2018). Yet, career development, in particular
early career and continuous career planning, is crit-
ical for all youth, including youth with disabilities
(YWD) (Getzel et al., 2019; Wehmeyer et al., 2019).
Providing multiple opportunities to explore poten-
tial career options can lead to helping these youth
meet the demands of a continually changing eco-
nomic and employment landscape (Savickas et al.,
2009; Wehmeyer et al., 2019).

The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) has incorporated employment preparation
into its stated purpose to improve the career prepa-
ration and transition process for students with
disabilities. Additionally, to increase and expand
career and employment preparation in collabora-
tion with education, the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act (WIOA) of 2014 established new
workforce initiatives for VR agencies. This Act
requires the delivery of Pre-ETS by providing access
and information to help YWD as young as 14 with
career decision making opportunities to achieve a
greater rate of competitive integrated employment.
As a result, the role of VR has increased in the tran-
sition process, which is particularly important since
earlier and increased involvement of VR in transi-
tion is linked with improved postschool outcomes for
YWD (Burgess & Cimera, 2014).

Despite the increased attention paid to the tran-
sition from school to adulthood for YWD (Bouck,
2013; Carter et al., 2011, 2012; Ju et al., 2018; Haber
et al., 2016; Wehman, 2013), significant gaps remain
in their education and employment compared to youth
in the general population. Recent longitudinal data
(Lipscomb et al., 2017) reveal that students with
an Individualized Education Program (IEP) are less
likely to plan or take steps to obtain employment or
postsecondary education than their peers without an
IEP.

The data on employment and postsecondary par-
ticipation of YWD reflect a critical need for services
that prepare for that transition. The youth labor force
participation rate, a measure of employment among
those of working age, which also includes those

actively seeking employment, is 22.5% for YWD
ages 16 to 19 and 34.2% for youth without disabili-
ties (ODEP, 2020). This gap widens for YWD ages
20 to 24 to 44.3% compared to 70.6% for those with-
out disabilities (ODEP, 2020). These statistics show
convincingly that the gap in outcomes between youth
with and without disabilities continues to grow. Even
more distressing, a recent finding shows that people
with disabilities are underrepresented in 16 of the 20
fastest-growing occupations, and overrepresented in
17 of the top 20 fastest declining occupations (U.S.
Department of Labor, 2018).

Pre-Employment Transition Services (Pre-ETS)
are designed to fulfill the requirements of WIOA to
assist YWD in the transition to employment. There
are five required areas of focus in providing Pre-ETS,
including job exploration counseling, work-based
learning experiences, counseling on postsecondary
education programs, workplace readiness training,
and instruction in self-advocacy (WIOA, 2014). In
the implementation of Pre-ETS, significant collabo-
ration is required between educators and VR services
(Carter et al., 2020). While educators view this col-
laboration, and Pre-ETS in general, as a significant
benefit for YWD (Carter et al., 2021), there have
been inconsistencies in how these services are admin-
istered. One of the most significant inconsistencies
lies in the availability of these services for students
aged 14–16. Although WIOA mandates the provi-
sion of Pre-ETS to this group, some educators have
expressed feelings that these services are best suited
for older or more mature students (Awsumb et al.,
2020; Carter et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2018). As
for the preparation of VR counselors to provide Pre-
ETS, a study conducted by Neubert and colleagues
(2018) found that counselors rated all of the Pre-ETS
activities as important, but rated their preparation to
perform these services significantly lower. Given the
barriers faced by YWD in long-term planning, and
the crucial significance of career planning in suc-
cessfully transitioning to employment, it is critical
to direct attention toward consistent implementation
of these services, and toward which factors facilitate
or impede that implementation.

1.1. Purpose of the present study

The purpose of this study was to obtain insight
regarding the implementation of Pre-ETS services
at the local service delivery level in two states.
In particular, the study collected data on services
to students with significant disabilities ages 14–16.



A. Lambert et al. / Perspectives on the implementation of pre-ETS 105

The researchers defined students with significant dis-
abilities as individuals who meet the VR definition
and will require long-term supports for compet-
itive integrated employment. Interview questions
focused on specific Pre-ETS services (job explo-
ration, workplace readiness, and work-based learning
experiences) known to be particularly relevant for stu-
dents with disabilities in their early career awareness
and transition planning processes. The study included
three stakeholder groups: families and their children
14 to 16 years of age, education personnel providing
special education and/or transition services, and VR
counselors involved in implementing Pre-ETS ser-
vices. The following research questions guided this
study:

• RQ1. What are the barriers and facilitators to
providing services on job exploration, work-
place readiness and community work-based
learning to students 14–16 with significant dis-
abilities?

• RQ2. What are the job exploration, workplace
readiness, and community work-based learn-
ing resource needs reported by 14–16-year-olds
with significant disabilities and their families?

• RQ3. What are the resource needs for Pre-ETS
counselors to facilitate job exploration, work-
place readiness and community work-based
learning with 14–16 year-olds with significant
disabilities?

2. Method

2.1. Sample selection

The original sample for the study was in Virginia.
Members of the research team were providing Pre-
ETS services in Virginia school districts. Through
its long history of transition work in the state, the
study team had established strong relationships with
the state VR and education agencies, as well as with
local VR offices and school districts. In Virginia,
the state VR agency sent information to counselors
providing Pre-ETS services about the study and con-
tact information on how to participate. Families were
recruited through a family network of the University’s
Center for Excellence in Developmental Disabili-
ties (UCEDD). Recruitment contacts to educators
were made by email and phone through school dis-
trict contacts that the study team had through their
work in the state. Outreach focused on educators in

Table 1
Number of interviews conducted in Virginia and Kentucky

Virginia Kentucky

Families 10 8
VR counselors/DARS 7 10
School staff 11 10
Total 28 28

the field of special education and transition. Sub-
sequently, the team decided to broaden their study
and asked researchers at the University of Kentucky
to collaborate because of geographic proximity and
similar demographics. The University of Kentucky
also has a history of working with its state and local
VR and education agencies. In Kentucky, the state
VR agency assisted in identifying counselors for the
study. Recruitment of educators and families was
conducted through multiple means. For example, the
states’ regional Educational Cooperative Directors of
Special Education along with other transition related
organizations distributed study information. Con-
sumer and advocacy organizations (e.g., The ARC,
Council on Developmental Disabilities) were also
enlisted to recruit participants.

Non-probability representative sampling was used
in conducting interviews with a minimum of two
counselors from each of the VR service regions across
the states of Virginia and Kentucky to administer a
comprehensive interview regarding the barriers and
facilitators to the provision of effective Pre-ETS ser-
vices. In addition, a minimum of two students with
significant disabilities aged 14–16, their families, and
educators were chosen from each of the state’s VR
regions to interview (students and their families had
the option of attending the interview together or stu-
dents could decline being part of the interview). The
regions allow for a variety of perspectives from vary-
ing socio-economic, racial, and ethnic backgrounds,
as well as suburban, urban, and rural representation.
Table 1 provides the total number of interviews con-
ducted, delineated by respondent group.

2.2. Interview process

The interviews were conducted for the purpose of
identifying strategies to address barriers and facil-
itators for providing Pre-ETS activities, as well as
the knowledge translation (KT) strategies that VR
counselors prefer (only VR counselors were asked
these specific questions) as the first phase of a five-
year study. The questions were on specific Pre-ETS
activities of job exploration, workplace readiness, and
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Table 2
Participant demographics

Virginia Kentucky

Families Age of student 15.5 18.5
Gender 5 male, 5 female 5 male, 3 female
Primary disability n = 5 autism, n = 1 generalized

anxiety, n = 1 hard of hearing,
and n = 2 not listed

n = 1 other health impairment,
n = 2 autism, n = 1 learning
disability, n = 3 intellectual
disability, and n = 1 multiple
disabilities

Referred to DARS n = 2 referred, n = 7 not referred,
and n = 1 not sure

n = 3 referred and n = 5 not
referred

VR counselors/DARS Years of experience (average) 7.4 years 12 years
VR region n = 2 Capitol, n = 1 Northern,

n = 2 Southwest, n = 1 Hampton
Roads, and n = 1 New River

n = 2 East, n = 1 North, n = 2
South, n = 2 Central, n = 1 East
Jefferson, and n = 1 West

Teachers Job title n = 10 Special Education Teacher
and n = 1 Transition Specialist

n = 5 Special Education Teacher,
n = 2 Service Providers, n = 1
Pre-ETS Transition Specialist,
and n = 1 Special Education
Cooperative Transition
Consultant

VR region n = 1 Capitol, n = 2 Northern,
n = 2 Southwest, n = 4 Hampton
Roads, and n = 2 New River

n = 2 East, n = 2 South, n = 2
Central, n = 2 East Jefferson,
and n = 2 West

work-based learning experiences, as these were the
focus of the research study. Demographic informa-
tion was also collected. A representative sample of
students and their families, educators, and VR coun-
selors participated in the interviews. Questions were
developed prior to COVID-19; however, some partic-
ipants naturally discussed the impact of COVID-19
on Pre-ETS service provision. The study team, draw-
ing on years of experience in the provision of VR and
educational services, worked as a group to develop
the questions through initial brainstorming sessions,
then refined the protocol into its finished form. The
team reviewed the overall research questions and
goals for the three-phased study, using those as the
foundation for the interviews.

The interviewers followed a semi-structured logic
- they asked all of the questions, but could ask follow-
up or clarifying questions if needed (Adams, 2015).
If an interviewer felt that a question was answered
previously, he or she had the flexibility to not ask
that question again. However, the staff conducting
the interviews generally followed the structure of
the questions as written. Interviews lasted approxi-
mately 30 minutes. This process was thorough and
in-depth, yet somewhat informal to encourage a rela-
tionship between interviewer and respondent. Prior to
conducting the interviews, interviewers were trained,
and they received an introductory script to read to
each participant to ensure consistency across all inter-
views. For the Virginia interviews, two study staff

members were assigned to each stakeholder group;
in Kentucky, one staff member conducted all of the
interviews. Interviews with all participants in Virginia
were conducted during the summer of 2020, whereas
Kentucky’s were conducted in late 2020 and early
2021.

Some of the questions were consistent across the
three groups, and some were specific to a single
group. For example, family members were asked
the age of their child and whether or not they had
received Pre-ETS information and who provided it.
They were also asked if their child received job
exploration counseling, workplace readiness train-
ing, and/or work-based learning experiences, and
who provided those services. Educators were asked
to describe their understanding of Pre-ETS, as well
as what services were provided to their students with
significant disabilities, and also who provided those
services. In addition, educators were asked to talk
about their collaboration with their local VR agency.
VR counselors were asked about their experience in
providing services to YWD 14–16 years of age, and
ideas on knowledge translation activities that would
be helpful when providing services to younger stu-
dents. Both VR counselors and families were asked
to describe the benefits of Pre-ETS for this age group
and what strategies would be most effective in pro-
viding services. All groups were asked about the
challenges in providing services to students with dis-
abilities 14–16, what additional resources are needed,
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and all were given opportunities to provide any addi-
tional comments that might not have been covered
during the interview.

2.3. Human subjects protection

The lead university’s Institutional Review Board
(IRB) approved interview procedures, including
questions and email scripts, prior to researchers mak-
ing any contact with potential participants. Because
the study was developed prior to COVID-19, the orig-
inal plan was to allow the respondents the choice of
participating by phone or in person. After travel and
in-person meetings were halted due to the pandemic,
families were contacted by study staff via email and
given the option to conduct interviews by phone or
Zoom. A majority of participants chose to participate
by phone. A log was created of the interviews con-
ducted to ensure representation of all regions across
both states.

YWD were included in the interviews (they were
never interviewed alone) and were informed they did
not have to answer any questions. Whether or not stu-
dents participated varied - in Virginia, seven students
attended the interviews and four students participated
in Kentucky. Most family interviews were completed
with only one parent present. All participants were
advised that they could skip answering any ques-
tions. Verbal consent and assent were obtained and
logged for each interview. The consent log was kept
separately from the interview notes. Names were
not recorded on any of the interview documents.
For added participant protection, interviews were not
recorded; however, some quotes were captured in the
interviewers’ notes.

2.4. Data analysis

A member of the research team compiled all of
the responses into one document, with Virginia and
Kentucky responses clearly separated to be able to
see any differences between the two states. Since
the interview questions were developed after a thor-
ough review of the literature by the subject-matter
experts on the study team, some themes were devel-
oped a priori. Thematic analysis as defined by Nowell
et al. (2017) was used because of its flexibility. All
responses were summarized and separated by each
stakeholder group and state. Based on the review of
the literature, the research team knew that barriers as
well as benefits exist to providing career preparation
services to younger students. The interviews were

conducted to determine if any challenges or bene-
fits of providing or receiving Pre-ETS were perceived
to be different between the three groups interviewed
(families, VR counselors, and educators). Although
the interviews were tailored to each of the three
groups, the topics of barriers, benefits, and resources
were included across all interview protocols.

Preliminary findings were discussed during
research team meetings both during and after comple-
tion of the interviews. The themes developed prior to
data collection emerged as expected during analysis.
Project staff identified two research team members
to analyze and summarize the data. The two analysts
examined the data separately and identified themes
(in addition to those identified a priori through the lit-
erature). Each group of respondents (VR counselors,
educators, and families) and the two states were
examined separately. This allowed the researchers to
see the themes emerge among the three groups, and to
identify any major differences between Virginia and
Kentucky. After discussion among the study team, the
decision was made to conduct a second analysis of the
data, which included another researcher. It was deter-
mined that this was needed to minimize researcher
bias since two of the analysts participated in con-
ducting the interviews and this additional researcher
did not.

3. Results

The results were analyzed and five key themes
emerged from the interviews.

3.1. RQ1. What are the barriers and facilitators
to providing services on job exploration,
workplace readiness and community
work-based learning to students 14–16 with
significant disabilities?

3.1.1. Increased exposure and access to
businesses

A prominent barrier to providing services was
exposure to real life experiences in the community,
in particular at business sites. Even though all stake-
holder groups expressed a need for more community
work-based learning experiences, the actual process
of providing them to 14–16 year-old students with
significant disabilities was a challenge. A suggested
facilitator to providing these experiences was earlier,
continuous, and increased exposure. The consensus
across the three groups was that this was crucial to
assisting YWD to plan for their futures.



108 A. Lambert et al. / Perspectives on the implementation of pre-ETS

Transportation also emerged as a prominent theme
(and in fact was one of the most frequently mentioned
barriers). The respondents described this in three
key ways. First, the expense of providing transporta-
tion was particularly noted in rural areas, making it
inaccessible for community experiences. Second, dif-
ferent policies exist among VR agencies and school
districts, leading to confusion and conflict surround-
ing providing transportation. Third was the ability to
access vehicles that were viable for transporting stu-
dents. These three combined challenges significantly
impacted the ability of students with significant dis-
abilities to have opportunities to access businesses.

Another theme that emerged was the lack of avail-
able time in students’ schedules for Pre-ETS. This
restraint resulted in decreased opportunities for Pre-
ETS and a recurring challenge for VR counselors
and educators. Students’ academic schedules made
finding the time to provide these services a chal-
lenge. Additionally, stakeholders expressed that VR
counselors, educators, and YWD were overextended,
making it difficult to both find and utilize time effec-
tively, particularly when that meant taking a student
from the classroom. Time restraints also meant that
getting into the community and making meaning-
ful experiences were limited and challenging. Even
though time was clearly a restriction, stakeholders
preferred that students received services more often
and for a longer period (some counselors and educa-
tors stated that services were provided on average for
30 minutes, about once per month; some were even
less).

Finally, all stakeholder groups indicated that
COVID-19 has had a profound effect on providing
services, particularly with going out into the com-
munity due to imposed restrictions on businesses.
Providing community work-based learning experi-
ences were discontinued until statewide restrictions
were lifted. In addition, access to transportation
became even more of an issue.

3.1.1.1. Stakeholder perspectives on increased expo-
sure and access to businesses: VR counselors and
educators expressed having difficulty in finding
enough opportunities for YWD, in part due to either
being in a very small, rural community, or company
policies that restricted allowing younger students to
enter their businesses for tours or observations. When
students were unable to enter a business due to age
restrictions, educators commented that they had to
work within the school to develop opportunities.
Even though VR counselors and educators expressed

this difficulty, both emphasized the importance of
building business contacts to enable YWD to gain
insight about careers and the necessary work related
skills. Families also expressed difficulty in making
up missed experiences. For example, if a student was
absent a day Pre-ETS activities were offered, there
were often limited alternatives.

3.1.2. Collaboration among VR counselors,
families, and educators

Increased collaboration emerged as an overarch-
ing theme among all stakeholder groups. This was
evident as respondents shared that Pre-ETS activi-
ties were beneficial to YWD, and that starting earlier
would provide a significant impact on students’ career
planning. When determining critical aspects of col-
laboration, effective communication was a recurring
theme.

3.1.2.1. Stakeholder perspectives on collaboration:
Although all respondents emphasized the need for
more effective communication, reasons for this var-
ied. For example, the most commonly cited concern
for both educators and VR counselors, particularly in
Virginia, was encouraging more family involvement.
Both stakeholder groups specifically noted this con-
cern in regard to the enrollment process for Pre-ETS.
However, family respondents expressed a need for
more information to understand how to increase their
collaboration and on the services provided through
Pre-ETS.

VR counselors in Kentucky expressed a con-
cern that Pre-ETS activities needed to be better
aligned with students’ education plans. VR coun-
selors wanted to see more collaboration to ensure that
services provided through Pre-ETS were not over-
lapping with other services students could receive
through education. It is worth noting that at the time of
the interviews, Kentucky was going through a reor-
ganization of services and delegation of providers.
This may have contributed to a greater emphasis
by these counselors on collaboration to ensure that
educational plans aligned with Pre-ETS activities
since they can be offered through a number of dif-
ferent providers. Educators in Kentucky emphasized
the need for more communication with VR coun-
selors, and family members would like to see earlier
involvement with Pre-ETS experiences so their son
or daughter can choose high school classes based on
their interests and strengths. Family members also
expressed a desire to be more involved in the Pre-ETS
process.
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3.2. RQ2. What are the job exploration,
workplace readiness, and community
work-based learning resource needs
reported by 14–16-year-olds with
significant disabilities and their families?

3.2.1. Implementation strategies for early career
awareness

Though this research question focuses on the per-
ceptions of the students and families, the consensus
across all respondent groups was that starting Pre-
ETS with 14–16 year-old students with significant
disabilities provided several benefits. All stakehold-
ers believed that obtaining realistic expectations
about future career opportunities once students (and
families) were aware of their strengths and interests
were critical. This would encourage students to start
thinking about the future and planning their high
school coursework. Starting early would also give
them time to explore their career goals, giving them
exposure to careers and possibilities, and developing
areas to build on through their IEP goals. Starting ear-
lier would enable VR counselors to build trust with
and customize services for each individual while also
engaging the families in the process and allowing
them to be highly involved. Another benefit identified
by respondents was that students would have time to
build relationships with adults, allowing them to fur-
ther develop the necessary social and self-advocacy
skills needed in the workplace.

There were respondents across all stakeholder
groups who expressed concerns that 14 may be too
early to begin career awareness activities. However,
other respondents emphasized solutions of provid-
ing transition activities and instruction to younger
students that are engaging and meaningful. This
included students leading activities, engaging in
activities that piqued their interests, and starting ear-
lier to create opportunities for multiple experiences.
Stakeholders believed it was important that there
should not be a lapse in time between what students
learned in school and experiences out in the commu-
nity.

When discussing the benefits of Pre-ETS, the word
“repetition” came up across all groups. Respondents
believed that repetition and consistency were nec-
essary to the success of students with significant
disabilities. Repetition was also emphasized as a chal-
lenge to providing services because of interruptions
to activities due to lack of staffing and COVID-
19, both of which were discussed within other
themes.

3.3. RQ3. What are the resource needs for
Pre-ETS counselors to facilitate job
exploration, workplace readiness and
community work-based learning with 14–16
year-olds with significant disabilities?

3.3.1. Information on implementation of
Pre-ETS

A primary concern across all stakeholder groups
was the need for more resources and ongoing pro-
fessional development and training. In some cases,
respondents did not provide examples of specific
resources needed, but others did. For example, one
frequent statement was the need for additional VR
staff to fully implement Pre-ETS activities. In fact,
one respondent cited the lack of staffing as the biggest
limitation to providing these services. Additionally,
all respondent groups highlighted the need for more
funding of Pre-ETS activities.

3.4. Stakeholder perspectives on implementation
of Pre-ETS

3.4.1. Resource needs
VR counselors, primarily in Kentucky, emphasized

a need for development of resources that were read-
ily available to local VR counselors on their state’s
policies for providing Pre-ETS, and especially when
revisions to those policies occurred. These VR coun-
selors stressed the need to learn about changes in
policies and be a part of the conversation surround-
ing these changes. As noted previously, Kentucky
interviews were conducted during the time of an orga-
nizational restructure and may have contributed to
the focus of these VR counselors on the policies sur-
rounding the delivery of Pre-ETS activities.

On the other hand, family members in both
states expressed a need for additional information
and involvement in the Pre-ETS process. This was
stressed as an existing barrier and revealed the need
for continued resources surrounding their involve-
ment. When families had access to the specific
information provided to them, they believed their son
or daughter greatly benefited.

3.4.2. Professional development/training needs
Another theme surrounding resources related to

facilitating job exploration, workplace readiness, and
work-based learning was the need for further profes-
sional development and training. It was unanimous
across stakeholder groups that a significant gap
existed, whether through formal training or informal
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communications surrounding Pre-ETS. Additionally,
stakeholder groups wanted a better understanding
of each other’s roles. In particular, VR counselors
wanted to know more about classroom management
and lesson planning by educators, and educators and
families expressed interest in knowing exactly what
types of Pre-ETS activities are offered.

3.4.2.1. Stakeholder perspectives on professional
development and training needs: Educators and VR
counselors expressed the need for specific and tar-
geted training on providing services to students with
moderate and significant disabilities. Both stake-
holder groups shared that they searched for materials
on their own to meet their needs. Educators and
VR counselors also emphasized the need for training
surrounding working with younger students with sig-
nificant disabilities in the career planning process. As
previously mentioned, all of the stakeholders wanted
to know which services each other provides, however,
educators and VR counselors particularly stressed
this in regards to one another. When asked about
the different types of training they would like to see,
responses varied. Many educators and VR counselors
would like to have in-person training so they can
network and collaborate with others, whereas some
would like online training, or a recorded webinar that
they can refer to on their own time.

Families expressed a need for educators and VR
counselors trained on how to work with youth with
significant disabilities. Some families were more spe-
cific on areas of training when working with students
(e.g., mobility issues, non-verbal).

Due to COVID-19, any training offered during this
time moved to virtual platforms. Educators and VR
counselors particularly commented on the availabil-
ity of virtual training, yet they stressed the benefits
of in-person delivery where there was more inter-
action with colleagues and an opportunity to build
relationships.

4. Discussion

States are continuing to create policies and proce-
dures to implement Pre-ETS activities since WIOA
authorization in 2014 and the release of regulations
in 2016 (Carlson et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2021).
Further study of state and local implementation of
Pre-ETS is needed to learn about implementation
practices and student outcomes because states are
revising their approaches as more is learned about

the implementation of these services (Carlson et al.,
2020; Carter et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2018; Neu-
bert et al., 2018). WIOA, and specifically Pre-ETS
services, offers education and VR agencies greater
opportunities to collaborate on serving students with
significant disabilities at an earlier age to develop
their interests, preferences, and potential careers
(Carter et al., 2020; Neubert et al., 2018; Roux et al.,
2019).

The importance of career planning for students
with significant disabilities in the transition planning
process cannot be overstated, and it is one of sev-
eral evidence-based practices to achieve successful
postschool outcomes (Morningstar et al., 2017; Test
et al., 2009; Wehmeyer et al., 2019). However, Lom-
bardi and colleagues (2017) found that career related
activities are not fully integrated into the IEP. Within
the context of what we know thus far about the imple-
mentation of Pre-ETS and what we have learned over
the years of the need for early career planning, this
study sought to gain a better understanding of the
implementation of Pre-ETS at the local level in two
states and the barriers and facilitators of providing
early career planning activities.

The findings from this study illustrate continuing
issues in the provision of career planning and employ-
ment preparation. Stakeholders expressed challenges
that included transportation for community work-
based learning experiences (expressed more in rural
areas), the lack of businesses for students to access
these experiences, and students’ school schedules not
allowing enough time for career preparation activi-
ties. Similar concerns were raised in recent studies
(e.g., Awsumb et al., 2020; Carter et al., 2021).
Although several findings emerged from our study,
there are a few of particular note. First, across both
states, all stakeholders felt that early career aware-
ness and employment preparation skills for students
with significant disabilities were critical for transi-
tion planning. All groups cited several benefits of this
early exposure. These included building long-term
relationships with VR; identifying students’ strengths
and capabilities helping to determine high school
courses and future career goals; and providing oppor-
tunities for students to engage in activities over time
to build in repetition and practice of essential skills
for employment.

Yet, when asked if students with significant disabil-
ities 14–16 years of age were participating in these
Pre-ETS activities, most respondents indicated it was
limited or not at all. It remains troubling that some
respondents believe 14 years of age was too young
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to begin this process. Cited reasons for this crossed
all stakeholder groups and included maturity issues
creating difficulties in engaging younger students in
career activities or knowing what careers they would
like to pursue and a belief that their career choices
were unrealistic. Respondents also expressed the
issues with business policies restricting onsite expe-
riences for younger students. These views on early
career planning can further delay the necessary career
and employment preparations needed by students
with significant disabilities. Other previous studies
have reported similar findings. For example, Pre-ETS
providers and educators (Awsumb et al., 2020; Carter
et al., 2021) identified student motivation as a barrier
to employment. Miller and colleagues (2018) found
in their study that VR counselors believed that work
based learning experiences seemed most appropriate
for students 16 and older. It is increasingly important
that students with disabilities, including students with
significant disabilities, obtain the career development
and employment preparation that enables them to
adapt and meet the changing demands in a global
economy (Wehmeyer et al., 2019).

Second, collaboration in implementing Pre-ETS
among the three stakeholder groups was a pre-
dominant theme. One primary issue of concern for
both VR counselors and educators was conflicting
and confusing policies between their two agencies,
which created barriers to implementation of Pre-ETS,
particularly when providing community work-based
learning experiences. In addition to the consensus on
the need for collaboration, there was some variation
by stakeholder group. From a VR perspective, col-
laboration with educators was critical to ensure that
services provided through Pre-ETS aligned with the
students’ IEP and were not overlapping with what
the schools provided. VR counselors in Kentucky
expressed this more frequently, which could be a
result of the fact that, at the time of the interviews, the
state was going through a reorganization of services
and delegation of providers that may have contributed
to the focus of their comments. From the educators’
perspective, they were in need of more information on
the Pre-ETS activities available to communicate more
clearly with students and their families. They also
expressed that VR counselors need more resources
and information to better align services with those
provided through education agencies.

Family respondents identified that the lack of
information on Pre-ETS hindered their ability to
collaborate. They also expressed a need to be an
active partner in the process of identifying Pre-ETS

activities and their implementation. Families stated
that when they understood the services and had access
to them, their son or daughter greatly benefitted.

Within the context of WIOA and the studies con-
ducted over the last few years (e.g., Awsumb et al.,
2020; Carter et al., 2021; Miller et al., 2018; Neu-
bert et al., 2018), collaboration, as in this study, was a
recurring theme. Roux and colleagues (2019) empha-
sized the need to educate and engage employers as
part of the collaboration process. Input from all stake-
holders is important. Families and students are also
key for understanding of what worked or did not and
why.

There are tremendous possibilities for collabo-
ration for enhanced services between WIOA and
IDEA. Models of collaboration exist (Carter et al.,
2021) and continued research is needed as states
continue to work on implementing WIOA. Yet, we
know from this study and others that policies and
procedures could potentially limit this collabora-
tion. A study conducted on collaboration between
VR and education in transition planning concluded
that VR counselors and educators rated collabora-
tion practices as important. However, the feasibility
of improving these practices was rated lower due to
resources needed to improve collaboration requiring
administrative approval and funding (Taylor et al.,
2016). It will be important to research the policies and
practices of implementing Pre-ETS in the states to
obtain insight on what leads to effective collaboration
and student outcomes.

Third, there was little variation of stakeholder
perspectives for more resources/training, and imple-
mentation strategies for early career awareness. Each
of the groups expressed the need for more resources
to enable their state to implement Pre-ETS on a wider
scale. As for professional development and training,
responses focused on the lack of information and
training around Pre-ETS, and the need for more tar-
geted training working with students with moderate
to significant disabilities. Families also agreed with
the need for providers to obtain this type of training.

Although some specific suggestions were offered
on how ongoing professional development/ train-
ing could be implemented, the consensus from the
three groups was a need for a better understanding
of what services are provided through schools and
VR, and better communication among these groups
to provide services to younger students with signif-
icant disabilities. Ensuring that families /YWD are
actively engaged in this process and able to input on
their experiences is also important (Schutz, 2021).
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The need for additional resources and ongoing train-
ing are raised across the literature on the current
implementation of Pre-ETS and the perspectives of
various stakeholders, in particular VR counselors and
educators (e.g., Carter et al., 2021; Neubert et al.,
2018).

4.1. Limitations

Several limitations of this study bear mentioning.
First, the purpose of the study was to gather infor-
mation on the implementation of Pre-ETS at the
local level in two states. The interview respondents
were individuals who volunteered to participate in
the interviews. Even though the study was able to
obtain enough respondents to represent all regions in
each state, the results of the study cannot be gener-
alized to stakeholder groups in other states. Second,
the study included some families and students who
were outside of the 14–16 age range. As a result, the
implementation of Pre-ETS did not occur during their
educational experience.

Finally, the study provides a picture of implemen-
tation at a given point in time. The implementation of
Pre-ETS services continues to change as states learn
more about effective strategies and practices for their
delivery of these services. The study was conducted
at a time when services were significantly limited due
to Covid-19. Therefore, some of the findings around
communication, collaboration, and the delivery of
services may have been impacted by the disruption
of services and limited communication among the
stakeholder groups due to the unusual circumstances
surrounding the pandemic.

4.2. Implications

This study provides a snapshot of the experiences
of VR counselors, educators, and families/students
in the implementation of Pre-ETS. The interviews
were conducted during the height of Covid-19, but
the respondents were able to provide insights on
the barriers and facilitators inherent in implementing
Pre-ETS in their local communities. As continu-
ing research and demonstration of effective practices
emerge, it is important that all stakeholder voices are
included. This includes families, YWD, businesses,
VR and education. During the interviews, some VR
and educator respondents expressed the need for
more family involvement in the Pre-ETS process. Yet,
family members expressed a need to understand Pre-
ETS and the services provided. It is important that

continued efforts are made to increase communica-
tion and collaboration among all stakeholders, and
especially with families/YWD as implementation of
Pre-ETS continues (Schutz et al., 2021).

The results of the study reveal the facilitators
and challenges in implementing Pre-ETS activities
to provide early career related services to students
with significant disabilities who are in need of long-
term employment supports. Focusing on transition
age youth (14 and up) provides insight on the expe-
riences of providing these services to a specific
population served through both VR and education.
Several researchers have indicated the need to take a
closer look at specific disability populations receiv-
ing Pre-ETS as a means to understand the practices
and strategies used (e.g., Roux et al., 2019; Taylor
et al., 2021; Carter et al., 2021). By looking at a
younger group of YWD, we were able to obtain a
preliminary view of the provision of Pre-ETS to this
population. Future research and practice are needed
related to Pre-ETS activities and student outcomes
to dispel the perception that 14 might be too young
to provide career related services. This perception
crossed all stakeholder groups in this study. The per-
ception of student maturation also was a finding in
other Pre-ETS related research studies (e.g., Awsum
et al., 2020; Carter et al., 2021). This is particu-
larly troubling when we know that students with
low incidence disabilities are less prepared for their
postschool transition (Lipscomb et al., 2017). The
potential to serve these younger students through
WIOA and IDEA offers pathways to overcome the
discouraging employment outcomes of these stu-
dents. Siperstein and colleagues (2013) concluded
that if new methods are not implemented to increase
the participation of students with disabilities (in
particular students with intellectual and developmen-
tal disabilities) in the labor market, improvement
in their employment outcomes will continue to
remain low. Providing early career preparation ser-
vices through both education and VR, raising the
expectations of YWD, family members, and service
providers could be the much-needed steps in the right
direction.

5. Conclusion

The results of this study are an initial step to gain-
ing a better understanding of the expressed benefits
and challenges of providing Pre-ETS in local commu-
nities across two states. Although there were some
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differences in respondents’ perceptions, there was
general agreement from a majority of respondents
that formed the five central themes of the results:
access to businesses, collaboration, implementation
strategies for early career awareness, and informa-
tion needs on Pre-ETS implementation. The inclusion
of key stakeholders including families/YWD, VR
counselors and educators each provided their unique
perspectives on the themes that emerged through
the interviews. As we learn more about how states
are structuring their delivery of Pre-ETS, these
stakeholder voices, along with employers, are a
critical part in the development and implementa-
tion of career-related activities for all transition age
youth, but importantly, younger students with sig-
nificant disabilities seeking to fulfill their career
aspirations.
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