
Journal of Vocational Rehabilitation 46 (2017) 305–312
DOI:10.3233/JVR-170866
IOS Press

305

Post-secondary apprenticeships for youth:
Creating opportunities for high demand
employment1

Philip G. Wilson∗, Susan G. Killam, Laura C. Stazio, Rebecca B. Ellis, Nicole M. Kiernan
and Amarachi N. Ukachu
Human Development Center, LSU Health Sciences Center, New Orleans, LA, USA

Revised/Accepted November 2016

Abstract.
BACKGROUND: The Paid Apprenticeship and college for Youth with disabilities (PAY Check) program is a partnership
between the states’s University Center of Excellence in Developmental Disabilities (UCEDD), state Vocational Rehabilitation,
Local Education Agencies (LEA), Delgado Community College (DCC) and University Medical Center-New Orleans (UMC-
NO). PAY Check uses a “braided” funding approach and builds on foundations established by an earlier post-secondary
education (PSE) for youth with intellectual disabilities grant from the U.S. Department of Education. PAY Check includes a
high school diploma option, PSE, paid apprenticeship components, and incorporates self-determination training throughout.
The program serves students ages 18–21 years who receive special education services and are eligible for VR services.
All components of PAY Check take place in integrated community settings (e.g., DCC campus, public transportation, paid
apprenticeship sites) and provide opportunities for participants to acquire and practice pre-employment transition skills
(Pre-ETS) as delineated in the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (PL 113-803, 2016).
OBJECTIVE: This paper describes the unique transition program for youth with disabilities called PAY Check.
CONCLUSION: This article offers rationales for including its key components, discusses the programs development,
provides an overview of the program, and concludes with recommendations for next steps.
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1. Introduction

According to the Office of Disability Employment
Policy (2016), only one-third (32.0%) of working-age
people with disabilities were employed on aver-
age in the 2010–2012 period, compared to nearly
three-quarters (72.7%) of people without disabilities.
The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics estimated the
2014 youth (i.e., 16–19 years) unemployment rate
for individuals with disabilities was approximately
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85–90% and the unemployment rate for non-disabled
youth was estimated to be approximately 65–75% in
2014. The unemployment rate for youth with disabil-
ities ages 20–24 years was estimated to be 65–75%
and approximately 33–40% for non-disabled youth
ages 20–24 (U.S. Department of Labor, 2016). The
appalling employment rate among individuals with
disabilities continues to exist despite decades of
research and practice demonstrating strategies to sup-
port the employment of individuals with disabilities
(Cornell University, 2012).

A recent “perfect storm” of legislative, legal
and policy advances may provide opportunities to
increase participation in the workforce and career
options for youth with disabilities. While some of
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these facilitators of change may not impact older indi-
viduals with disabilities directly, the impact on youth
with disabilities should be significant. A brief review
of key policy and legislative advances follows.

Research suggests that PSE has been shown to
improve lifetime wage earnings and career advance-
ment (Rabren, Eaves, Dunn, & Darch, 2013).
Including high school diploma options, PSE, paid
apprenticeships, and self-determination training and
practice opportunities provides a foundation for life-
long learning and career development. In the U.S.
career exploration and development is generally asso-
ciated with PSE. However, until recently individuals
with disabilities have had limited opportunities to
participate in PSE (Raue & Lewis, 2011). Recent
changes in the Higher Education Act (Higher Edu-
cation Opportunity Act (2008). Pub. L. No. 110-315.
122 STAT. 3078 (2008) address these discriminatory
barriers. Additionally, the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation has invested in programs to establish effective
models for youth with intellectual and other disabili-
ties to participate in PSE; most notably the Transition
and Postsecondary Programs for Students with Intel-
lectual Disabilities (TPSID) initiative (United States
department of Education, 2015). As a result, the num-
ber and quality of programs designed to support
youth with disabilities to complete PSE programs
that provide opportunities for participants to achieve
employment outcomes and career goals has prolifer-
ated (University of Massachusetts Boston, 2016).

The Workforce Investment and Opportunities Act
(WIOA) is another watershed piece of legislation
(Department of Labor, 2016). The promulgated rules
of WIOA encourage state VR and schools to develop
and collaboratively implement programs and services
to support the participation of youth with disabili-
ties in the workforce. WIOA offers new opportunities
to prepare the workforce and expand opportunities
for workers and employers by including several key
improvements to Federal training programs (e.g.,
stronger employer engagement, work-based learn-
ing approaches like apprenticeship, accountability for
employment outcomes, etc.). The final WIOA regula-
tions align with the Medicaid Home and Community
Based Services (HCBS) “settings rule” (CMS, 2014).
The settings rule limits HCBS waiver funds to
services that support individuals with qualifying dis-
abilities to live, work and participate fully in the
community.

Policy-makers, service providers, and advocates
have seized upon the triangulation of these and other
important legislative, legal and policy developments

(e.g., Americans with Disabilities Act, Olmstead
decision, Medicaid settings rule) to establish the pri-
macy of employment services and supports for people
attempting to truly participate in all aspects of the
community. The next section provides rationales for
the inclusion of four key features of PAY Check.

2. Rationale for key features of PAY Check

PAY Check includes four key features including:
(a) work-based high school diplomas, (b) post-
secondary education, (c) paid apprenticeships, and
(d) self-determination training. PAY Check is a com-
prehensive secondary transition program that uses
a fully inclusive approach entirely based in natural
community settings (Hart, Grigal, Sax, Matinez, &
Will, 2006). These components have been developed
and primarily used in isolation in the past with mixed
results. To the best of our knowledge, PAY Check is
the first transition program for youth with disabilities
that formally incorporates all four features.

2.1. Work-based high school diplomas

Research suggests that students who obtain high
school diplomas achieve increased earnings and
higher job satisfaction over their lifetimes. Accord-
ing to the U.S. Census Bureau (2012), on average
high school dropouts earn $10,386 less annually than
high school graduates. Work-based diploma options
for students, including students with disabilities, are
common in the U.S. However, despite the availability
of such diploma options in many states over the past
several decades, unemployment/underemployment
remain extremely high for young adults with dis-
abilities. This observation suggests that possessing
a high school diploma by itself is not sufficient to
ensure employment outcomes for youth with disabil-
ities (Smith, Grigal, & Sullivan-Sulewski, 2012).

2.2. Post-secondary education (PSE)

The U.S. Department of Education has focused
increased attention and resources on establishing PSE
as a strategy to improve transition of youth with
disabilities from school to community participation
outcomes, especially employment and careers. The
Georgetown University Center on Education and the
Workforce projected a shortage of 3 million workers
in the U.S. with technical training credentials due in
part to the increasing share of jobs that require some
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form of PSE. In 1973, just 28% of U.S. jobs required
PSE. By 2020, 65% of jobs are expected to require
PSE and only 36% of jobs are expected to be open
to high school graduates without PSE (Jason Amos,
2013).

Research suggests that youth with disabilities who
complete PSE programs may be more successful
at obtaining community employment (Grigal, 2008;
Grigal, Hart & Paiewonsky, 2010-16; Hughson et al.,
Hughson, Moodie, & Uditsky, 2006; Zaft, Hart &
Zimbrich, 2004-18; Grigal, Dwyre, 2010-19; Smith
et al., 2012). While this approach has yielded some
promising results, completing a course of studies at an
institution of higher education (IHE) does not always
guarantee employment and/or a career pathway for
young people with disabilities (Smith et al., 2012).

2.3. Paid apprenticeships

Apprenticeships are a popular strategy to facil-
itate employment and career options for youth,
albeit primarily for non-disabled youth, in some
European countries. Apprenticeships provide pay to
participants while they learn a set of skills through
on-the-job training. Apprenticeship programs were
first developed in Germany and differ from the intern-
ship model more commonly practiced in the U.S. and
Canada. Internships provide a person with a general
overview of a position for a short duration. Appren-
ticeships provide basic experience in a job or career
path for job seekers who are still determining options.
An apprenticeship provides an individual with more
in-depth experience in a particular vocation or field.
Apprenticeships nearly always include a combination
of classroom and hands-on experience and generally
include a training wage (REF-19).

There is a dearth of literature on the effectiveness of
apprenticeships for youth with disabilities. However,
we opted to include apprenticeships in the design
of PAY Check due to positive outcomes achieved
by youth without disabilities who complete appren-
ticeships (e.g., reduced unemployment among youth,
improved transition from school to career, strengthen
a young worker’s identity and agency) and the poten-
tial to be effective for youth with disabilities as well
(Delgado Community College Postsecondary Educa-
tion for All Collaborative [PEAC] 2012).

2.4. Self-determination training and practice

Research has demonstrated that while youth and
adults with disabilities have the capacity to be self-

determined, they are generally less self-determined
than their peers without disabilities (Stancliffe, Abery
& Smith, 2000; Wehmeyer, Kelchner & Richards,
1996). When provided self-determination instruc-
tion people with disabilities are more self-determined
(Wehmeyer, Palmer, Lee et al., 2011) and have higher
rates of successful postsecondary (Morningstar, Frey,
Noonan et al., 2010) and employment outcomes
including higher wages and increased likelihood of
receiving benefits such as vacation, sick leave and
health care (Wehmeyer & Bolding, 1999; Wehmeyer
& Palmer, 2003; Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).

3. Development of PAY Check

PAY Check was initially conceptualized as a way
to build on and overcome key shortcomings of a
previous TPSID project, Post-secondary Education
for All Collaborative (PEAC) (Wilson, & Lowrey,
2008) implemented at the same Community Col-
lege (i.e., Delgado Community College) in New
Orleans, Louisiana. The PEAC project was success-
ful in supporting youth with ID complete work-based
programs of study. In addition, we found that PEAC
participants generally demonstrated improved com-
munication, interpersonal and problem solving skills
which is consistent with benefits of PSE for youth
with disabilities reported in the literature (Page &
Chadsey-Rusch, 1995; Miller, DiSandro, Harring-
ton, & Johnson, 2016; Smith, & Lugas, 2010). The
majority of PEAC students obtained employment
within 6-months of completing the program with
assistance from a Community Rehabilitation Profes-
sion (CRP). However, most worked less than full-time
and few worked directly in fields that aligned with
their work-based program of study area. Only two
PEAC completers obtained a high school diploma.
Table 1 describes key shortcomings of prior model
and components included in PAY Check to overcome
them.

4. Funding

A braided funding approach was used to support
the PAY Check program. This approach was designed
to overcome the lack of involvement, communication
and support from key stakeholders (i.e., state VR, VR
counselors, CRPs, educators, and parents/guardians).
To do this, we devised a funding scheme that required
all stakeholders to have “skin in the game”.
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Table 1
Shortcomings of previous model and current model solution

Shortcomings of PEAC How PAY Check address issues

Lack of involvement, communication and support from
state VR

Third Party Cooperative Agreement (Braided funding)

CRPs did not provide more efficient and career-focused Paid apprenticeships
job matches Ongoing involvement of VR counselors

CRPs did not use information about PEAC completers’ Administrative buy-in from state VR
interests, strengths and needs Ongoing communication with CRPs

Staff attend/provide info at CRP meetings
Lack of communication between CRPs and PEAC staff Apprenticeships provide opportunities for ongoing involvement of VR

counselors
PEAC completers began working in fields that did not

relate directly to the career interests
Paid apprenticeship (e.g., could change need for Supported Employment to

Direct Placement in jobs that matches PSE and Apprenticeship experiences
Lack of communication between CRPs and PEAC staff Apprenticeships provide opportunities for ongoing involvement of VR

counselors
Less than optimal parent and school involvement Increased expectations/commitments during recruitment process

Recruitment-time “open house”
Ongoing (bi-weekly) call or meeting
Portfolios
End of semester celebrations
Staff attending school meetings

Specifically, the lead agency for the program con-
tributed non-federally supported personnel to the
project in-kind. Partner Local Education Agencies
(LEA) provided a negotiated cash payment per stu-
dent selected to participate using state or local funds
and paid students’ tuition and transportation using
IDEA funds. State VR covered costs related to
books and supplies at the PSE and apprenticeship
sites. Parents/guardians were asked to pay for smart
phone and monthly service for their child. In hard-
ship cases, state VR and/or the LEA covered the
cost of smart phones and monthly phone service.
Although smart phones are ubiquitous in modern
life they can be considered to be assistive technol-
ogy (AT). In the case of PAY Check participants
smart phones are indeed necessary AT for navigating
the community, learning tasks, communicating, and
self-management.

The lead agency’s in-kind contribution and LEA
cash payments were accepted by the state VR agency
to be used to provide “match” funds which, in turn,
were used to draw down additional funding from
the Rehabilitation Services Administration (RSA) in
accordance with Louisiana’s Federal Financial Par-
ticipation in State Expenditure (FMAP) program,
as established by the Social Security Administra-
tion. Currently, the FMAP for Louisiana is set at
78.2%. This allowed the combined non-federal dol-
lars contributed to state VR to be used to draw down
additional funds at a rate of nearly 4 : 1. State VR used
the additional funds obtained from RSA to contract
back to the lead agency via a Third Party Coop-

erative Agreement. This arrangement has distinct
advantages over time-limited grant funding in that it
establishes mechanisms to both sustain and grow the
program.

5. Description of PAY Check program

Students and their families were recruited from our
partner high schools and were enrolled in DCC using
a “concurrent enrollment” approach. This arrange-
ment allows students to take classes at the community
college to meet requirements for an alternate path to
earn a high school diploma, complete an industry-
based training certificate and/or begin earning credit
toward an Associate’s degree. While in PAY Check,
students receive training and opportunities to prac-
tice Pre-ETS as defined in WIOA. The apprenticeship
component provides participants a certificate of com-
pletion and paid work experience completers can
include in their resumes and may enhance their moti-
vation to obtain employment and pursue career goals.
Self-determination training and opportunities to prac-
tice self-determination are included throughout all
components of the program.

6. Curriculum and sequence

PAY Check is designed to be a 3-semester program.
However, as with most services for students with
disabilities, some participants will require a longer
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Table 2
Sample pay check weekly schedule – semester #2

Time Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday

8am Public bus to
DCC Check-In

Public bus to
DCC Check-In

9am Customer Customer
10am Service Class Service Class
11am LUNCH

Take Streetcar to
UMC

Arrive UMC
Check-In

LUNCH
Take Streetcar to
UMC

Arrive UMC
Check-In

Arrive UMC
Check-In

12pm Apprenticeship at Apprenticeship at Apprenticeship at Apprenticeship at Apprenticeship at
1pm University Medical University Medical University Medical University Medical University Medical
2pm Center Center Center Center Center
3pm
4pm Check-Out

Public bus home
Text on arrival

Check-Out
Public bus home
Text on arrival

Check-Out
Public bus home
Text on arrival

Check-Out
Public bus home
Text on arrival

Check-Out
Public bus home,
Text on arrival

time-frame (i.e., up to five-semesters) to complete all
components of the program. The following section
describes the content and sequence of the curriculum
after recruitment, selection and orientation to PAY
has occurred.

In the first semester participants take 2-3 classes
selected from the DCC course catalog and receive
instruction from Transition Coaches and opportuni-
ties to learn, practice and refine a number of Pre-ETS,
with particular emphasis on independent use of smart
phones, money and time management, as well as
use of public transportation. PAY Check staff work
closely with school personnel to ensure that students
who wish to pursue high school diplomas through the
program complete course work that supports them to
graduate with a diploma at the end of the program.

At the end of the first semester, participants have
a number of “job-shadowing” experiences at appren-
ticeship followed by completion of a person centered
plan (PCP). Major outcomes of the PCP include
identification of participants’ preferred apprentice-
ship, resources available to the participant through
personal networks of friends and family, as well as
the supports and services he/she is likely to need to
achieve college and employment-related goals.

During the second semester participants continue
to take classes selected from the DCC course catalog
to specifically inform/support their chosen appren-
ticeship and career path. Participants continue to
learn, practice and refine Pre-ETS both on cam-
pus, at their apprenticeship site and in various other
community locations. Participants begin working
approximately 10 hours per week at their apprentice-
ship site after the first month of the semester with
support from an on-site preceptor or supervisor and
Transition Coaches, as needed.

Participants continue to take classes selected from
the DCC catalog to specifically inform/support their
apprenticeship and career path while refining and
practicing Pre-ETS both on and off campus through-
out the third semester. Participants increase the
number of hours they work to approximately 15–30
hours per week based on individual abilities and
needs after the first month of the semester.

At the end of the third, and if needed fourth,
semester, the participant’s progress toward complet-
ing high school diploma and DCC program of studies
requirements, mastering Pre-ETS, and mastering crit-
ical components of the apprenticeship are reviewed
with the participant, his/her family, LRS coun-
selor, school personnel, supervisor/preceptor from
the apprenticeship, and additional individuals the
participant wishes to invite (e.g., friends, extended
family members, service providers who may be
involved in supporting the participant after complet-
ing PAY Check) to determine whether to continue in
PAY Check program for a fourth (or fifth) semester or
to exit and purse full-time competitive employment.
The PCP is updated at this time, to guide continu-
ation in the program or to specify the participant’s
career interests and employment and PSE goals in
the short-term. This PCP serves as a document to the
participant’s transition from PAY Check to post-high
school employment and career path.

Weekly schedules change across individual partici-
pants and semesters as the amount of time participants
spend at their Apprenticeship increases. However, for
the sake of illustration, Table 2 is presented to show a
typical week for participants in the PAY Check pro-
gram. This schedule is based on the second semester
of participation when students are taking classes at
DCC and working at their Apprenticeship site.
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6.1. Self-determination training and practice

As previously discussed, PAY Check participants
must function in multiple “real world” community
settings and activities. The program incorporates
strategies to promote self-determination to promote,
problem solving, independence and autonomy.
For example, each day Transition Coaches meet
participants and conduct a brief (i.e., >5 min)
“check-in”/“check-out” process at the beginning/end
of each day. Coaches and participants meet individ-
ually in a place determined mutually agreed upon
(e.g., Student Life Center, bus stop, time clock at
apprenticeship site). During Check-in, Transition
Coaches ask participants to state a goal for the day or
week related to skills/activities that are important in
the settings/activities in which they are engaged and
name actions they will perform to achieve their goal.
At the end of the day, Coaches and participants meet
again briefly. At this time, participants are asked
to evaluate the extent to which they achieved their
daily/weekly goal- and how well they performed the
action steps they identified during Check-in. Check-
out concludes after the participant states what, if
anything, they will do differently to achieve their
goal the next day. At both check-in and check-out,
Coaches may suggest alternatives but final decisions
are made by participants.

7. Campus location

Delgado Community College (DCC) is a public
urban campus with enrollment of 16,500 students.
Delgado offers 35 associate degree programs; 73
certificate, technical competency area, and techni-
cal diploma programs; and more than 100 non-credit
courses (i.e., Adult Education) to meet the needs of
every type of student, regardless of entry point, edu-
cational goal, or career aspiration. DCC is located
adjacent to City Park in the mid-city neighborhood
of New Orleans and is easily accessible by bus and
street car lines. The campus is also within walking
distance, or a short commute by street car and bus
to many businesses, cultural and recreational venues.
The setting provides immediate access to settings and
activities that are ideal for teaching and practicing
Pre-ETS due to its location within a vibrant urban
neighborhood and accessible public transportation.

8. Recruitment and selection

Applicants included students between 18 and 21
years, with a qualifying disability and eligible for
the VR program and Pre-ETS program as defined by
Louisiana Rehabilitation Services (LRS). PAY Check
staff and representatives of state VR reviewed the

Table 3
PAY Check student characteristics

Student Gender LEA IDEA Exit Doc: Transition Courses Primary Disability Supports:
Initials HS Diploma of Study: Individual Exceptionality ET = Extended

or Non-Diploma Graduation Plan Time-Tests/Tasks, D-F = Distraction
Certificate (IGP) or Individual Free Setting, Reader,

Plan for Instruction Calc. = Calculator,
(IPI) Scribe = Assistance with Notes,

No Scantron, LP = Enlarge Print,
RTQ = Rephrase Test Questions

AW M Charter IEP Certificate Ind. Grad. Plan Autism ET, D-F, Reader, Calc., RTQ
DJ M Charter IEP Diploma Ind. Grad. Plan IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc.
DB M Public IEP Certificate Ind. Grad. Plan Other Health ET, Reader, Calc., RTQ

Impairments
DS F Charter IEP Certificate Ind. Grad. Plan Emotional ET, Reader, Calc.

Disturbance
GA F Public IEP Diploma Ind. Prescription IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc. RTQ

for Instruction
KS F Public N/A Diploma N/A Emotional ET, Scribe, No Scantron

Disturbance
SN F Charter IEP Diploma Ind. Prescription IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc., Scribe, RTQ

for Instruction
TS M Public IEP Certificate Ind. Grad. Plan Specific LD ET, D-F, Reader
TE F Public IEP Diploma Ind. Grad. Plan Specific LD ET, D-F, Reader, Calc.
TM M Charter IEP Diploma Ind. Grad. Plan IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc., Scribe,

No Scantron, LP, RTQ
TL F Charter IEP Diploma Ind. Grad. Plan IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc., Scribe,

No Scantron, LP, RTQ
WJ M Public IEP Certificate Ind. Grad. Plan IDD – Mild ET, Reader, Calc., RTQ
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pool of applicants, rank ordered and selected an initial
cohort of twelve youth who met all criteria.

Prior to the beginning of the first semester, indi-
vidual participant Team meetings were held to create
plans with action steps, responsible persons and time-
lines to ensure the participant is able to complete the
program and earn a high school diploma. Participants
who chose to opt out of this component were required
to provide written documentation of the intention to
waive this component and a brief explanation of why
(e.g., some already have a plan in place to earn their
diploma). Table 3 provides a description of character-
istics of the 12 individuals in the first cohort of PAY
Check participants.

9. Next steps

PAY Check is a multi-component secondary transi-
tion program for youth with disabilities that prepares
them for employment and career paths of their choos-
ing. The program primarily serves students from
inner city schools in the Greater New Orleans area.
PAY Check represents an example of the cross-
agency collaborative transition effort described in the
rules promulgated in WIOA.

Next steps for PAY Check include expanding the
number, type and location of apprenticeship offerings
to ensure future participants are afforded a larger
range of employment and career path options. To do
this, the program is recruiting additional employers
to serve as apprenticeship hosts. Similarly, the
program needs to be expanded to LEAs in other
communities and replicated at other IHE’s both in
state and out of state.

In order to more fully prepare participants to tran-
sition to adult lifestyles and full participation in the
community as adults, the program should expand to
address skills other than employment and career. This
would likely best be accomplished through exploring
full- or part-time residential experiences based at an
IHE or other community residential settings.

Recently, the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL)
has demonstrated renewed interest in establishing
registered apprenticeships and pre-apprenticeships.
Future program enhancements should involve estab-
lishing current and additional PAY Check apprentice-
ship offerings as official DOL apprenticeships. Doing
so may make it easier to attract additional employ-
ers and replicate the program in different regions
of the country. Finally, while PAY Check is primar-
ily a model demonstration project, research on the

components of the program could inform and guide
efforts to improve, enhance and bring the project to
scale.
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