disAbility Employment Initiative

Building Blocks:  A Promising Practices Report

International Association of Jewish Vocational Services

The International Association of Jewish Vocational Services (IAJVS), an affiliation of 29 private, nonprofit, nonsectarian, social service agencies in the United States, is devoted to improving the employment status and/or quality of life for a wide variety of diverse populations. Over 350,000 people each year are served by member affiliates with combined budgets of over $325 million. The IAJVS network launched the disAbility Employment Initiative, generously funded by the U.S. Department of Labor, in July 1998 to assess and enroll persons with severe disabilities in information technology (IT) training.   Programs were conducted at five Jewish Vocational Services sites around the country: Boston, Chicago, Gulf Coast (Tampa Bay), Philadelphia, and San Francisco.  The program was directed and monitored from the national IAJVS office located in Philadelphia.  Enrolled clients were drawn from populations with HIV/AIDS, those with severe mental illness, and persons with physical disabilities. Training was focused on the acquisition of information technology skills with a particular concentration on high quality, well paying IT jobs with long-term employment potential.

This promising practices report—which focuses on the second program cycle funded by U.S. DOL from May 2002 to June 2005, during which more than 200 individuals received vocational training and 105 were placed in competitive employment at an average wage of $10.14 per hour—will describe those activities that were most successful and practices that can be replicated in similar training programs; marketing and outreach strategies that worked; keys to success when working with employers; techniques for building successful collaboratives with service providers; and programmatic lessons learned.  These findings are presented so that they will inform future disability training programs, particularly those focusing on information technology, and help those organizations build stronger, more effective programs. This report is meant to be used by practitioners in the field who are helping people with disabilities to move beyond dependency and toward economic self sufficiency.   It is our hope that this report will present useful ideas and suggestions that may help practitioners strengthen their service delivery methods and program outcomes.  

The five topical areas described in this report include the following: 

· Significant Advances Made and Replication Recommendations

· Outreach and Marketing

· Working with Employers

· Collaborating with Others

· Programmatic Lessons Learned

1.  Significant Advances Made and Replication Recommendations
The program offered state-of-the-art skills training in the information technology (IT) field to persons who face numerous barriers to employment due to their disabilities.  The model included the provision of computer training, case management, supportive social and educational services, and job placement.  Training and placement was targeted to computer-related jobs in high-growth industries.  Computer training was supplemented by a curriculum that emphasized job retention and included work readiness training, job search skills, and customer service training. All of the programs went through significant changes over the life of the grant, adapting both to the changing jobs market within IT and the changing needs of program participants.  

OVERALL RECOMMENDATIONS ON WHAT WORKED!

1. Integrating students into heterogenous class experiences.  Classes that included students with disabilities working alongside those without disabilities showed higher achievement rates for project participants.  The tone and feel of the class is more realistic and support comes from peers.  Individuals with disabilities have opportunities to create friendships and supports beyond the disability community.

2. Mentoring programs and internships provided opportunities for training in the “real world.”  Training in a vacuum is not effective.

3. Ongoing support services are critical in producing successful outcomes, including an understanding of the additional, non-employment-related barriers students face.  

4. Continuous quality improvement of program, curricula and equipment are especially important in the IT sector and when using an employer directed approach. Programs need to demonstrate flexibility in curricula development and program scheduling to adapt to the ever-changing IT field and the shifting emotional and physical conditions of those served.

5. Assessments of potential students, including an assessment of their motivation to work and become employed, must be a prerequisite to enrollment.

6. Coordination with other providers within the workforce development system, vocational rehabilitation programs and the “One Stops” maximized successful outcomes and is a “value added” strength of programs with a history of serving people with disabilities.

7. Ongoing job placement and job readiness training must be an integral part of curricula and ongoing throughout the duration of the project.

8. Small group instruction or study groups within larger classes (including one-on-one help when necessary) improve outcomes.

9. Competency-based curricula, including the use of concepts reviews and skills reviews, can improve outcomes

10. Modular, ongoing program with frequent (or more than just one) entry points can improve outcomes, even though in some cases it can make the instructors' job more difficult.

11. National team approach facilitates the sharing of practices among training providers who are addressing the same industry and similar client issues.

RECOMMENDATIONS BY SITE 

Boston 
· Classes that integrate disabled and non-disabled job seekers produce the best outcomes.  The drop-out rate for an all-disability class is much higher than one for an integrated class.  Placing disabled job seekers into a variety of skills training classes offers the job seeker more choices and produces a “normal class atmosphere” with a higher graduation and placement rate.  

· JVS Boston administers a One Stop and this enhanced program outcomes.  The project offered those One Stop job seekers with disabilities additional services and supports for training for which they might not have been otherwise eligible.  It provided an educational service to staff of the One Stop, informing them of additional community resources, accommodations, and waivers for low income individuals receiving Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI).

· The state’s Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) system was a very important partner.  They helped fund training and ancillary supports.  As a result of the project, there is now a VR counselor co-locating one day a week at the One Stop.

· Over the course of the project, recruitment and training strategies changed. Initially many of the students took the classes because they wanted IT training but they had no intention of seeking employment in the field.  To adjust for this, the program made the following changes:

· Marketed the class as a means to obtain employment, not just computer training;

· Introduced the expectation for job placement during the initial assessment;

· Provided benefit counseling as a part of the initial evaluation piece so that they would have a clear understanding of how full time employment would affect their disability related medical benefits;

· Raised entrance criteria to require some indication of prior commitment to employment (volunteer experience, recent employment, reasons for leaving past employment, etc.);

· Provided weekly job readiness training, offered a career resource library on-site and made the student’s accountable for their own resume, cover letter, reference list prior to receiving a certificate; and

· Provided extensive pre-employment support and post-employment follow-up.

· Boston sought and developed multiple referral sources.  The largest was VR followed by local AIDS organizations, the Veterans Administration, and One Stops. Staff made presentations at Independent Living Centers, the state’s Department of Mental Health, and local high schools.

· The curriculum changed dramatically from class to class.  This was due, in part, to the extreme downsizing of the IT industry during the first year of the project. One month the job openings were pages long in the newspapers and the next there were no jobs and people were being laid off.  We learned from employers what their current needs and expectations were prior to each class and made program modifications. 
Chicago 

To provide a high retention rate and completion rate in a vocational training program serving mentally ill clients, the Chicago project found that the following ingredients must be in place: 

· The curriculum must be competency based, meaning the student learns a skill that builds on the mastery of the next skill, before moving on.

· Instruction must be delivered one-on-one or in very small group settings.

· Students who are motivated but learn slowly, must be allowed to hone skills before or after regular class sessions.

· Instructors must not only know educational material, but must have the skills to provide in-class counseling to those students displaying symptoms of their illness (i.e., lack of organizational skills, memory problems, learning disabilities, etc.).

· Technological upgrades of equipment and software must be ongoing to produce graduates with marketable skills.  Curriculum and training materials must also be continually updated.

· Given the population served, a full-time counselor must be available to provide case management services around mental health issues.  These impact class attendance, performance, and placement and retention in competitive employment.

· Since placement is the ultimate goal, the training curriculum should include at least two hours a week devoted to placement and preparation of the student for the competitive work world. This should begin at the start of the program. 

· A staff person with expertise in placement must be allocated to the program to provide job development, job marketing, résumé preparations, and follow-up services.

· The entire staff (instructors, counselors, and job placement personnel) must work as a team to meet the multiple goals of the students served.

Gulf Coast 

· Take full advantage of the One Stop System.  Gulf Coast project staff coordinated their work with the Disability Navigators, funded through the DOL.  The role of the Disability Navigator is to obtain any needed support services for disabled job seekers. 

· Work closely with VR counselors.  The agency officially became an Employment Network for VR under the Ticket to Work Program. 

· Provide program flexibility.  Gulf Coast staff created an online course for program participants to provide greater program flexibility.  They provided daily follow-up calls encouraging them to get online and work on their curricula.  They were able to track usage by having the ability those who were online taking the course. 

Philadelphia

· Be persistent in connecting with the local One Stops. Besides mailing out flyers describing the program to them, the staff repeatedly requested the opportunity to make presentations to One Stop staff.  They also began registering students on the “Career One Stop” website in 2002, having their resumes posted on it, and using the site to review job openings.  In 2003, students began attending One Stop job fairs.

· The importance of coordination with VR was noted since they became the largest single source of referrals to the program. VR also funded participants’ cost of transportation to and from the training site.

· Assess applicant’s reading and math level and use outcomes as one of the criteria for admission to training.

· Use a single textbook that includes all computer skills instruction. Select one that is easy to read, has clear diagrams, takes small conceptual steps and uses a mock business setting to help students apply their knowledge to the workplace. (Philadelphia can recommend such a text.)

· Use adult learning processes: team learning; viewing of a large monitor while the teacher demonstrates the function; instructors explaining difficult concepts by using analogies and examples; and videotapes are used to reinforce the information taught during lessons.

· Provide frequent reviews, i.e., each lesson was followed by a group “concepts review,” and these were followed by individualized “skills reviews” which gave the student other opportunities to do independent hands-on work mirroring the lesson.  

· Pace the class to the level of the group. When more than one student was unable to master the lesson independently, that group worked on the skills review material with the instructor.  In some situations, students who mastered the material assisted those having difficulty grasping the particular lesson.  Students who demonstrated the ability to progress quicker were given the option of learning additional computer skills.  Students having difficulty could review materials independently using CD training tutorials.

· Hire a full-time placement counselor/case manager to provide consistent support during the life of the project. This resulted in the improvement of both student retention and the rate of job placement.

· Provide job readiness skills (e.g. mock interviews, dressing for success, job research, resume and cover letter preparation) throughout the course of the training. 

· Provide support services to increase the number of participants who complete training. These included: 

· counseling about attendance and punctuality;  

· providing reassurance to students who were uncertain of their ability to complete the class; 

· telephone outreach to absent students who indicated they could not  complete the class; 

· counseling regarding home and/or family issues, communication skills with classmates and instructors, etc.; 

· encouraging students to get necessary medical care, contacting therapists when students with emotional disabilities deteriorated;  

· contacting referral sources when consumers were unable to regularly attend class; and

· referring students to organizations for additional services. 

· Seek part-time employment for those who cannot work full-time due to insufficient physical stamina or inability to deal with the stress of full-time employment.

· Encourage students who are placed in employment to return to the training facility for both face-to-face meetings with the placement counselor and to attend job support club meetings with other graduates.

San Francisco

· Maintain flexibility in program delivery. Over the lifetime of the grant, staff made significant changes to the program’s schedule and content, adapting life skills curriculum to be more professionally-focused, for example, and holding classes for twenty hours per week or less to adapt to the challenges in stamina faced by participants living with HIV and related illnesses.  

· Expand the populations served.  Initially enrolling only participants living with HIV and related illnesses, San Francisco expanded to include participants with a wide range of disabilities.  This was done, in part, as a response to interest in the community, funding constraints, and recognition of the fact that heterogeneous client populations provided benefits to the clients and helped them to transcend a focus on their particular disabilities and move towards employment.

· Provide integrated learning environments. Like some of their colleagues above, the San Francisco program began integrating participants with disabilities into classes that included people without disabilities.  All along, however, they continued to address the participants’ extra needs for individual wrap-around support and post-training job search assistance.  This approach was both cost-effective, allowing them to leverage other funding sources to support non-training-related activities, and effective programmatically in realizing outcomes.  The approach allowed them to enroll participants at frequent intervals so that issues affecting job-readiness and training-readiness could be tackled before enrollment in training.  This increased the percentage of successful trainings and placements.  

· Incorporate heightened and intensive assessment of prospective participants.  Participants eventually began the program with an Employment Specialist focusing on job search preparation and the job search itself.  They were given a preliminary computer skills overview at the Technology Access Center and received an extensive computer skills assessment with the Computer Skills Instructor even before beginning classes.  

· Engage with a variety of referral sources. The San Francisco program is an Access Point in the San Francisco One Stop System and coordinates all services with other Access Points and One Stop Centers.  Because of this, their program receives referrals from other Access Points and One Stop Centers and makes referrals to those agencies.  Nevertheless, most appropriate referrals continued to come through the VR system and through agencies serving populations with disabilities. 

· Utilize the extensive resources available through the VR system. Coordination with VR provided a resource for additional support services for participants.  VR complemented the training services provided through the DEI grant and allowed the program to offer “wrap-around” support and post-training job search assistance.

· Seek partnerships with agencies serving the same population. The most successful referral sources were agencies that provide complementary services to people with disabilities such as housing, health advocacy, and assistance with reintegration.  

· Upgrade constantly.  The project continuously upgraded the computer skills curriculum, the software and operating systems, in large part through generous contributions from Microsoft.  This allowed them to stay current with the latest applications being used in the labor market.  They also incorporated computer-based computer skills assessments, similar to those used by temporary employment agencies.  The use of this software has allowed SF to rigorously assess the appropriateness of participants for the agency’s full range of services, to enroll participants in training that matches their level of skill, and to observe other intangibles relating to appropriateness for training, such as the reaction of participants to the stress of testing.

2.  Outreach and Marketing Strategies
Project sites used basic marketing and outreach techniques to enroll participates.  They contacted all agencies with whom they had existing relationships such as VR, local unemployment offices, the One Stops, the Veterans’ Administration, the local AIDS coordinating office and made personal appearances and/or presentations to them. They used public service announcements, newspaper articles, early morning talk show appearances and, in some case, used paid advertisements. Program staff was also available to visit referring agencies to make presentations describing the program.

OVERALL RECOMMENATIONS AND FINDINGS

Outreach

· Develop compelling marketing materials.

· Focus on existing relationships and build on them through personal visits and presentations.

· Make marketing ongoing and continuous, focusing on competitive employment not just training.

Strategies

· Face-to-face weekly visits to referral sources when project staff can conduct preliminary intakes and partial evaluations will increase referrals significantly.

· Word-of-mouth referrals are enhanced when staff attend all meetings focusing on services for people with disabilities.

· Continued, intermittent marketing enhances the flow of referrals.  Initial phone calls are followed by faxing and/or mailing of brochures, followed by additional phone calls, etc. Presentations regarding the benefits of the program made to small groups increases referrals.

· Partnering with organizations already serving the target population in areas other than employment will also increase referrals.  Positive and trusting relationships with the staff of those groups are a critical factor.

3.  Working with Employers
Collaborations with employers were critical to the project’s success.  This was especially important because of the employment crisis affecting the IT industry during the project period.  Employers were invited into the planning team to help with curriculum review, the delineation of job expectations, and mock interviewing.  They also provided internships and “real world” work experiences.

RECOMMENDATIONS

· Boston created an employer advisory board that included private employers, the Veteran’s Administration and community-based organizations.  They provided current information on hiring trends and changes in the labor market.  They critiqued resumes, conducted mock interviews, informed the group about job openings and paved the way for employer-based training and collaborations.  Members included Harvard Vanguard, Massachusetts General Hospital, Citizen’s Bank, Marriott Corporation, The Massachusetts Bay Transportation Association (MBTA), VR, DMH, and the VA.  
· In Philadelphia, employers were involved in the development of the initial training curriculum and provided on-going critiques.  Some of their recommendations included increasing the class time allocated to Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel and Web Page Design, while reducing the time allocated to Advanced Access Techniques, PowerPoint and Basic English Review.  They also provided input on how computer-related jobs were performed in the workplace and information about their general expectations for employees.  Employers made presentations to the students, focusing on their requirements and expectations for new hires.

· A central element of the success of San Francisco’s DEI-funded project was their internship component.  Participants received part-time work experience while continuing more limited training during the last four weeks of the training cycle.  By applying their skills in actual work situations, participants gained valuable experience and references, while confronting the non-employment challenges (such as health issues). One valued employer partner was the University of California, San Francisco, the city’s second-largest employer. Several interns were subsequently employed there on an ongoing, full-time basis.  In the most recently completed training cycle, one of the participants was mentored in her internship by a past graduate who wanted to afford another participant the same opportunity that had resulted in his employment.  

· Boston created a program with employers known as the “Afternoon Tea.”  This concept evolved around the fact that employers had from 200 to 1,000 resumes for every job opening. Project participants were competing with individuals who had years of successful experience.  Staff learned that, besides their disability, they had an additional disadvantage when competing against these experienced personnel in job interviews:  they lacked the social skills necessary for the “small talk” at the beginning of each interview.  Staff instituted this program to provide interaction with employers and between employers and job applicants. They first invited an employer to be a guest speaker, providing a 5 to 10-minute presentation about their own career path—how they started their career, their worst job, etc.  After the short presentation, the job seekers were responsible for approaching the employer in a social situation, greeting them, and speaking to them for no longer than five minutes.  The purpose of the exchange was to gain confidence and experience in a structured social situation.  The goal for the job seeker was to increase their confidence and job interviewing skills.  A secondary benefit of the program was the development of a stronger relationship with the employer. 

· San Francisco also found that nonprofit employers were especially accepting of both internships and placements over the life of the program.  Many of participants, perhaps as a result of their illness or disability, wanted to work in environments where they felt greater empathy for their situations, and they wanted to serve others in similar situations.  Others, returning to work after a period in which they believed that work would never again be possible for them, found that they wanted to pursue “meaningful” work.  Nonprofit employers have also proved highly sympathetic to the goals of the program, willing to invest in potential new staff by taking them on as interns and more sensitive than most employers to the needs for accommodation that some participants manifest.
4.  Collaborating with Others

Creating partnerships with other service providers, including the workforce development system, was a critical success factor in the achievement of the project’s goals.  While funding was provided by the grant to provide training, many of the “wrap around” support services were offered by these partners.  

OVERALL FINDINGS 

· There is a need to educate the workforce development system and its staff regarding the most effective ways to work with individuals with disabilities.

· Disability Navigators, DOL funded staff at the One Stops, are a positive asset, but in many One Stops these positions are still not in place.

· It is important for job training providers to be sure that ongoing relationships exist between the workforce system and employers.

BENEFITS OF WORKING WITH THE ONE STOPS

· Disability Navigators, when available, are a valuable asset.

· Multiple services are available under one roof such as  resume writing assistance, employability skills training, adaptive equipment, free training through WIA, if eligible; translating services for hard of hearing, and Employer Awareness coaching for those hiring persons with disabilities. 

· Individuals can register with the existing workforce system and be “marketed” to those employers accessing that system through their web site, job fairs, etc. 

· For those IAJVS affiliates that are One Stops (e.g., Boston and San Francisco), the connections are more fluid and essential to the operations of the program.

AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENTS WHEN WORKING WITH THE ONE STOPS
· There are not enough Disability Navigators to cover all the regions.

· Not all One Stops are accessible for persons with disabilities.

· One Stop staff may not have the training and sensitivity to address persons with disabilities who use their services.

· Because One Stop staff communicates directly with employers, disclosure of a person’s disability may be an issue. For example, will the One Stop staff ask an applicant who uses a wheelchair to inform the employer and ask if the site is accessible?   A non-accessible site for the job interview would be both an embarrassment and a negative first step in the relationship. 

· The trend toward the creation of centralized partnerships with employers could become a barrier to the creation of unmediated partnerships between providers of training and employers. The further removed training and employment services are from the employers themselves, the less likely are they to be responsive to employer needs and inclusive of employer participation.

· Finally, the public workforce system is, in some ways, being asked to be all things to all people, an impossible task.  There will continue to be a need for services to clients with multiple barriers to employment.  These services must be dispensed by service providers who are uniquely equipped to address those barriers and by those entities trusted to be responsive to their needs.  The public workforce system, for good or ill, is not widely viewed as a safe haven by many of these participants, who want services customized to their very specific needs.  

Collaboration among the five participating IAJVS partners was also a highlight of the program.  The coordination and management completed by the project team at IAJVS’ national headquarters ensured the successful implementation of the program across all five program sites. Communication and information sharing were key to the success of this national model.  Across the board, the program managers were appreciative of the support they received and the learning they gained by working with staff at the other sites, many with divergent but complementary skills.  IAJVS staff at the national office in Philadelphia brought these skills together to address the program demands.  They provided both support and avenues for innovative problem solving.  Presented here are some of the national activities used to support the local program implementation.

KEY STRATEGIES USED

· Staff convened monthly phone conferences with site managers.  These calls were the best avenue for information sharing and the delivery of technical assistance to the sites.  The calls focused on issues defined by each of the sites, and they often uncovered common, systemic problems. Such issues included participants’ reluctance to seek employment once training was completed.  One site created a “commitment to employment form” that each participant was required to sign prior to enrollment.  This form was then used system-wide.  Another site noted that many of their participants could not tolerate full time employment due to problems with stamina; others were experiencing the same problem.  The project addressed the issue and revised their outcome expectations for a select group of participants. 

· IAJVS Annual Conferences were used to convene participants and provide training, information sharing, and peer support.  Throughout the course of the project, mangers and national staff came together seven (7) times, with separate sessions at each conference dedicated to the project: Washington D.C in 1999; Tampa, FL in 2000; Philadelphia, PA in 2001; Toronto, Canada in 2002; Los Angeles, CA in 2003; New York, NY in 2004; and Chicago, IL in 2005.

Session topics ranged from: 

· The impact of the IT industry collapse on curriculum and placement;

· Employer relationships and how to build stronger connections; 

· The most promising instructional methodologies for individuals with a range of severe disabilities. 


These discussions led to constructive changes in the program:

· To adjust to the IT collapse, each site became more employer-directed, i.e. employer needs drove the curriculum development, the way in which the training was provided, and the job openings the project filled;

· Instructional methodologies were also adjusted to incorporate open enrollments, allowing participants to join throughout the training, and to provide for “integrated” trainings as described above; and

· Discussion of how the range and severity of disability impacted placement resulted in the national staff working with the U.S. DOL to accept part-time employment as an suitable outcome.  Staff facilitated discussions among local staff regarding the differences in working with clients with HIV/AIDS (where stamina was a huge issue) and individuals with emotional/psychological disabilities (where losing benefits that covered psychotropic drugs was a primary concern).  All of these discussions reaffirmed the belief of the IAJVS network that successful programs must address all of these barriers in order to help high-risk populations become productively employed.
· National staff provided on-site training and technical assistance at each program location. IAJVS staff visited each participating agency not only to monitor both programmatic and fiscal operations but also to provide them with technical support, information, research, and best practices tools.

· The national office managed the fiscal and administrative requirements of the grant.  They attended DOL-sponsored conferences and shared new program requirements with the sites.  They acted as liaison and ensured that both DOL and the sites had only one place to turn with questions, concerns or suggestions. These individuals also took on the responsibility of data gathering and cumulative reporting to DOL.

· Finally, they were the face of the project to the public.  They made presentations to national and international conferences beyond the IAJVS network.  These included the JETT*CON and the World Conference on Jewish Communal Service gatherings. 

5.  What a Disability-Focused Training Provider Brings to the Workforce 


Development System 

There has been a significant increase in the number of Federal training and employment initiatives targeting people with disabilities over the past several years.  Individuals with disabilities are no longer limited to Federal/state vocational rehabilitation (VR) agencies but can now access a variety of options including: the entire WIA established workforce development system; the employment networks created by the “Ticket to Work” legislation, and the benefits counseling agencies funded by SSA that provide information and advice about the impact of employment on medical benefits.  While all of these initiatives are meant to assist the individual, the lack of coordination among them can lead to confusion by the users.  The project sites were all well connected to each of the systems listed above.  Some administer One-Stop Centers while others are designated as Employment Networks under the “Ticket” legislation. All have had active working relationships with VR.  The project demonstrated the “value added” that a disability provider brings to the workforce development system.  The sites demonstrated how effective working relationships with each of these “systems” can leverage referrals, resources, and funding across the systems.
VALUE-ADDED RESOURCES

· Successful track record of providing services for people with disabilities and placing them into competitive employment. This “history of service” brings increased referrals and provides the expertise to open doors to employers. 

· Cutting edge in creating support services and identifying funding to meet the ancillary needs of those served.  These organizations have a commitment from upper management to search for additional resources for clients so they can be successful. Examples of some of the supports provided to participants in this program include:

· Two year regularly scheduled follow-up regardless of the funder’s expectations;

· Alumni activities to keep graduates and job seekers connected to their support system.  Types of activities included: a college fair night, classes on how to buy a used computer or get out of debt, and social activities once a quarter, etc.;

· A Career Resource Library open from 9 a.m. to 8:30 p.m.;

· A support person on-site to help find tutors, community based supports and help with problem solving;

· Laptops for home use to ensure that an individual is able to continue with their class work in the event of absences due to disability (these supports were funded in Boston by a local foundation); and

· A “necessities fund” from a private donor that helps participants purchase items that they need to get or keep a job.  Sample items purchased include: eye glasses, work clothes, transportation passes, mobility services for a conference, etc.  

· Expertise in employer engagement.  Programs created a model for assessing the level of engagement of employers.  A “sectoral employment” approach focused training programs on specific employment sectors, including researching the specific requirements of employers in those sectors and the specific skill sets required of their workers. 

· Curriculum development that is cognizant of participants’ unique special needs, strengths and weaknesses is brought by these providers.  They also have a thorough understanding of the impact of various disabling conditions on a person’s ability to learn, work and retain employment.  

· Knowledge of “assistive technology” aids and their ability to enhance the performance of people with disabilities at work, at home and at place is another value that these providers bring to the workforce development system. 

6. Lessons Learned 

When projects come to the end of their journey, staff will often look back and ask “Why didn’t we think of that earlier?”  To that end, we present here some of the suggestions of staff on approaches that could have been added or interventions that would have created more effective outcomes. 

WHAT WE WOULD DO DIFFERENTLY 

1. Internships are a valuable component to the program and should be a required element for all future programs.  Besides the obvious learning benefits, for individuals with no work history or one that is limited or very old, an internship may be the most efficient way to build current references and create a recent work history.

2. A full-time case manager / placement counselor is critical in programs serving participants with the emotional and physical issues impacting the participants in this program. The average student required extensive case management and a wide array of supportive services to complete their training program.

3. Future programs must ensure that participants understand the requirement for them to become employed at the conclusion of the training. Some students refused employment, even after signing a contract stating their intent to find employment.

4. Low stamina is an issue for those with HIV/AIDS and related disabilities.  Training and placement strategies need to adjust for this when predicting future outcomes.  For some, a part time job may be their optimum goal. 

5. The concern of many individuals about losing medical benefits must be addressed prior to participation.  The program found that fear of losing these benefits for a person with a disability had a strong negative impact on their willingness to find employment.

6. Access to technology for students beyond the classroom is crucial to maintaining momentum and retaining learning.  Programs should provide laptops for home use to those students with physical disabilities.

7. Online training programs provide many benefits for those with physical problems impeding their access to regular classroom training.  However, these programs need to provide additional classroom training.  For those who are already socially isolated, this setting simulates an actual employment setting and provides opportunities for appropriate interaction.

8. Programs need to leverage the additional program and funding support for such agencies as VR earlier in the project.

9. Implementing a system of ongoing, modular trainings with frequent entry points and heterogeneous client populations would have allowed programs to assess participants’ likelihood of completion and employment prior to enrollment more effectively.  It would have better prepared participants for the more heterogeneous environments they will face in the job search and work world.

10. Formalizing relationships with employers earlier in the project would have created a more “employer driven” system throughout the project’s duration. 
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